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      To anyone who has ever felt uncomfortable in their body and wanted to crawl out of their skin, you’re beautiful just the way you are. 

      (It’s okay if you don’t believe me. I’ll believe enough for the both of us.)

      

      To those who round up half-star reviews. I wish you a lifetime supply of forehead kisses and orgasms. 
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I had a blast writing Ezra and Millie, and I hope you have just as much fun reading.

      For the Show is an open-door romance intended for mature audiences. The characters are consenting adults, and there is explicit, on-page sexual content, explicit language, and adult situations. Not eighteen? Please come back later! 

      If you’re someone who never reads the epilogue or bonus scenes, trust me—you don’t want to miss out.

      Please note that there are multiple ways to experience real-life events and I have done my best, alongside sensitivity readers, to do it justice. Though you may not relate, it doesn’t make it untrue.

      Your mental health matters to me. For a full list of trigger and content warnings, please visit: www.katievanbrunt.com

      For the Show is the second book in the All For Love series, but can be read on its own.
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        Matilda: You’re very brave, Miss Honey.

        Miss Honey: Not as brave as you.

        Matilda: I thought grown-ups weren’t afraid of anything.

        Miss Honey: Quite the contrary. All grown-ups get scared, just like children.
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      If I were a vibrator, I’d be this one.

      “Aren’t you going to put it back in the box?” the salesperson asks.

      “Nobody puts Baby in a box.” Winking, I carefully place the curved silicone vibrator directly into my purse. Designed for internal A-spot stimulation? Sold.

      It’s not until I get home that I discover it has eleven vibration speeds.

      Unable to keep this beauty to myself, I FaceTime Joey. When my cousin spies the rose-gold disco ball on one end, she gasps. “That vibe is your doppelgänger. It’s sparkly and complex, but it looks eager to please.”

      “You bitch.” I throw my head back and cackle. “You’re not wrong.” When we’ve both calmed ourselves, I wipe the tears from my eyes and take in a cleansing breath. “Are you coming home soon? I washed your sheets.”

      “For someone who doesn’t like to be domesticated, you sure enjoy doing laundry.”

      “Do not confuse liking clean things with domestication, darling.” I preen, pulling my shoulders back.

      Joey rolls her eyes, but there’s no hiding her smile. “I’m just waiting for Cam to get out of the shower, then I’ll head over.”

      Three hours later, she waltzes in the front door.

      “That was one long shower,” I call from my bedroom.

      She plops herself onto my bed, cheeks flushed. “I doubt there’s any hot water left on this side of Manhattan.”

      With a chuckle, I pull a plum sweater dress from my closet, then shuffle over to the floor-length mirror and hold it up to my body.

      “Is that what you’re wearing on your date with Sam?” she asks.

      Sucking my lips in to keep myself from grinning, I nod. The date is a ruse, my alibi. While Joey thinks I’m out with Sam, I’ll actually be setting up for a surprise party being held in her honor. Her boyfriend and I have been planning a private get-together to celebrate the publication of her debut novel.

      By the way she’s acting, she doesn’t suspect a thing.

      “That color looks amazing on you. It makes your green eyes pop.”

      “Thanks, boo,” I reply, hanging it on the back of my door.

      She sticks her lower lip out in a mock pout. “How come you got all the great features in the family while I’m stuck with these poop-brown eyes?”

      “What are you talking about? I’d kill to have your thick, dark hair. And those eyebrows? You could stop traffic with those puppies.”

      She giggles. “You’re right about that. Cam said they were one of the features that drew him in.”

      “Of course they were.”

      Joey scoots up to the top of my bed and makes herself comfortable with my two hundred throw pillows. “How are things going with you and Sam, anyway?”

      My chest pangs at the question, but I collapse onto the mattress and go with the truth. “Not much better than the last time we talked.”

      Early on, I wasn’t sure Sam was into me. Then she was totally into me. Then she wasn’t so sure. I backed off and let things cool down for a while, but when she flew out to Vegas to see me on tour in Funny Girl, I couldn’t help but read into it.

      “I thought things would come together now that I’m back in the city, but she’s been distant lately, and I don’t know what to make of it.”

      Joey loops an arm around me and kisses the top of my head. “Hopefully your date tonight will give you clarity.”

      My chest tightens at the sincerity in her tone. “Since when are you the one doing the comforting in this relationship?”

      “You must have rubbed off on me.”

      Not so long ago, she wasn’t sure about committing to Cam. But she’s come so far since then.

      “I’m proud of you, Jo.”

      When she pulls me in for a real hug, her stomach growls.

      “Want me to make something to eat?” I ask.

      We burst into laughter because cooking is not my forte. Nor is it Joey’s. Unless Bagel Bites and Pillsbury cinnamon rolls count.

      “Bubbe’s Nosh Pit?”

      I fling my hand out, smacking her in the stomach. “Gimme my phone.”

      Thirty minutes later, the owner of our favorite Jewish deli—who also happens to live in our building—hand delivers our takeout.

      “I’m sure going to miss you,” Mark cries for the umpteenth time this week.

      Joey hugs the teddy bear of a man. “You act like I’m dying. I’m just moving.”

      “Can’t Cam move in here?” he teases.

      Right. This is a one-bedroom, and our landlord has been generous enough to let Joey live here without a sublease. I doubt we could convince him to add one more, even if we had the space. And I really don’t want to be the third wheel in their lovefest.

      “All right, I’m starving,” I announce, breaking up their sappy moment.

      While we eat, Joey and I veg out on the sofa, which doubles as her bed, and listen to my latest audio recording before I submit it to LULU.

      For the last few years, I’ve worked as a voice actor for Let Ur Love Unleash, an erotic stories audio app. Working for the female-owned company means I can record from home—or anywhere, really—and the hours are flexible. It’s ideal when I’m touring in a musical production. Plus, it’s like getting free sex advice. The things I’ve learned while recording would make my grandmother Ruth blush from her grave. May her memory be a blessing.

      I click submit, then close the lid of my laptop. “If you and Cam can’t find a place right away, you can stay here while I’m gone.”

      “When do you leave for rehearsals?” Joey asks.

      “Next week. I head up to Syracuse right after Thanksgiving.”

      “I can’t believe you landed the lead in Mamma Mia. You’re a badass bitch.”

      I don’t even try to fight the smile that spreads across my face. While I usually keep my strawberry-blond hair at shoulder length, I grew it out months prior to my audition and box-dyed it platinum the night before, which, in hindsight, could have been an epic disaster.

      The casting director was a real stickler about appearances and made everyone cover their tattoos. Thankfully, I only have a small cluster of birds on the back of my arm, just above my tricep. Joey has them too.

      After cleaning up and getting dressed, I leave to meet Sam for a quick drink before I’m due to help set up for the surprise. As I head for the pub, I shoot Cam a message to let him know that the coast is clear. He’s been texting me so incessantly that I had to silence my phone so Joey wouldn’t ask questions.

      “How’ve you been?” I ask Sam as I approach the booth she’s chosen in the corner. I invited her to join us for the party, but she already had plans, so we agreed to meet beforehand instead.

      She stands to greet me, planting a chaste kiss on one cheek. “Busy.”

      “Yeah?”

      Two drinks with cherry garnishes sit on the table. I don’t like when people assume my drink order. In fact, it’s a pet peeve of mine. Some nights, I want the strong buzz of a gin and tonic; others, I want the comfort of a full-bodied cab.

      I swallow back my annoyance and focus on Sam. “What’s going on?”

      Her cropped blond hair really makes her brown eyes shine. Tonight, she’s wearing a killer black corset top that lifts her small tits deliciously. A black leather skirt hugs her hips, and her toned legs are covered by tights and ankle boots. With a shrug, she slips back into her seat. “Not much. Just working a lot.”

      This girl gives me whiplash. For the last six months, it’s been nothing but ups and downs with her. When I met her last spring at FrenchSHEs, the drag and cabaret club where I occasionally bartend, she was super flirty with me. I discovered quickly that she’s flirty with everyone, so I didn’t think much of it. Then, once she found out I’m bi, she’d come in with question after question for me. How did you know you were bi? How many girls have you been with?

      It wasn’t until I crashed at her apartment for a week while my building was undergoing structural repairs that she admitted she’d never been with a woman but had a crush on me. I almost never let girls “test drive” me, but she was so damn endearing and, well, hot, so I asked if she wanted to kiss me.

      “That was your first girl-on-girl kiss?” I gasp when we finally break away. That kiss felt seasoned. It was kneaded and smooth and moist, like baking bread. (Or what I imagine baking bread would be like; I wouldn’t actually know.)

      That kiss felt like it was made on purpose.

      She studies my face, her eyes alight, like she’s found the missing puzzle piece that’s been hidden under the sofa for years. She looks like she never wants to stop kissing me. Like she wants to devour me. Eat the entire loaf.

      So she does. I follow her lead, which rapidly turns into ripping each other’s clothes off.

      With my back against the pillows on her bed, she insists on going down on me first. But once she’s settled between my legs, she hesitates, her brow furrowed. “I thought, you know, because I have the same parts, I would know what to do, but…” She buries her face in my thigh adorably.

      I sit up and pull her on top of me, kissing the tip of her nose. “It’s a lot like putting makeup on someone else, huh?”

      “Exactly.” She giggles.

      “We can slow down.” I give her an easy smile, hoping to take away some of her discomfort.

      Rather than back off, she slips right back down until she’s between my legs again. “No. I don’t want to. Will you talk me through it?”

      Though Sam’s movements are tentative, she takes my instructions with humility, and soon, she finds her own technique, letting my moans guide her. And when she slides a third delicate finger inside me and curls it just so, I lose it.

      We were inseparable for months after that. After I left for rehearsals for Funny Girl, we talked often, so when I returned to the city, I expected to pick up where we left off. Instead, I’ve found that sometimes she’s available and eager to hang out, and other times she’s aloof and ghosty.

      Now, tucked into this corner booth, I’m not sure where we’re headed.

      After one drink, Sam’s much more relaxed, and when she slides her hand onto my leg and leaves it there for more than a beat, I take it as an opportunity to touch her back.

      “Where’ve you been?” I ask, mindlessly twisting the rings on her fingers. Her usually short nails are long and manicured.

      “What do you mean?” When she shifts in her seat, I can’t help but peek at the apex of her thighs, but black tights block what I really want to see.

      “You seem distant,” I say as our server brings Sam another dirty Shirley. “You didn’t answer my texts about getting together last week.”

      She takes another swig of her drink, nearly sucking it dry. “Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry. Life has been so busy. My mom was in town.”

      “She was? I would have loved to have met her.” Moms love me.

      Head lowered, she says, “Yeah, but I’m not out to my family yet.”

      “Oh?” I could have sworn she planned to tell them a while back. “Maybe someday soon, then.” I shrug. The last thing I want is to push her. I understand how hard it is to have one foot out of the closet, and I’d never want to rush anyone’s coming-out process.

      “Totally.” She grabs me by the inner thigh and pulls me in close. “When do you leave for your show? Let’s do something before. Maybe get out of the city? Think your brother will let us use one of his cabins?” Her breath skates across my neck, and she nips at my ear. “I got a new toy.”

      Chills erupt beneath my dress. “Yeah? How is it?”

      “Dunno,” she whispers. “I was saving it for you.”

      Now my goose bumps have goose bumps.

      “You’re so generous.” I steal a kiss, testing to see if she’s into it.

      Why is it so hard to tell whether this girl is into me? I never have that problem with guys.

      Her mouth covers mine hungrily, and the chatter in my head is forced to shut up. She tastes like cherries. It’s a real Katy Perry cliché, but it’s true. When she pulls back a fraction of an inch, I trace the soft fullness of her lips with my tongue.

      She releases a moan only I can hear before recapturing my lips and demanding more.

      The alarm on my phone goes off, reminding me I have other obligations, and we finally break apart. Sam insists on paying, and with one more kiss laced with the kind of passion that should be illegal, she promises to call me tomorrow.
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      “Did you take your meds, hun?”

      “Yes, Mom.” I have no doubt my eye roll can be heard across the country. “Stop being so codependent.”

      “You’re my favorite child,” she says from where she’s stationed in front of the stove. “It’s my duty to worry.”

      “I’m your only child. And a grown man. I can remember to take my happy pills.”

      “I don’t know why you insist on calling them that. You know you don’t have to be happy all the time, right? It’s okay to feel down, just not…” She trails off, no doubt remembering just how low I was not long ago.

      Exhaling, I round the island so I’m at her side. Grasping her by the backs of her arms, I force her to lock eyes with me. “The medicine is working, and I’m seeing that therapist you recommended. I’m doing really well. I promise.”

      With a pat to my cheek, she turns back to the stove. “Good. Now help me with breakfast, then get out of here.”

      “Why are you kicking me out so fast? Got a hot date or something?” I tease.

      My mom sighs dramatically, puffing air into her hair. The bright white color is so different from the dark hair I inherited from my father. She went gray in her thirties but has never dyed it. She has no interest in abiding by patriarchal pressures.

      “Yes,” she chirps. “Your new daddy will be here any minute. And he’s about your age, so it’ll be super awkward if you’re still here.”

      Stomach lurching, I go ramrod straight. “What the⁠—”

      She bursts into laughter, bracing her hands on her knees and wheezing.

      “You little sh⁠—”

      “Shh. Don’t curse in front of your mother.” She waves an oven mitt at me. “You should have seen your face.”

      Shoulders relaxing, I lean a hip against the counter. “Not funny.” Even as I tell her this, I can’t help the smirk that escapes.

      “It’s nine a.m.,” she says, handing me a plate. “Of course I don’t have a hot date.”

      “But you’re not denying dating.” I scan her face for answers. “Are you dating someone?”

      Her silence speaks loud and clear.

      “Mom.”

      “What, Ezra? Do you seriously want to hear about your mother’s sex life?”

      Slamming my eyes shut, I cup my hands over my ears. “I didn’t say anything about sex. I’m talking about dating.”

      “Oh, what’s the difference these days?”

      Cringing, I grab my overnight bag from where I dropped it by the front door and sling it over my shoulder. “That’s it, I’m out of here.” I try to stay overnight once a month. It’s always been just the two of us, and it’s sort of a tradition.

      As I grasp the doorknob, she calls out. “Sit.”

      With a huff, I let the bag fall down my arm. Then I shuffle back to the kitchen island.

      “You will stay and have breakfast with your mother.” She smiles.

      “Only if you promise to cool it with the sex talk.”

      My mom may be progressive, but a guy’s still got his limits.

      “Speaking of dating… Are you still seeing that young lady?”

      A groan escapes me before I can stop it. “I thought we weren’t talking about sex.”

      “Who said anything about sex?” Her smirk stretches into a full-on mischievous grin.

      I roll my eyes at the ridiculous woman. Didn’t she just say dating and having sex are one and the same? They’re not. It’s possible to have sex with someone without committing to dating. Which is often the case with me. I have terrible luck with women, and after what happened last year—when I discovered the woman I was seeing and had invested a lot of effort in was sleeping with me behind her husband’s back—I took a break from dating.

      I’ll never forget the look on the poor schmuck’s face when he walked in on me balls deep inside his wife. She told me they were divorcing. It made sense. The walls were bare, and the house was littered with moving boxes. It turns out they were moving in and definitely not divorcing, though that may have changed since I hightailed it out of there with my pants around my ankles.

      The worst part was that she had a baby. For weeks, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Especially since I have firsthand knowledge of what it’s like to be the child of a cheating parent.

      When she was young, my mom and her friend Valerie, burned out from college and looking for a change of pace, relocated to Oahu. They supported themselves with random freelance jobs while earning their cosmetology licenses. My mother met my father at a party and got pregnant. They moved in together and started a life, but when she was nine months pregnant, she discovered he was sleeping with other women. Without the support of family—and with a newborn—she tried to make things work with him. However, when the verbal and emotional abuse began around the time I started walking, she bought a one-way ticket back to New York City.

      My father never missed a child support payment, and though he never traveled to Brooklyn, I visited him every other year. Those were confusing times. I couldn’t tell whether he enjoyed having me around. He’d show me off to his friends and brag about my academic and athletic accolades, but he’d practically ignore me around the house. I was thirteen when he started dragging me to bars and using me as a pawn to pick up women. He “taught” me how to make a woman feel like the center of the universe before discarding her like garbage the next day. “Charm your way in, then charge your way out,” he’d say.
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      I didn’t stay long after breakfast, mainly because I couldn’t tell whether my mom was actually joking about having a date. She’s never been married. Likely because of the damage my father inflicted on her.

      She raised me to believe that a woman doesn’t need a man—something she’s proven time and again my whole life. Even so, I can’t help but want a marriage of my own, a person to share the highs and the lows of life with. More and more, though, I worry it’ll never happen. My track record is embarrassingly pathetic. I keep falling for women who either screw me over or are just looking for a fling.

      The commute from Brooklyn to Washington Heights, where my roommate, Cam, and I live, is an easy one this morning. Thank goodness, because he’s wound up like a tightly twisted knot. He texted me three times while I was on the train to make sure I wouldn’t be late for the surprise party he’s throwing for his girlfriend tonight.

      He has been my best buddy since high school, when we were thrown together for a mentor program. I was a senior and Cam was a freshman, so I took the newbie under my wing and never looked back. He moved in with me a year or so ago, after he quit his job and broke up with his then girlfriend. The guy is a romantic, and he fell head over heels for Joey fast. Now the two of them are looking for an apartment. Even though I’m used to having my own space, I like living with someone. It’ll be too quiet without him around.

      I greet my doorman, then take the elevator up to my apartment, where I find Cam pacing back and forth in his bedroom.

      “There you are. It’s about damn time,” he huffs.

      “Dude.” I lean against his doorframe. “You okay? What can I do to help?”

      His eyes are wide and his hair is a mess, like he’s been running his fingers through it. “You don’t think Joey suspects anything, do you?”

      “Absolutely not.” I shake my head. From what I can tell, she doesn’t have the slightest idea anything is happening tonight. “It’s going to be great. We’ve got lots of time to kill. Let’s go play some pickup.”

      It takes some convincing, but eventually, he agrees. There’s an outdoor court around the corner from our apartment, so we head that way and get in a few games. The endorphins help, and when we return a couple of hours later, he’s like a new man.

      After he makes me swear that I won’t be late to the Black Hole, the coffee shop where the party is being held, he leaves to take care of last-minute arrangements.

      When my phone chirps, I swipe it from the counter, and at the name on the screen, my chest tightens with anticipation. It’s a text from the girl I’m seeing. I like her a lot, and for the first time in a long time, I think I can see a future with someone. I invited her to the celebration this evening, but she was worried it would be too weird to meet my friends for the first time at a private event. Instead, she promises to meet me at the Black Hole after so we can go out for a nightcap.

      Though she’s spent the night a couple of times when Cam’s been away on business, I mainly stay at her place. Early on, I asked if she was hiding a husband in a closet in her tiny one-bedroom loft. She laughed like I was joking. I wasn’t.

      I fire off a text to confirm a meetup time, then head out the door.

      I’d ask Cam and Joey to join us for celebratory drinks, but I have no doubt that Millie will be at the party, too, and if I invite Joey, it would be rude not to invite her cousin-slash-best friend, and that is not happening.

      Millie and I met at a bar on the island of Crete in Greece, where we had a lengthy debate about karaoke before she mesmerized me with her outstanding performance. I must have made an impression with my own, because later that night, she dragged me into a closet labeled Staff Only for a hot-as-hell hookup.

      We got together once more that week, but the electric current coursing between us fizzled prematurely. The second I mentioned meeting up when we returned to the city, she pulled back.

      Initially, Joey did the same to Cam, but he eventually wore her down with his charm, and she couldn’t stay away.

      I didn’t try with Millie. I respected her wishes and parted ways. Tonight will be the first time I’ve seen her since.

      Is she seeing anyone? I shake off the thought. It doesn’t matter now, anyway.
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      It’s chilly tonight, though not as cold as I expected it to be this close to Thanksgiving. When I step into the Black Hole, I’m greeted by Aunt Elin, Joey’s mom, who immediately pulls me into a hug.

      Her warmth and happiness soak into me as she rocks me from side to side. “Amelia, sweetheart.”

      She’s a few months sober and looks the best she has since my Uncle Noah died thirteen years ago. When planning this surprise for my cousin, Cam and I agreed that a dry function—offering mocktails, coffee, and tea only—was the best way to go.

      “Oh my gosh, hi. I’m so glad you could make it.”

      Aunt Elin flew in this afternoon from California and came straight to the coffee shop so she wouldn’t ruin the surprise for her daughter.

      “I wouldn’t miss Josefine’s book launch for the world. Such a shame your folks couldn’t make it. Your mom said they caught the flu from Asher and Bea?”

      I mirror her frown. Not only are my brother and his daughter unable to make it, but now that my parents are sick as well, I’m the sole member of my family here supporting Joey. “Yeah, they’re super bummed.”

      I promised I’d help Mark and his wife lay out the food they’ve so generously catered, so I introduce my aunt to my next-door neighbors, Peg and Fran, who have been surrogate mothers to Joey and me, then I take off, ready to help set up.

      A gold banner that reads I did it… for the plot falls from one side, and I scurry over to tack it back to the wall. I hoist myself onto a wooden chair and crouch to grab the end of the banner. As I straighten, my balance falters, but just before I go down, a strong hand steadies the outside of my thigh.

      “Careful,” the deep voice warns.

      My breath catches, and I pivot on the ball of my foot so I can face my savior. It’s a terrible idea, spinning around like this, because the sturdy fingers have now shifted dangerously close to the inside of my thigh.

      The man hovering below me pulls his tan hand back like I’ve shocked him.

      “Oh, you. Um, hi,” I stutter. Though I should have expected to see him here, I’m startled by our reunion.

      Ezra may be Cam’s closest friend, but he’s also the man I hooked up with in Greece several months ago and haven’t spoken to since. After two ridiculously hot encounters, the guy was giving off major family-man vibes, and that’s just not my thing. I’m looking for a family woman, to be honest. Though I love a pretty cock, I’ve always imagined myself marrying a woman. Not that I’ll be ready for that anytime soon. I’m only twenty-seven.

      It wasn’t my intention to avoid him when we returned to the city—I just didn’t go out of my way to see him. As busy as I’ve been, it’s been ridiculously easy to not bump into him. For months I’ve had my hands full, traveling with the theater, voice acting, hanging out with Sam, and bartending at the club.

      For a moment, I give myself permission to reexamine the man with eyes like melted chocolate. And a man he is. His dark, unruly curls are pulled back into a bun, and his beard is perfectly groomed, as always.

      I accept his hand and follow the line of corded veins that peeks out from the black button-down he’s got rolled to his elbow. “Thanks,” I croak. “How are you?”

      He crosses his arms over his chest, making it a challenge not to take in the definition there as well. “Really good. And you? It’s been a while.”

      If there’s more to that statement, I can’t tell.

      “Really good, yeah. Thanks.”

      Oh god, this is the lamest reintroduction ever. He’d have more success talking to a monkey.

      I clear my throat and put in a little more effort. “What have you been up to?”

      He scratches his beard, instantly throwing me back to the feeling of it against my neck.

      “Work keeps me busy.”

      “Teacher, right?” I vaguely remember him telling me how much he loves the youth. I could practically taste the “settling down” vibes oozing from his pores as he went on about his job.

      “Yes. I teach middle school social studies. And you? Joey mentioned you’re in a show?”

      “I am. Was,” I fumble. This man is so damn handsome, it hurts to look at him. “I was in a production, and I’m getting ready for rehearsals for another one, actually.”

      His brows lift, along with one side of his mouth. “Love to hear it.” He sounds genuine too.

      As I search for another appropriate topic to keep the conversation from turning awkward, my breasts buzz, startling me. With a quiet gasp, I yank my phone from my bra—this damn dress doesn’t have pockets (Big mistake. Big. Huge.)—catching the way Ezra’s eyes widen, then quickly flit away.

      The text from Cam is a single random emoji—our signal that they’re on their way.

      “Oh shit.” I shuffle to the center of the room and announce to the crowd that we have about ten minutes before Joey arrives.

      Without hesitation, every person here gets to work with the final tasks we need to complete. The blinds are closed, which means that she won’t be able to see us from the sidewalk. The barista, Iris, fiddles with the music on the speakers, Aunt Elin straightens the food platters, and Peg and Fran pass out Sharpies and copies of my cousin’s book. Cam’s family and Joey’s writing buddies are here too. I can’t wait to see the look on her face when she walks through the door. She’ll appear mortified, though secretly, she’ll be ecstatic.

      I stand guard, watching for them, and when I spot them at the end of the block, I wave my hands in the air. “Shh. Shh. Everyone, it’s go time.”

      Legs crossed, I will my bladder to get her shit together. Anticipation always makes me have to pee. As a kid, the only way I could play hide-and-seek was if I hid in the bathroom.

      When Cam swings the door open and we all shout “surprise!” Joey’s instinct is to spin around and bury her head in his chest. After a moment, though, he twists her around, and we all take turns hugging her.

      I couldn’t be prouder of my best friend. She did the damn thing. She wrote a motherfucking book.

      The party is off to a great start, and when it looks like all the guests are enjoying themselves, I grab myself another mocktail and take a moment to breathe. From my spot against the wall, I survey the crowd, taking it all in.

      Cam’s sister, Claire, is deep in conversation with Ezra, their familiarity making me wonder if they’re an item. When he shoves her in the shoulder in the playful way my brother does to me, I decide that’s probably not the case. Though I can’t help but wonder if they’ve ever hooked up. Not that it’s any of my business.

      Several folks give speeches, including me, each of us gushing about how proud we are of Joey for going after her dreams. And when Aunt Elin dotes on her only child, there’s not a dry eye in the room.

      I’m moderating Peg and Fran’s heated debate over their favorite Campbell’s soup flavor when I spot my aunt tearing up halfway across the room. Concerned, I follow her line of sight and—“Oh my god.”

      “What?” Ezra sidles up next to me. “What’s wrong?”

      Heart pounding, I turn to him, then back again. “Did you—did you know?”

      “Know what?” he asks, searching for what I’m homing in on.

      “Did he just—ahh!” I rush over to Joey, who’s wrapped up tight in her mom’s arms, and Cam, who’s hovering a step away. I punch him in the bicep. “Jerk. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      With a squeal, Joey embraces me.

      As she breaks away, I snag her left hand and bring it up to my face.

      “Holy shit.”

      Resting on my cousin’s hand is the most stunning engagement ring.

      I can barely see her through the tears in my eyes as I enthusiastically yank her in for another hug.

      She’s speechless and sobbing into my neck.

      No words are needed between us. I know her as well as I know myself. For her, the emotions of this moment are overpowering in all the best ways.

      Stepping away so others can offer their congratulations, I help Mark switch out the appetizers for dessert. I’m reeling as I work. My cousin is engaged. She has never been one to dream about marriage the way little girls stereotypically do, but by her endearing smile and the elation radiating off her, it’s clear that she’s thrilled.

      A double surprise party. Wow, what a night it’s turning out to be.

      I’m grabbing a black-and-white cookie from the spread on the table when I overhear my aunt speaking to Ezra. “Are you seeing anyone?”

      Intrigued, I pretend to be engrossed in the desserts and keep my ear open for his response.

      “I am,” he replies.

      “Is she here?”

      “No,” he says. “She thought it would be awkward since she hasn’t met my friends yet.” In my periphery, he pauses to look at his watch. “But she’s meeting me here in a bit before we head out for the night.”

      “Oh, Millie, there you are.” My aunt waves me over to join them as I move down the dessert table. “What about you, hun? Are you still seeing that young lady? Joey mentioned she’s dying to meet her.”

      Ezra’s eyes go wide. I’m not sure whether it’s because he’s surprised I’m seeing someone or because that person is a woman. It’s possible he doesn’t know I’m bi. My sexuality hasn’t been a secret for about a decade, but I’m not in the habit of introducing myself as bi. Straight people don’t have to “come out” every time they date someone new, so why do queer people?

      “I am,” I say, because drinks with Sam earlier went really well.

      “That’s wonderful.” Aunt Elin rubs my shoulder. “I’m happy for you.”

      Ezra catches my eye and smiles warmly. When my aunt yawns, I offer to call her an Uber so she can head back to her hotel, and several minutes later, Joey and I hug her goodbye. I let go of the door once she’s stepped out, but when it doesn’t snick shut, I turn, assuming she’s stepped back in.

      Instead, the third surprise of the night appears.

      “Sam?”

      I don’t have time to decipher the odd look on her face before Ezra pulls her in for a hug and presses a kiss to her cheek.

      My stomach sinks. What the hell?

      “Hey, babe,” he sings.

      Babe? With that, my stomach plummets straight to the floor.

      Her astonished face says it all, but in the next heartbeat, the deer-in-the-headlights look shifts to one fitting of a doting girlfriend. Damn. I’m the trained actress, but I may have some competition here.

      Completely oblivious, Ezra turns to me. “Millie, this is Samantha, my girlfriend.”

      Sam—er, Samantha—flinches, though Ezra doesn’t notice.

      “Samantha, this is Millie, Joey’s cousin.”

      The urge to shed my skin like a snake is almost impossible to ignore. Never have I been so humiliated. And there’s literally nothing I can do about it. Not here. We’re celebrating my best friend’s biggest accomplishment. I absolutely cannot make a scene. So I do what I’ve been doing most of my life—I pretend.

      While a handshake feels like overkill, I force a smile and politely offer a “nice to meet you.”

      Convincing enough.

      Ezra guides Sam by her lower back to the newly engaged couple, where introductions are made.

      We’re gathered in a circle later—Sam included—when Joey nudges my side. “What’s with you?”

      Guess I’m not so convincing, after all.

      “Nothing.” I force a smile, praying she’s distracted enough not to see right through me.

      “Cam and I are going to head out soon, have a little private celebration of our own.” She waggles those money-making brows.

      “Go,” I tell her, grin still in place. “I’ve got cleanup duty.”

      “Oh, shoot. I didn’t even think about that.” A frown mars her face for the first time tonight. “We can stick around to help.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Ezra pipes in. “There’s no way you’re cleaning up after your own party. We’ll hang back and help. Right, babe?” He turns to Sam.

      Great.

      Shortly after Cam and Joey leave, the remaining guests follow. I’d sneak out the door along with them if I hadn’t promised Iris I’d lock up for her. She’s been at the café for over twelve hours; I couldn’t possibly let her stay a minute longer.

      And then there were three.

      The tension in here is so thick I couldn’t cut it with a jackhammer if I tried. I haven’t yet decided what bothers me more. The discovery that Sam is a lying little cheater or finding out that she’s been cheating on me with a man I once hooked up with.

      My stomach twists in a painful knot. This is so fucked up.

      As I go through the motions of cleaning, I pray silently that I can make it out of here unscathed. But when I accidentally stare—or maybe it’s a glare?—at Sam across the table for a little too long, Ezra notices.

      Clearing his throat, he frowns at me. “Am I missing something here? Why do I feel weird energy radiating from you?”

      I quickly look away, though I realize there’s no reason to play this off. Now that Cam and Joey have left and their night has gone off without a hitch, I don’t have to be polite.

      “Why don’t you ask Sam?”

      “Sam?” His voice pitches in confusion, making it clear he doesn’t know her by that name. “Samantha?”

      Good thing she’s already handling the trash can. The girl looks like she’s about to vomit. “Uh, I, um…” She doesn’t have the ovaries to woman up and own her shit.

      As mad as I am, Ezra’s furrowed brows inject a serum of empathy into my veins, so I tread lightly. “I’m sorry, but your girlfriend hasn’t been honest with you.”

      Eyes widening, he homes in on Sam. “What is she talking about?”

      When she averts her gaze rather than owning up, he turns back to me, his face etched in confusion.

      “God, this is awkward,” I sigh. I tug on the collar of my dress, which feels way too tight and scratchy all of a sudden. “We’re both dating Sam. Or Samantha.”

      “The fuck?” He steps back, swiping a hand down his beard, and whirls on Sam. “Is that true?”

      Finally, she looks up, this time with tears welling in her eyes, and nods.

      Rage flares to life under my skin. Oh, hell no. She doesn’t get to play victim.

      “Why—what—why would you…” He trails off.

      Poor guy looks broken, and it’s too painful to watch. I almost wish I’d kept my mouth shut. But he deserves to know what kind of woman he’s with.

      I set the trays I’ve been wiping off on the counter and straighten, chin lifted. “I’d like to know why too.”

      Sam sweeps her fingers through her short strands, the move making her look a lot like Kristen Stewart. Now that I’ve discovered she’s a two-timer, her sexiness has melted away.

      She takes a step forward, creating an equilateral triangle between the three of us. “Millie, I really have had fun these last several months.”

      “Several?” Ezra staggers back a step.

      “But I, uh, you know I’ve been confused about my sexuality, and I thought dating both a man and a woman would help me figure out what I really wanted.”

      “So, what, we were some sort of experiment to you?” I seethe. “Play with Ken and Barbie and see which you like best?” My vision goes red around the edges. I’m not just upset with Sam, I’m furious with myself. I should have seen this coming. Clearly, I was blinded by fresh pussy.

      “No, it’s not like that. I⁠—”

      “That’s exactly what it seems like,” Ezra interjects. He drops his head and laces his fingers at the back of his neck. “I’m such a fucking idiot.”

      My heart pangs for him. Why is he an idiot? He didn’t do anything wrong.

      “I should go.” Sam heads for the door.

      “You think?” Ezra barks, not even watching her walk away.

      I take a step toward him, but when he whips his head around and narrows his eyes on me, I stop. “Don’t,” he says so quietly I nearly miss it.

      “I’m so sor—” I snap my mouth shut before I can apologize. I’m not in the wrong here. If only there were an alternative version of “I’m sorry” that fit this type of situation appropriately. A moment where I’m not in the wrong, yet I still want to offer sympathy.

      “Just—” He stops short, takes one look at me with the saddest fucking expression on his face, and strides out the door, leaving me alone.
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        Six Months Later

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom

      

      
        Are you sure you’re ready?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        It’s one date. I’ll be fine

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        It just seems too soon. I’m worried about you

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Mom, it’s been six months. I promise I’m good

      

      

      

      

      

      I can’t really blame her for worrying about me, I suppose. It may have been six months since my girlfriend screwed me over, but it’s only been three months since I haven’t felt depressed. Finding out the girl I was dating was also dating a girl I’d hooked up with in the past really fucked me up. Like kick-started a full-on depression. The second bout in a year. Before that, I hadn’t experienced an episode in a solid decade. I hadn’t felt that awful since I visited my father for the last time.

      Agitated, I yank my shirt off, cursing the tag that’s irritating my neck. My sensory issues have really ramped up these last few months. Though my depression is under control, I’ve yet to rein in these sensations. Reactively, I rip the tag off, and when I put a hole in the seam, I let out a string of curses. I toss it onto the floor and throw on another.

      I have an hour until I meet… uh, what’s her name again? Ronnie? Robyn? I open the dating app on my phone. Robyn, but goes by Ronnie. Got it.

      In front of the mirror, I take a moment to breathe deeply, evenly. These days, I once again recognize the face staring back at me. After finding out the truth about Sam, I flew out of the Black Hole and stumbled back to my apartment where I took kitchen shears to my hair. It was a terrible mistake. I looked like the before picture of a dog in an animal shelter. I thought that if I shaved my beard, I’d look better; instead, I could have been mistaken for one of those starved animals in a Sarah McLachlan commercial.

      That night, I felt unclean. I’d been used and was hit with a visceral urge to shed myself. In that state of mind, chopping off my hair seemed like the only way to make that happen.

      In reality, what I needed was a dosage change and a therapy session ASAP. At the time, though, I wasn’t thinking clearly. Instead, I called in sick that Monday. Then again on Tuesday. When I called on Wednesday, my boss urged me to take the rest of the week off.

      By Thursday, Cam, who’d been unable to break through the haze I’d gotten lost in, had called my mother.

      Even then, no amount of matzo ball soup could flush the sad feelings out of me.

      My dad was the first person to show me I wasn’t worthy. While my mom couldn’t live with—or even near—the man, she never kept me from having a relationship with him. It pained her to watch me fight for his approval, but she never tried to tell me how to feel, and I was grateful for that. She was always there when he let me down, and she never judged me.

      Lennon—the woman who told me she was separated from her husband—was the next person to show me how unimportant I was.

      And the third was Samantha. Or Sam. Or whoever the fuck she is.

      This time around, my mom let me wallow for a few days, then dragged my ass to therapy. It wasn’t my first rodeo, so I knew I’d have to talk if I wanted to improve.

      “Why am I not good enough?” Tears roll down my stubbled cheeks as I plead with my therapist. “Why, when I’m screwed over by someone, does my brain say ‘maybe we should be depressed’? I’m so sick and tired of feeling sick and tired. I wish I had more control.”

      Monty didn’t “cure” me that day like I begged him to, but therapy twice a week for a month kept me accountable for making good choices in my life.

      “When you do good, you feel good. Continue doing the things you would normally do when you aren’t depressed, and I promise your brain will catch up.”

      My mom added to that sentiment later by reminding me that I’d overcome my depression before, so there was no reason I couldn’t do it again.

      Taking care of myself was the last thing I wanted to do, but both Monty and my mom were right. I had to push through, even if my brain felt like it was in quicksand.

      
        
          [image: rooster]
        

      

      With Monty’s encouraging words written on a sticky note on my mirror as a reminder, I tap into the excitement I used to feel when getting ready for a first date and focus on the endless possibilities. Today could be the first day of the rest of my life. And if it’s not? It’ll make for a good story over drinks with friends. Either way, I’m feeling optimistic.

      I still have a good half hour before I meet Ronnie, so I park myself on the sofa next to Cam. Though he moved out months ago, he’s hanging out here while Joey visits with her cousin.

      Millie. My chest tightens painfully at the thought of her. We haven’t spoken since that night. Too stunned to think, I ran out on her at the Black Hole and didn’t look back. I absolutely need to apologize but haven’t had the opportunity. Shortly after the incident, she left to tour with the musical she was performing in. Then I was too depressed. Now I’m embarrassed about how much time I’ve let pass by.

      “You ready?” Cam asks, setting his laptop on the coffee table in front of us.

      “Not you too,” I scoff. I do not need every person I know walking on eggshells around me. I’m fucking fine.

      “Hey, no, I didn’t mean it that way. I just wanted to know if you’re excited.”

      Relieved that I don’t have to defend myself again, I sag against the cushions. “Yeah.” Though excited isn’t the descriptor I’d used. I haven’t so much as touched a woman since Samantha. My sex drive took a huge hit during this bout of depression.

      So, naturally, I’m afraid of getting hurt again, of being lied to.

      My father’s voice worms its way into my brain. You’re just like me, son. Meant to be single.

      Before it can take root, I will the intrusive thought away. I don’t want to be a lonely old bastard like him.

      “I can cancel my date,” I say to Cam. “I feel bad ditching your ass.”

      “No, it’s cool. That’s on me for dropping by unannounced. I’m perfectly fine kicking up my feet. I’ve got a bunch of photos to edit for that resort in Italy.”

      As I’m finalizing my Uber reservation, a notification banner pops up on my screen.

      @islandboykane wants to send you a message

      Opening Instagram, I click on Requests and⁠—

      My heart lurches. “What the fuck?”

      Cam scoots closer, peering over my shoulder. “What is it?”

      I read the words again, shock and nausea battling for top billing.

      @islandboykane: hi. yea so this is random and weird, but is rob masters your dad? i found your name and picture in his house and i think you might be my brother.
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      In a matter of minutes, I’ve canceled my date. People get scammed online all the time, but deep in my marrow, I feel it. This is real. I respond to @islandboykane—a.k.a. Kane Adams—right away, and within a minute, we switch to video.

      A teen with a mop of blond hair pops up on the screen, and behind him, a wooden sea turtle hangs on the wall of the bedroom I would stay in when I visited my father as a kid.

      “Uh, hi,” he says, his expression etched with apprehension.

      “Hey.”

      Silence.

      My heart is racing and my mind is swirling too quickly to form coherent thoughts.

      Cam knocks the side of my leg, urging me to carry on.

      I inhale deeply and hold it for five counts before letting the breath out slowly. “I don’t even know where to begin. How am I just now hearing about you? Rob never mentioned another kid.”

      “Probably because he didn’t know about me.” He scoffs. “And I didn’t know about him either.”

      Bewildered, I blink at the kid. “Okay?”

      Kane goes on to explain that his mother recently passed away from an aggressive form of cancer. Shortly before she died, she contacted Rob, and with a blood test, they confirmed paternity. Kane’s mother, Wren, lost both her parents in a car accident when she was eighteen, which leaves my dad as the kid’s next of kin.

      I try holding back the tears in front of him, knowing this has got to be a difficult subject, but I can’t help it. “How old are you?” I choke out.

      “Fifteen.”

      “Fuck.” So young. “Does Rob know you’ve contacted me?”

      He heaves out a breath and shakes his head.

      “How did he take the news when he found out about you?”

      Kane curls his lips inward. “He was shocked, maybe?” He lifts one shoulder and lets it fall. “I don’t know. He doesn’t say much. It’s weird, you know? And this is even weirder. Talking to you. I found some information about you in a drawer here and, I don’t know, I thought maybe you’d want to meet me?” He gnaws on his lip, his attention dipping to his lap. “It’s stupid. I’m sorry. I should go.”

      Heart lodged in my throat, I clutch my phone tighter. “Wait.”

      This kid has been through hell. First losing his mom and now living with a total stranger. That’s got to be scary.

      “I do.”

      Kane stares into the screen. I can’t quite decipher the color of his irises, but his eyes glisten with hope.

      “I do want to meet you. I-I’ll figure it out. I’m a teacher, and summer break starts soon. I could come to Oahu then.” This kid deserves to have someone in his life who’ll show up for him. Lord knows my—our—father won’t.

      “Really?” He perks up, his face brightening.

      “Really. Let me call Rob and sort some things out, then we can make plans, yeah?”

      His jaw is clenched tight as he nods, like maybe he’s holding back emotion the way I’m trying to.

      “It was great meeting you, Kane. Hang in there, okay?”

      “Yeah, okay.” He blinks rapidly. “Thanks, Ezra.”

      After hanging up, I sit in silence for I don’t know how long. Cam, being the kind of friend he’s always been, sits quietly by my side.

      Eventually I call my dad. According to him, Wren was a one-night stand years ago, and he doesn’t even remember her. Repulsive.

      “You know what it’s like for bachelors like us. I could have a million kids running around this island for all I know.” He laughs, the tone laced with a kind of pride that makes my stomach turn over.

      “I’m nothing like you,” I grit through clenched teeth.

      “Oh yeah? You’re single, aren’t you? Approaching forty and free just like your old man.”

      Biting back a growl, I bolt up straight, my spine rigid. “I’m married now.”

      Clearly, I’ve lost my mind, but the word vomit doesn’t even faze me. I couldn’t care less about lying to my dad. I’d say just about anything to get him to shut the fuck up about how he thinks I’m just like him. Especially when the only things we have in common are our dark hair and our single status. We don’t even share the same last name. I said I have a wife, so what? It’s not like he follows me on social media or ever comes to New York. We barely talk; he’ll forget all about this conversation in five minutes.
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