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PRAISE FOR


Funny You Should Ask


“You will absolutely devour this book. It’s filled with delightful banter, hot romance, and a love story that’s worthy of the big screen. To put it bluntly, I freaking loved it and couldn’t put it down.”


—Kate Spencer, author of In a New York Minute and host of Forever35


“Funny You Should Ask is a smart, sensitive story full of love and longing—and not to mention a totally swoonworthy hero. It’s also a page-turning peek into the celebrity machine. Framed by one infamous weekend and its fallout, the book goes beyond the glossy surface to thoughtfully tackle questions of perception versus reality, and which can hurt more: the limitations other people place on us, or the ones we place on ourselves.”


—Heather Cocks and Jessica Morgan, bestselling authors of The Royal We and The Heir Affair


“Funny You Should Ask is the kind of fascinating, intimate character study that feels like reading about real people. A breezy, addictive romance—I couldn’t put it down!”


—Rachel Lynn Solomon, author of The Ex Talk


“Elissa Sussman’s adult debut promises a glamorous celeb romp, but offers a double-whammy with thoughtful, emotional depth. As the narrative jumps back and forth in time, the truth of what happened between Gabe and Chani unfolds and a romance blooms—cautious, sweet, and sizzling with tension. . . . A beautiful, fun, heartfelt love story that I couldn’t put down.”


—Maurene Goo, author of Somewhere Only We Know


“I loved this book! Smart, funny, and crackling with the most delicious sexual tension, Funny You Should Ask is exactly the kind of book I am always wishing there were more of. I’ve already recommended it to all my friends.”


—Katie Cotugno, New York Times bestselling author of Birds of California
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For John


All my stories are love stories because of you









 


 


 


“The course of true love—”
“—gathers no moss.”


—THE PHILADELPHIA STORY
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“HE REQUESTED YOU,” ALEXANDRA SAYS.


It’s a good thing we’re on the phone because I’d bet the editor in chief of Broad Sheets magazine would not appreciate the death glare I’m giving my screen. And I know she wouldn’t understand why.


“Bullshit,” I say.


I’m half hoping she’ll prove me wrong, and I’m embarrassed to realize that I’m holding my breath while I wait for her answer.


“Okay, okay,” she admits. “His people requested you.”


That makes sense. The article I did on Gabe Parker ten years ago had been a PR team’s wet dream. It gave Gabe the kind of publicity that people would buy if they could. Which is, in essence, what they’re attempting to do now.


I can’t blame them. Hell, I’m sure my own publicist is kicking herself for not thinking of it first. Stars aligning and all that.


That article is the reason that ten years later, no matter what I’m promoting, no matter what I’m being interviewed for, I still get asked the same, exact question.


And I always offer the same, exact answer.


“Nope, nothing happened,” I’ll say with a big smile. “Don’t I wish, though.”


My ego still takes a hit when people accept that answer with an easy, relieved nod. But I get it. That’s my brand. Being the kind of woman who spends a platonic weekend with a Hollywood heartthrob in his prime. Readers didn’t have to be threatened by me. Instead, they could sympathize with how I—a “regular girl”—had gotten a chance with someone like Gabe Parker and whiffed it.


It also helped that Gabe’s immediate reaction to the article’s release—running off to marry his gorgeous, former-model co-star—proved emphatically that I wasn’t his type.


A bruising but necessary public rejection. One that had done wonders for me professionally.


It made me lovable. Accessible. Relatable.


It sold articles.


It sold books.


It made my career.


“They want you two to re-create as much of your weekend as you can,” Alexandra says. “He arrives in L.A. in a few hours.”


I mentally scoff. I’ve never had an interview like this happen when it was supposed to. Even that first weekend had been rescheduled at least twice. Still, it’s surprising how quickly they’re trying to pull this together. It doesn’t give me any time to research, to prep.


I guess they assume that, to a certain extent, I’ve been preparing for this for ten years.


They’re not wrong. Because the truth is, I’ve spent those years simultaneously profiting and running from that Gabe Parker interview.


From Gabe Parker.


“You have the paperback coming out,” Alexandra says. “He has a movie coming out.”


She didn’t need to remind me of either.


The professional benefits are clear.


The personal ones . . .


It’s impossible to ignore Gabe, and his career trajectory. The adage about car wrecks and being unable to look away has been true of him for the last five years or so. Everyone knows that he got fired after his third Bond film. Everyone knows that his marriage to Jacinda Lockwood reached an embarrassing, pedestrian conclusion. Everyone knows that he’s been in and out of rehab centers.


Everyone says that this new movie could either revive his career or end it for good.


“I can send over the screener,” Alexandra suggests. “See what you think.”


I bite my tongue, holding back what would have probably been a caustic, unwelcome response. I know Alexandra is being helpful. I know she wants this interview to be as successful as the first.


I know I’m being ungrateful to even consider turning it down.


But the thought of sitting across from Gabe Parker after all these years, pretending I haven’t replayed that weekend over and over in my head, pretending I don’t still think about the moments we shared, pretending that what I tell everyone is the truth and that nothing really happened between us . . .


Well. It makes me feel more than a little unsteady.


“I’ve heard the movie is good,” Alexandra says.


It’s a remake of The Philadelphia Story. My favorite movie. One of ten dozen things Gabe and I had talked about.


Back then, Gabe would have been perfect as Mike Connor, the struggling writer vying for the heart of socialite Tracy Lord. Now, at forty, he’s playing the ex-addict ex-husband, C. K. Dexter Haven.


There have already been a dozen think pieces about the choice—about how it’s so close to Gabe’s real life that it’s not really acting at all. How it’s nothing more than stunt casting. How Gabe is washed up and doesn’t deserve another chance.


No one thought he deserved to be Bond either.


I don’t need to see the movie to know he’s probably perfect in it. Just like I know that trying to fight my editor, Gabe’s management, and (if I told her about it) my therapist would be futile.


“He’ll be waiting at the restaurant at one,” Alexandra says. “But if you really don’t want to, I can send—”


“I’ll do it,” I say.


I’ve chickened out on only one interview in my career—I won’t do it again.


Instead, I swallow back the taste of impending doom. It tastes a lot like a really good burger and a perfect sour beer. It tastes like Jell-O shots and popcorn.


It tastes like expensive mint toothpaste.


I know that by accepting this assignment, I’ll get the answers to every unasked question I’ve had for the last ten years.


No matter what, everything that Gabe and I started that weekend a decade ago in December will finally get a proper ending.










[image: Illustration]







BROAD SHEETS



GABE PARKER :


Shaken, Not Stirred—Part One
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BY CHANI HOROWITZ


GABE PARKER IS SHOELESS, SHIRTLESS, AND HOLDING A puppy.


“I’m sorry,” he tells me. “This place is a rental. Do you mind holding her for a moment while I deal with this?”


The her in question is his ten-week-old black rescue mutt. The this is the mess she’s made on the floor, which he’s now mopping up with his T-shirt.


I’m standing in his kitchen, holding a squirming fluffy dog, watching Hollywood’s biggest heartthrob clean up puppy pee.


It’s not a fantasy. It’s real life.


Usually, I’d have to pay twenty bucks (plus another forty for popcorn and a soda) to get this good of a look at Gabe Parker’s abs and lats. Today, however, I’m the one getting paid to spend a couple of hours with those body parts—as well as the rest of him.


“Gabe is just so likable,” his co-star Marissa Merino has been quoted as saying.


“A guy’s guy,” Jackson Ritter, another co-star, claims.


That’s the company line—that Gabe Parker is exactly as gregarious and charming as he appears on the big screen.


I know you’re reading this secretly hoping that I’m going to tell you it’s all a lie—that it’s the Hollywood machinery working overtime—that Gabe Parker is a womanizing creep who has an exceptionally effective PR team to build this image of a man so good that he can’t possibly be real.


But he’s real. And he’s spectacular.


He finishes cleaning up after his pooch, dropping his shirt into the trash before coming over to me, taking the puppy’s face in his hands, and cooing at her.


“It’s okay, honey,” he says. “It’s not your fault. I love you so very much.”


Have I mentioned I’m still holding her? And he’s still shirtless? He smells amazing, by the way. Like lumber, and peppermint, and the backseat of the Ford Focus where you had your very first kiss with the guy from Jewish summer camp who you knew had already kissed all of your friends, but had an eyebrow piercing and turned out to be really, really good with his tongue.


We’re only five minutes into our interview and I’m already at a disadvantage.


Unfortunately, Gabe puts a shirt on and the three of us—me, him, and the puppy—head out to grab lunch. He has a favorite place nearby. It’s not too crowded, he says, and no one really bothers him. Reminds him a little of home.


I brace myself for what I know is coming next—a big-time star rhapsodizing about the small town where he grew up and how he loves Los Angeles, but aw shucks, he really misses his hometown, where no one cared about fame or money.


This is not my first rodeo, after all.


He says it, of course, but the power of Gabe Parker is that I actually believe him.


Speaking of rodeos, I’m sorry to say that on our way to lunch, Gabe himself shatters part of the Montana Man fantasy by informing me that he’d never actually been on a horse before his role in Cold Creek Mountain—the first time that audiences saw him without a shirt.


“No ranches, no riding,” he tells me. “I grew up in a small town.”


Gabe looks like the kind of guy that should be a movie star. Heads turn when he passes, and it’s not just because he’s six foot four and holding an adorable puppy. He has that ineffable quality that we’d all bottle and sell if we could.


And yes, ladies—he is actually six foot four. Not Hollywood’s version of six foot four, which is closer to five foot ten, but actually a towering, tall hunk of a man. I know this for a fact because I’m Hollywood’s version of six foot four.


We get a table in the back where there’s a patio for the dog. It takes us fifteen minutes to get there, but it’s mostly because Gabe himself keeps stopping and talking to the waitstaff.


You see, they all know him. He’s a regular.


“Madison, honey, you look gorgeous,” he says when our waitress comes to take our order.


She’s radiantly pregnant, and waves off the compliment.


“I mean it,” Gabe says. “Your husband should say that to you. Every. Single. Day. On his knees.”


I’m pretty sure that if I were pregnant, my water would have broken at that exact moment.


But Madison just laughs and takes our order, giving Gabe’s puppy a pat on the head before floating off to the kitchen with more grace then I could have ever managed, pregnant or not.


We each get a beer and a burger.


We talk about his childhood in Montana. How close he is with his family, especially his sister, Lauren. She’s older by a year and Gabe’s best friend.


“I know it’s cliché,” he says. “But she really is.”


We talk about the bookshop. The one he bought for Lauren and his mom when he got his first big break.


“It’s a bookshop/craft shop,” he makes a point to say. “Lauren gets mad if I don’t include that as well.”


It’s called the Cozy. They have a website. Gabe recommends books on it, even though he’s said in past interviews that he was never much of a reader as a kid.


“My mom was an English teacher, so having a kid that didn’t like books was so embarrassing,” he says. “But I was just a late bloomer—I’m a big reader now. The bookstore was her dream. And Lauren’s always been good at making things—baking, crafting, that kind of stuff. She still knits me a sweater every Christmas.”


I bite my tongue to keep from making the obvious joke: “What are they made of? Boyfriend material?”


In case you’re wondering, he is single.


“Rumors,” he tells me when I ask about Jacinda. “We’re co-stars and friends.”


Jacinda Lockwood—the newest Bond girl for the newest Bond. She and Gabe have been photographed numerous times coming out of restaurants, standing close to each other on dark sidewalks in Paris, even holding hands a few times.


“She’s a sweet girl,” Gabe says. “But there’s nothing there.”


He orders a second beer. I’m a lightweight so I decline.


Remember this detail later, friends. Two roads diverge and all that.


I ask how he feels about taking on such an iconic part—about being the first American to step into the role.


“Nervous,” he tells me. “Anxious. I almost said no.”


That’s the narrative his people and the film’s producers have been pushing, and I was skeptical when I heard it. But Gabe’s entire demeanor changes when I ask. He’s been open and cheerful, answering questions eagerly.


Bond puts a somber hush on the conversation. He’s not looking at me, staring down at his napkin, which he’s twisted into a tight knot. He’s silent for a long time.


I ask if the backlash bothered him.


“I’m beyond lucky,” he says. “All I care about is doing the part justice.”


He shrugs.


“But do I worry that they’re right? Yeah, sure. Who wouldn’t?”


“They” are the fans writing angry articles and blog posts detailing all the reasons why Gabe is the worst possible choice for Bond. Because he’s American. Because he’s not Oliver Matthias. Because audiences are used to him playing hunky, dim-witted himbos.


And then there’s the whole Angels in America thing.


He orders a third beer.


“My publicist would have my head if she saw this,” he tells me. “I’m supposed to stop at two, but it’s Friday! Hey, what are you doing after this?”


Twenty minutes later, with puppy in tow, we’re on our way to look at a house in the Hollywood Hills.


I want to ask him more about Bond, specifically if he had anything to do with leaking the audition footage online, but it’s around this point, dear readers, where I embarrassingly lose control of the interview.


It’s the moment when Gabe starts interviewing me.


“You’re from here, right? Wow, that must have been wild. I can’t even imagine what it’s like to grow up in Los Angeles. It was Los Angeles, right? I know a lot of people say L.A. but they really mean Orange County or Valencia or Anaheim and I know that real natives don’t consider that to be L.A. at all. Right?”


He’s correct on both counts. That I am from Los Angeles and that we get very testy about folks from neighboring cities trying to claim residence.


“This place still feels magical to me,” he says. “Been here almost five years, made almost eight movies, and it’s all still magic. Bet that makes me seem like a sap.”


It doesn’t. It makes him seem inhumanly charming.


The puppy is asleep on his lap.


“I haven’t named her yet,” he tells me. “I’m waiting for it to come to me.”


We pull up in front of a gorgeous white-stone mansion.


Gabe lets the puppy explore the backyard while we get a tour of the amenities. The real estate agent is bending over backward trying to make this sale, but unfortunately for her, Gabe has decided that my opinion matters a great deal.


And although the house is beautiful, it’s not really my style. Which means that today, it’s not Gabe’s style either.


We bid the real estate agent goodbye and begin our own farewells. Gabe has given me several hours of his time and yet, I’m not ready to say goodbye. I’ve been fully charmed by the future Bond. That’s the only excuse I have for what happens next.


Gabe mentions that he has a premiere to go to the following night and as I hand his adorable sleeping puppy over to him, I somehow manage to finagle an invite to the after-party.
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Chapter



1


I ARRIVED EARLY AND DAMP. THE BLUE COTTON BLOUSE THAT HAD looked professional and flattering in my apartment mirror was now stuck to my armpits in dark, wet half-moons. Lifting my arms, I blasted the AC in my car, hoping both to dry my shirt and shock the nervousness out of my system.


I’d interviewed celebrities before.


I’d even interviewed supernaturally beautiful celebrities before.


This was different.


Gabe Parker wasn’t just any celebrity. He was my number one, heart-fluttering, palm-sweating, thigh-clenching celebrity crush. I’d entertained multiple extensive, detailed fantasies about him. I’d done numerous searches for paparazzi pictures of him. Until this morning, a shirtless photo of him had been the lock screen of my phone.


I had zero chill when it came to Gabe Parker.


If Jeremy and I were still dating, there’d be a major possibility he would have tried to veto this interview. He knew how I felt about Gabe. When he’d insisted on us declaring our “free pass” celebrities, I’d chosen Gabe. Jeremy had pouted.


It was ridiculous, of course.


Gabe would probably be charming and kind and amiable. It wouldn’t be because he liked me, or thought I was interesting, or because we had any sort of deep emotional connection. It would be because it was his job to charm me. And it was my job to be charmed.


His management had been very, very clear about the kind of profile they were expecting me to turn in. What they wanted in exchange for the access Broad Sheets was getting to Gabe before he started shooting.


They wanted a story that would counter the bad press his casting had caused. They wanted a story that would convince the naysayers that he was the best choice for Bond. They wanted me to sell him to America. To the world.


I wanted a story that would keep getting me work.


I blogged and sent short stories to literary magazines like I was tossing rocks into the ocean.


I’d only gotten one published, and then, just when I was considering that maybe I should give up trying to be a writer, I’d gotten the gig at Broad Sheets.


I’d been recommended by a former professor who had once called my writing “mainstream”—as much of an insult as one could get in an esteemed MFA program but apparently exactly what Broad Sheets was looking for.


Jeremy called the stuff I was doing “puff pieces,” but we’d still celebrated when I got the job—spending a good chunk of my first paycheck on bottomless fries and happy hour beers.


The editors at Broad Sheets seemed to like my writing—at least, they kept giving me work—and every month I could pay my bills with the money I made off my writing felt like an accomplishment.


I knew that this interview was an opportunity to show that I could take on more high-profile, better-paying articles. It needed to go well.


Even though I’d just checked it five minutes ago, I scanned my bag again to make sure that I had a pen, my notebook with the questions I’d written out last night, and my tape recorder, which had a new set of batteries. I was as prepared as I was going to be.


My armpits were now cold and wet. I realized, with horror, that I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I’d put deodorant on. I gave myself a sniff, but couldn’t tell.


It was too late now.


I glanced in the rearview mirror one last time, grateful that at least my bangs had chosen to be obedient.


Gabe was staying in a rental house in Laurel Canyon. I’d expected something grand, with a massive gate and intense security system, but I’d been sent to a modest bungalow set back from the street with nothing more than an unlocked, waist-high gate to keep people out.


But even though it was small, I knew the place had to cost at least four times more than the apartment I shared with one stranger and one half-friend.


I could feel my heart ricocheting up and down my throat as I walked through the gate and down the pathway. A heart attack or a panic attack or some other sort of attack seemed extremely likely.


“He’s just a person. He’s just a person,” I said to myself.


I lifted my hand, but before I could even knock, the door swung open and there he was.


Gabe. Parker.


I’d done enough interviews like this to know firsthand the difference a camera and a crew could make in someone’s appearance. Actors were usually shorter than they appeared, their heads often bigger. Round cheeks could make someone look chubbier than they were, just as chiseled features could come off as gaunt in real life.


A part of me had been praying that Gabe Parker’s good looks were mostly manufactured.


I was swiftly and immediately proven wrong.


He. Was. Glorious.


Tall, knee-bucklingly handsome, and backlit by the best sunlight California could muster on a brisk winter day. His dark brown hair was mussed, a wavy lock flopped onto his forehead in a way that looked both boyish and rugged. He had a dimple in his left cheek—which I already knew about, but it was on full display as he greeted me with a smile that made my heart stop so abruptly that I put a hand to my chest.


He was so beautiful.


I was so fucked.


“It’s you!” he said.


As if he had been waiting for me. The truth was that I had been waiting for him. Literally. This interview had been scheduled and rescheduled several times already.


But none of that mattered now.


I felt fluttery. All over.


I didn’t like it.


It was deeply unprofessional and a complete cliché. The world already assumed that all female reporters slept with—or were trying to sleep with—their subjects. I was here to do my job, not get all hot and bothered over a sexy celebrity.


It was enough to keep those tingly feelings at bay.


Gabe was still blasting me with that full-force grin. It was so powerful that it took me at least ten seconds to realize he was holding a puppy in his arms. And I loved dogs.


“Can you take her for a moment?” he asked.


I was apparently incapable of speech so I just nodded and held out my arms. His fingers brushed mine as the wiggling, furry bundle was passed over. My heart stopped again, and the tingly feelings returned.


Dammit.


At this rate, if he shook my hand, I was likely to pass out at his feet.


After giving me the dog, he turned and headed back into the house. The puppy shifted in my arms, craning her head so she could take a swipe at my chin with her soft, pink puppy tongue. I inhaled deeply, breathing in her puppy breath. Pure. Unfiltered. Good.


It stabilized me.


“Come on in!” Gabe said from inside the house.


I followed his voice, taking in the beautiful rental with its woodpaneled walls and warm, cabin-like feel. The back of the house was open—glass sliding doors pushed to the side—and I could see a big, grassy lawn with a pool and hot tub. The rental itself had maybe two bedrooms, but the property was spacious. It was exactly the kind of Laurel Canyon home where you could easily imagine the Mamas and the Papas or Fleetwood Mac doing drugs, having sex, and making music during the seventies.


I walked into the kitchen and found Gabe on his hands and knees. Without a shirt on.


“Sorry,” he apologized, using his cotton T-shirt to wipe the floor. “I still have no idea where any of the rags are, and we’ve been having a hard time with house-training.”


He looked up at me, and I realized I was holding the puppy in front of me like a shield.


Standing, Gabe looked down at the pee-stained shirt in his hand and winced before tossing it in the trash. Then he came toward me.


“It’s okay,” he said to the dog. “I still love you.”


“Unngh,” I said.


He took her from me, cuddling her against his bare chest. It was smooth and sleek—all those muscles perfectly defined—exactly how it looked on the big screen. Well. Not exactly. He was actually a little thinner than I had expected.


Not that I minded.


He still looked good. Beyond good.


I laced my fingers behind my back to keep from reaching out and touching, but my imagination did not hesitate in envisioning how his skin might feel beneath my palms. Because if I was going to touch—even if it was just a fantasy—I was going to be putting my whole hands on him. Maybe my mouth too.


If I had the time, there was a long list of my body parts interested in touching his body parts.


It was completely inappropriate, but it was just in my head. What harm could there be in that?


“Sorry about that,” Gabe apologized again.


We both stood there for a moment. He made no motion to indicate he was going to put a shirt on, and I wasn’t going to prompt him to do so.


As far as I was concerned, this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to ogle one of the hottest up-and-coming stars of our time and I was going to ogle my brains out. Silently. Covertly.


I knew I was justifying my unprofessional thoughts, but the truth was, I wasn’t sure I could help it. He was just so handsome and my pulse was racing like I was being chased.


“Wow,” he said, almost under his breath. “Your eyes.”


I blinked.


“They’re very big,” he said.


It was the last thing I expected him to say.


And he said it as if he’d never seen eyes before. As if he might take my face in his hands and try to examine them close up, like an archeologist would with a fossil. I tilted my chin upward, my eyes—my very big eyes—meeting his straight on.


My heart felt a little like a live wire, jerking around in my chest, throwing off electrical currents. Could these currents be mutual? Did he believe the stereotype about female reporters? Did he think I was going to try to sleep with him? Did he want me to try to sleep with him?


“Can I ask you something?” he asked.


Anything, I thought.


“Mmhmumph,” I said.


He tilted his head, his hair sliding across his forehead. I wanted to brush it to the side. Wanted to run my fingertips down the side of his face and trace the line of his jaw. Wanted to lick—


“Has anyone ever told you that you kind of look like one of those cat-clock things?” he asked.


When I didn’t answer, Gabe put his hands on either side of his face, opening his own eyes wide.


“You know—tick tock, tick tock?” He looked from side to side.


I knew what he was talking about—it was a decent impression—and felt a weird sort of relief at being compared to a plastic, kitschy clock. It made more sense than Gabe Parker, movie star, complimenting me. Or wanting to sleep with me.


It threw some much-needed cold water on my rampaging libido.


“How do you pronounce your name?” he asked, not waiting for a response.


I’d barely said one fully formed word since I’d arrived, but he didn’t seem to notice.


“My manager said Han-ni, but I wanted to make sure.”


My name was confusing for a lot of people. During my last interview—with a breezy starlet—she’d spent the entire time alternating between “Hannah” and “Tawney.” It made a weird sort of sense as my name was basically a combination of the two, and I hadn’t bothered correcting her.


“That’s fine,” I said.


Gabe frowned at me. “But I’m saying it wrong, aren’t I?”


“It doesn’t bother me,” I said.


“It bothers me,” he said. “It’s your name. I want to be able to say it correctly.”


Well.


“Like ‘knee,’ but with a ch. Chani,” I said, using the back of my throat to get the proper half-hacking, half-rolling sound.


As I did, a tiny bit of spit popped out of my mouth and arched in the air between us. Thankfully it fell before it came into contact with any part of Gabe’s person, and he was gracious enough not to comment on it.


I wanted to die.


“Chani,” he said. “Chani. Chani.”


He got it right on the second try, though I could have listened to him say my name all day long. Because he said it as if he was tasting it.


“My makeup artist on Tommy Jacks was named Preeti,” he said. “But everyone on the crew said Prit-ee instead of Pree-tee.”


He gave the puppy a good scratch under her chin and she snuggled up close, tucking her head against his chest. Lucky dog.


“She told me that she used to correct people but it never seemed to stick and after a while, she just got tired of trying.” Gabe shrugged. “I always think about that. How much it must suck to have your name constantly mispronounced.”


He wasn’t wrong—I’d just learned, like Preeti, that most people didn’t care.


Gabe obviously did.


We stood there for a moment—him shirtless and holding a puppy, me with my crush on him growing exponentially larger with every second. And me helpless to do anything about it. I felt like a teenager again, with hormones I couldn’t control. It was disorienting.


“What were you saying before?” he asked.


“About my name?”


He shook his head. “No, when you were coming up the walkway—it looked like you were saying something.”


My face got prickly and warm. Getting caught talking to myself wasn’t exactly the first impression I’d hoped to make.


“Sorry,” he said. “Guess I just revealed I was kind of spying on you through the window.”


He gave me a sheepish smile, even though I was the one who was beyond embarrassed.


“It’s okay,” I said. “I was, uh, I was just talking to myself.”


There was no way in hell I was going to tell him what I had actually been saying. Between that and being compared to a clock, this interview was already awkward enough.


Gabe looked at me for a long time.


“Do you do that a lot?” he asked.


“Talk to myself?”


He nodded.


“Um, sometimes?” I squirmed a little under his penetrating gaze. “I guess it just helps me sort out my thoughts? It happens when I get stuck on things, sometimes. Like, saying them out loud makes them real? Or, I can organize them better than if they’re just in my head? Almost like a list? Or not really a list, but a documentation of my ideas? For posterity?”


I was rambling about talking to myself. Wonderful.


Gabe leaned back on his heels and let out a whistle, as if I’d just said something profound.


“A documentation of your ideas,” he repeated. “You are a writer.”


Suddenly I got this horrible feeling that there had been some huge, weird mix-up and he didn’t know I was here to interview him. Or I was being pranked.


“Yes? Broad Sheets sent me?” I hated how my voice kept going up at the end of my sentences, making everything a question.


“Yeah, I know,” he said, as if I was the one who wasn’t making any sense. “You write other things too, right? Like, fiction?”


“Yes?”


He grinned at me as if I’d just told him I had the cure for cancer.


“That’s awesome,” he said. “I love books.”


I didn’t know what to think. On one hand, it seemed that all the people who had thought that Gabe was too much of a himbo hick to play Bond might have had a point. On the other hand, he was so damn adorable, it was hard not to find him and his “I love books” comment utterly charming.


“Should we get started?” I realized that I’d been in his house for almost ten minutes, seen him shirtless, and still hadn’t asked him a single serious question. “Where’s the best place to talk?”


“I thought we’d go to lunch,” he said. “There’s a great pub on Ventura. Do you mind driving?”


“Uh . . .”


“But first,” he said, walking past me. “Let me show you something.”


I didn’t have any choice but to follow.


Broad Sheets had said I’d be getting more access than other interviewers. Gabe’s management really wanted to counter the anti-Parker narrative coming from Bond fans.


But when Gabe showed me into his bedroom, I stopped in the doorway, knowing that there was access and there was access.


“Check out this view,” Gabe said, throwing open the curtains.


It was quite the view.


The puppy sat at Gabe’s feet, the two of them a gorgeous, film-worthy tableau, bathed in the December sunlight. He still wasn’t wearing a shirt. His back was incredible. All smooth muscles and sleek lines. I wanted to stand behind him, wrap my arms around his waist, and press my cheek against one of his shoulder blades.


The desire to do so was so strong that I could practically feel his hot skin against my face. Or maybe that was just because my own skin felt warm. Very warm. I pressed my cool hands to my throat and looked away.


Enough was enough.


I took in his room instead, searching for something I could use in my article.


It was a nice bedroom—big and simple. Pleasant, but impersonal. Very clearly a temporary living situation.


The furniture was pale wood, the furnishings all neutral. There was enough space that I could have fit most of my own bedroom between Gabe’s bed and his built-in fireplace.


The only signs of individuality were the haphazard stacks on almost all the available surfaces. He hadn’t been lying when he said he loved books. Or his publicist was really working overtime to hammer home this new narrative.


I spotted a few recognizable spines from my safe space in the doorway. Fiction. Nonfiction. Poetry. Plenty of recent bestsellers and book club books, but also a few that surprised me.


bell hooks. Katherine Dunn. Tim O’Brien. Aimee Bender. James Baldwin. Alan Bennett.


Books that I had on my shelf at home. My hands itched with the desire to run my fingers along their spines—something familiar to center me in an unfamiliar environment where I felt completely out of my element.


Instead, I tucked my hand into my bag, once again checking. Pen. Notebook. Tape recorder. Everything I needed for this interview was there, and yet . . .


Maybe I couldn’t do this.


Ever since Jeremy and I had broken up, that thought had been circling in my head like an un-swattable fly. It hadn’t helped that my motivation had apparently walked out the door right after him.


I hadn’t written anything in weeks.


While all of my former MFA classmates were out there signing with agents or having short stories published or getting book deals, I was stumbling through the kind of assignments they all would have sneered at.


I didn’t really blame them. Not because I was ashamed of the work I was getting, but because I knew that the writing I was doing was, at its best, boring.


At its worst, it was just bad.


What if that was the kind of writer I was? The kind of writer I’d always be?


But now wasn’t the time for an existential crisis.


I pushed aside my doubts, and focused on the room. On the piles of books. There were movies too—a stack of them on the credenza next to the ridiculously oversized and completely expected flat screen TV.


Even though I knew it was probably more professional for me to stay in the doorway, I ventured toward the DVDs. A familiar one stared up at me from the top of the pile.


I don’t want to be worshipped. I want to be loved.


“Sorry?”


Gabe turned back toward me, and I realized I’d said that out loud.


I blushed and held up the DVD. The Philadelphia Story.


“It’s from the movie,” I said.


“Oh yeah, that’s what I wanted to show you. Ryan sent these over the other day,” Gabe said. “For research.”


Ryan Ulrich, the director of The Hildebrand Rarity.


I looked at the rest of the pile. All older movies—most in black and white. Arsenic and Old Lace, The Thin Man, Holiday, and My Man Godfrey.


“I’ve only seen one or two,” Gabe said. “But I have to watch them all before we start filming.”


I nodded.


“Is it good?” he asked.


“Is it good?” I looked down at the DVD, at the cozy threesome of Katharine Hepburn, Cary Grant, and Jimmy Stewart, all smiling up at me. “It’s only one of the best romantic comedies ever made. One of the best comedies ever made.” I knew most of it by heart.


“ ‘I don’t want to be worshipped. I want to be loved,’ ” Gabe repeated.


He had a good memory.


“Is there a difference?” he asked.


“I think so?” I said. “You can worship someone you don’t know, but you can’t love them.”


Gabe looked at me. I looked back.


I was a little startled by the sincerity of my words. If Gabe was too, well, he bypassed that awkwardness quickly.


“I think Ryan wants our Bond to be a combination of Cary Grant and William Powell,” he said.


I could see it. Could see the angle they wanted to take.


Because even though Gabe’s on-screen persona—and apparently his off-screen one—wasn’t necessarily known as sophisticated, he had shown a talent for humor. If Ryan Ulrich could channel that into the same cool, dry humor that Powell and Grant excelled at, then Gabe’s Bond could be something unique.


“That’s a good idea,” I said, more to myself.


Gabe came over to me, taking the DVD from my hand. Once again, our fingertips brushed against each other, and once again I did everything I could to ignore the tight, scratchy feeling the contact gave me.


“It’s good, huh?” he asked.


“It’s amazing,” I said.


I should have stopped there, but I didn’t.


“Except for one gross story line that almost wrecks it for me every time.”


Gabe raised an eyebrow.


“I don’t want to ruin it for you,” I said.


“My sister already told me the plot,” he said. “She was so outraged that I’d never seen it that she spoiled the ending for me. I already know who ends up with who. What’s the story line you hate?”


“It’s not a big deal,” I said. “Just some stuff that would never fly if they remade it now.”


Shut up, shut up, shut up.


“Like what?” Gabe asked.


Jeremy had once called my rants a “feminist monologue hurricane.” Once I got started, I could go on and on and on. Blowing hot wind, he said. Everyone should take cover.


He was such an asshole.


But he wasn’t wrong, because I opened my mouth and let the hurricane fly.


“It’s just that the whole thing that sets the plot in motion is Katharine Hepburn’s father cheating on her mother with a chorus girl. And Tracy Lord—Hepburn’s character—is the only one who thinks there’s anything wrong with that. Because she criticizes her father for cheating, she’s considered cold and uncaring—and a hypocrite because of one night where she got drunk and climbed on the roof of her house naked.”


Gabe was suddenly looking at the DVD with interest.


“Katharine Hepburn is naked in this movie?”


“No,” I said. “It’s just something they talk about.”


I kept going. Mostly because Gabe looked curious, not completely bored and/or horrified. Yet.


“Her father has this whole terrible speech about how basically the only reason he cheated is because his daughter didn’t worship him unconditionally and he had to go seek out the approval of a younger woman. Instead of Katharine Hepburn calling him a lecherous old man, she ends up apologizing for how she wasn’t a good enough daughter to him. She asks him for forgiveness. It’s a crash course in gaslighting and it’s gross.”


I was panting now, the way I always did when I really got caught up talking about something that needled me.


Gabe didn’t say anything for a while.


“So, you hate this movie.”


“No!” I tossed the DVD onto the bed. “I love this movie. It’s funny and romantic and has amazing banter. But it’s not perfect and I think it can be better.”


Jeremy had said that was ridiculous.


“It already exists,” he’d said. “It’s done. You can’t improve on something that was made over fifty years ago. You have to take it as it is.”


Maybe he was right.


Gabe looked thoughtful. “My sister didn’t mention any of this,” he said.


“There’s a lot more to the movie,” I said. “A lot of it is good.”


Gabe seemed doubtful. “You like the movie even though it has this horrible subplot.”


“I guess you could say that I love it, but I don’t worship it,” I said.


It had sounded extremely clever in my head but out loud it didn’t really make sense. Which, in a way, was the story of my life.


“It’s a good movie,” I said.


Gabe looked completely confused. I couldn’t really blame him. Jeremy had often said I didn’t make sense on the best of days.


Not that he didn’t have a point. Occasionally.


Gabe did seem like he regretted showing me the DVDs.


This wasn’t going well. I wasn’t supposed to be lecturing Gabe about misogynistic themes in classic films—I was supposed to be asking what he thought about the big-budget feature he was about to do.


Before I could, though, Gabe slapped his hands together, making me jump.


“I’m starving,” he said. “Let’s eat.”
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FIVE REASONS WHY GABE PARKER
WILL BE THE WORST BOND EVER


By Ross Leaming


IT WILL COME AS NO SHOCK TO OUR LOYAL READERS THAT the team here at Serious Cinephiles is extremely disappointed with the latest Bond news. Here we break down all the reasons we think director Ryan Ulrich is making a huge mistake with the casting of his new leading man.


1. He’s American. Yes, I know that it’s been confirmed that Parker will be tackling a British accent, but why make him go through the trouble when you could just cast someone with a more appropriate background?


2. He’s not Oliver Matthias. I don’t know about you, but I call absolute bullshit on the claim that Parker was the production’s first and only pick. Presumably the producers saw him in Tommy Jacks, which is a fine enough movie but certainly doesn’t display any reach on Parker’s part. Especially not in comparison to his co-star WHO ACTUALLY HAS A BRITISH ACCENT. BECAUSE HE’S ACTUALLY BRITISH. That anyone could pick Parker over Matthias indicates that they shouldn’t be in charge of casting Bond. Ever.


3. He’s a hick. Look, I’m sure Gabe Parker is a perfectly nice person. He might even be somewhat intelligent. But we all know that his on-screen (and in-interview) persona is the polar opposite of what we expect from our Bond. The man with the martini needs to be sophistication personified. He shouldn’t be played by someone whose most famous talk show moment involved him playing beer pong with another guest. And winning.


4. He’s already sleeping with his co-star. They haven’t confirmed it, but anyone who saw those pictures of him and Jacinda Lockwood in Paris can tell that they are definitely knocking boots. But, Ross, you might say, doesn’t that speak to why he would be a good Bond? He’s already proven he can get the girl. Yes, exactly, I would say to you. Where’s the excitement, then? The chase? The anticipation? It just seems like Gabe Parker is a bro who can’t keep his dick in his pants. Plus, it’s just another sign that Parker is forever getting his co-star’s sloppy seconds.


SIDE NOTE : Is anyone surprised that Lockwood dumped Matthias for Parker? The Black British-born model has gotten quite the reputation for doing whatever it takes to get her movie career off the ground.


5. He’s too soft. I’m not talking about his body—we’ve all seen the shirtless pics from Cold Creek Mountain, a beefcake photo shoot parading as a serious movie—but there’s something undeniably tender about him. And Bond is NOT tender. He’s tough. Maybe it’s all Parker’s experience in the theatre, particularly his leading role in Angels in America. You all know what I’m saying.
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I DROVE US TO THE RESTAURANT. ANOTHER INTERVIEWER MIGHT have been able to use the extra time in a small space to her advantage, but being a generally nervous driver and having a huge movie star and his new puppy in my passenger seat kept me focused on the road. Instead, it gave Gabe the opportunity to pepper me with questions, which he did almost nonstop. As if I was the subject and he was the interviewer.


“You’re from L.A., right? Like, Hollywood Hollywood? Wow. It must have been cool growing up here.”


“I guess?” I hated that I couldn’t stop responding in a questioning tone. “I mean, it felt normal to me when it was happening.”


“Crazy.” He drummed his fingers across the top of the glove compartment.


There was a slight manic quality to him that seemed more noticeable in the car—like he was literally overflowing with excess energy.


“And you’ve lived here your whole life, right?”


I nodded, white-knuckling my way down the narrow Doñas, praying that we didn’t encounter another car needing to go the opposite way.


He rolled down the window, which seemed to temper his eagerness but did little to help calm me. Now all I could think about was the possibility that his dog, who was now standing on his lap, paws on the armrest, nose twitching in the breeze, might leap out of my moving car and then I’d be the person who killed Gabe Parker’s puppy.


“It’s nice here in the winter,” he said. “I’m usually in Montana with my family around this time, or filming somewhere else. But you probably get bored of all the sunshine, right? I always miss seasons when I’m here. Fall. Spring. Do you miss seasons?”
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