





[image: Well, Actually by Mazey Eddings A couple are sat in a diner opposite each other, the blonde woman gripping the mans collar.]













Raves for 
 MAZEY EDDINGS



‘Mazey Eddings’s writing is authentic, emotional, and intensely romantic! To me, it’s like a Taylor Swift song in book form’


Ali Hazelwood, New York Times bestselling author


‘Be still my cottagecore lesbian heart! . . . As hopeful as  the first bud of  spring, as lovely as the lilacs in bloom,  and as gay as lavender, this book is a must-read’  


Alison Cochrun


‘So freaking cute . . . I want to hug this book to my chest’  Chloe Gong, New York Times bestselling author


‘Deliciously tropey, but also raw, honest,  psychologically rich – and scorchingly hot’


Ava Wilder


‘Prepare to smile, laugh, and cry your way  through this witty, fast-paced rom-com’


Evie Dunmore, USA Today bestselling author


‘A Brush with Love reads the way young love feels. Mazey  Eddings stole my heart with this laugh-out-loud  funny, almost unbearably cute debut’


Rosie Danan


‘An adorable love story. A Brush with Love blends sweetness, breathless romance, and moments of  striking vulnerability’


Helen Hoang, New York Times bestselling author


‘With a shimmering voice and razor-sharp wit, Mazey Eddings has crafted a contemporary romance masterpiece . . . The most intoxicating slow burn I’ve read in ages’


Rachel Lynn Solomon


‘Tenderly written and oh-so-sexy . . . This romantic comedy completely stole my heart’


Chloe Liese


‘It will leave you laughing, making heart-eyes, and running to add anything Mazey Eddings writes to your shelf.’


Kaitlyn Hill









Mazey Eddings is a neurodiverse author, dentist, and (most importantly) stage mom to her cats, Yaya and Zadie. She can most often be found reading romance novels under her weighted blanket and asking her fiancé to bring her snacks. She’s made it her personal mission in life to destigmatize mental health issues and write love stories for every brain. With roots in Ohio and Philadelphia, she now calls Asheville, North Carolina, home.


To learn more, visit: www.mazeyeddings.com or follow Mazey on Instagram: @mazeyeddings.









By Mazey Eddings


By Mazey Eddings


A Brush With Love


Lizzie Blake’s Best Mistake


The Plus One


Tilly in Technicolor


Late Bloomer


Well, Actually









Well, Actually


Mazey Eddings


[image: Headline Eternal Logo]









Copyright © Madison Eddings 2025


The right of Samantha Towle to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Published by arrangement with St. Martin’s Griffin,


an imprint of St. Martin’s Publishing Group.


First published in 2025 by Headline Eternal


An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 0354 3131 1


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headlineeternal.com


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









Hot Girl /hAHt gurl/ n. 1. a state of being irrelevant of appearance, gender identity, or age 2. a mindset found at the intersection of empowerment, enthusiasm, anger, freedom, excitement, defiance, and happiness


(from the personal dictionary of Mazey Eddings)


To all the Hot Girls, especially those that rise to the occasion when men need to be taken down a notch.


And to Megan and Serena, the hottest Hot Girls I know.









Content Notes


Hello, dearest reader,


We meet again! Unless, of course, this is your first time with one of my books, in which case, welcome! While this romance is rompy, goofy, and fairly irreverent, please be aware that the following are present/discussed in the novel:




• Internalized biphobia


• Workplace abuse


• Toxic masculinity and internalized misogyny


• Grief after loss of a loved one





As always, I’ve done my best to handle these topics with nuance and compassion. Please take care of yourself while reading.


All my love,


Mazey










Chapter 1



I ALWAYS EXPECTED MY CAREER WOULD REVOLVE LESS around wieners than it does.


I assumed there would be some wieners, of course (more euphemistically, less the ingested type), but as I finish my fourth hot dog of the day, sliding it down my gullet along with any dignity and self-respect I may have had, say, a year ago, I’m reminded that assumptions don’t pay the bills and when your hard-hitting journalism career (read: clickbait-centric joke of a job) asks you to eat hot dogs with B- to D-list celebrities for social media videos, you don’t ask Why? just How many?


“Do you have a favorite cheese?” I ask Harry O’Connell, an Irish keyboardist of an up-and-coming band called Tea Time Tantrum.


“I feel like it’s rather basic, but I’d have to say cheddar.” He flashes a cheeky smile, his eyes so blue they make me blush. Which also makes me feel old because he’s only twenty-one and I’m a haggard twenty-seven navigating life without health insurance or a clue.


“Would you also say you’re a Kraft Single ready to mingle?” I volley back in my deadpan, dead-soul voice that got me this job of “acting” miserable on the internet while talking to beautiful people.


Unfortunately, my stupid joke doesn’t land. Not even in a way that we can turn into a “Hot celeb stares in disbelief and confusion at Eva Kitt’s ridiculous question” that garners us shareable moments. Instead, Harry looks at me with an expression that’s equal measures pained, confused, and blank, and I’m left wondering if I should take up a religion that believes in confession and repentance just so I can be absolved of how fucking pathetic this all is.


After a reset and replaced hot dogs we have to eat half of for continuity purposes, I hit him with, “We’d be Gouda together, don’t you think?”


Prepared for the final joke, Harry doesn’t give a truly honest reaction, but he’s a good sport, shock and humor playing out in spades across his handsome face. It’s a performance convincing enough that when he looks me in the eyes and says, “Don’t toy with me if you aren’t serious. You might just break my heart if this is a joke,” I know viewers will eat it up and spread wildfire gossip about us.


“That’s a wrap,” Aida, my producer/guardian angel/best friend, calls after I take the last bite of my room-temperature weenie.


This is the extent of my love life: lukewarm hot dogs under glaring studio lights, some contrived flirty banter with a guy too young for me, and us hugging briefly at the end as we lie about how much fun we had chatting, then parting ways forever . . . Or until his career stagnates and he’s scheduled with me again to respark rumors around our flirtatious interview.


How shocking that I walk home alone.


Well, not fully alone. Aida keeps me company for the shared blocks of our commutes, her to Hell’s Kitchen, me to the Lower East Side.


“That went really well, I think,” she says, more to herself than me, as she furiously types an email on her phone, responds to a text, and somehow manages to post a flawless selfie to her story, finding the only slice of sunshine on this dreary October day, the rays highlighting her light-brown skin and the smattering of freckles across her nose so she looks like some sort of ethereal creature. The woman is the blueprint of the hustle, and that includes knowing her angles. “He was a great guest. We’ll push this one hard on socials. I think there were a lot of meme-able moments in there.”


“Yeah, some real disruptive journalistic investigation.” My voice is as dark as the questionable puddle I accidently splash through while crossing the street. “Can’t wait for my Pulitzer.”


Aida rolls her eyes. “Your dedication to groundbreaking news and truth telling was cute when you had student loans to live off, but maybe tone down the angst. We’re getting paid to create this fluff. Relatively decently, I might add.”


I scoff but let it go. My paycheck would be objectively comfortable in a small Midwestern town, but in New York, it makes splurging on silly little treats—which, granted, is a daily self-care measure in the form of Diet Cokes and lattes—come with a splash of financial panic. Just enough to keep things spicy.


We both chugged through college and grad school with the naive idealism afforded to students, but real life kicked us in the teeth as soon as we got a glimpse of our debt-repayment plans. She’s handled it with a much stiffer upper lip than I have.


My listlessness must be palpable to Aida, because she grabs me by the shoulders at her subway stop, giving me a little rattle before smooshing my cheeks between her palms and placing a rough kiss to my forehead.


“Everything’s okay,” she says, making me hold her gaze as she gives me another shake. “Satirically interviewing low-level celebrities over hot dogs wasn’t your dream career . . . so what? You’re at least in the field you want to work in, even if it’s a different beat.”


I go to argue, but she cuts me off.


“You don’t have to have it all settled and perfect. Life marches forward regardless of your plans, babe. Soundbites is a decent media outlet, one you could work your way up in to start covering topics you actually care about. Plus you have your column thingy. That’s growing, right?”


I nod, deciding to spare her the bleak reality of my latest creative endeavor. I started posting a recurring column on a platform called Babble after reading about some frenetic twenty-year-old whose writing career took off on the site from her pieces about living with ADHD. The app basically gave blogging a Gen Z facelift, merging the best parts of Pinterest, Reddit, and Twitter (in its golden age). The content runs the gamut from aesthetic pics to current events, with plenty of shitposts in between. 


I put out my column, “Unlikeable,” weekly with updates in digestible segments on women’s issues ranging from legislation to pop culture with a fair amount of international analysis too. While most news impacting women ranges from bleak to downright disgraceful of late, I try to end every piece with a touch of optimism—glimmers of humor and hope wherever I can.


It did well at first, gaining about four hundred subscribers in the first few weeks—admittedly modest by many standards, but I was shocked—and I stupidly started fantasizing about what it could become: maybe adding an audio component where I interview authors and activists. Have comedians write special guest posts until I top the engagement charts. Earn sponsorships and monetization deals while having my choice of freelance gigs for all my dream publications.


But it stagnated and is now on a downward trend. Any engagement I get, especially from screenshotted snippets I cross-post to other social media platforms, is filled with men familiar with my role on Sausage Talk taking to the comments and asking me to deepthroat a myriad of phallic-shaped foods.


“Stop acting like all your dreams need to be manifested before you’ve even had a chance to strive for them,” Aida scolds.


“Stop being so reasonable, it’s killing my vibe.” 


She smiles, giving my cheek a light smack. “Eva Kitt, you’re the next Anderson Cooper, I can feel it. You’re already halfway there with your hair.” She fluffs my platinum-bleached tresses.


I roll my eyes, face twisting into a sour grin. I’m delusional, but not that delusional. “Whatever you say.”


“That’s the dispassionate spirit! See you later, dickhead.” She jogs down the stairs to catch her train.


Ducking my chin against a sharp autumn breeze, I trudge the remaining blocks to my building. I huff up the five flights to my matchbox-sized apartment, stripping off my scarf and coat and dropping them to the floor as I flick on all the lights.


My place, which at one time felt significant and special to early-twenties-me, is sad and pitiful in the tepid October evening light. The popcorn walls are stale gray, a color that artfully reflects my sense of self, and my hand-me-down furniture isn’t as quaint as it once was. When you’re nearing thirty, without the automatic confidence boost of fully being and embracing and loving thirty, your thrifted, cigarette-and-vanilla-scented velvet green couch isn’t the hipster, art-nouveau centerpiece you thought it was.


I’ve technically lived alone in my cramped one-bedroom since college, but it’s only within the past year or so that I’ve actually felt lonely. Those first few years after graduating were filled with a restless hope shared among my friends, a stream of them crashing on my couch for months at a time as they waded from one situation to another until they found their footing.


I didn’t even pretend to be annoyed at having squatters. I loved coming home to Donna stretched out on my carpet, crystals and tarot cards flung around her as she’d excitedly tell me about an energy shift or new reading for the day. Or Ray with a drama-filled Grindr incident he’d relay over mouthfuls of takeout. Even Aida had a not-so-put-together phase of unemployment before Soundbites where she’d alternate between manically cleaning my tiny apartment and moping on my couch. Despite her cloud of restlessness, every night ended up having a giddy, slumber-party feel for the six months she stayed with me.


But Donna migrated upstate where the energy was clearer, and Ray truly found The Ones and moved to Queens with his throuple and some sourdough starters, and Aida worked her way up to media producer, eventually getting me a writing gig for the celebrities and entertainment section—which was supposed to be temporary—that somehow morphed into me shoving dick-esque foods in my mouth and outwardly displaying my misery for laughs.


But even as my friends stepped into adulthood without me, it felt okay. I always had a relationship, or at least a situationship, to fill my apartment with noise and company.


Lana, who I started seeing around the time Aida got her own place, was great. The love of my alternate-universe life. She wasn’t a believer in monogamy, and while I tried my best to be chill for the eight months we dated, my ugly jealous streak didn’t play well with an open relationship. We dragged out our breakup for months of emotionally charged hookups, but she eventually moved out west, leaving my heart a bit bruised and my booty call-less.


Cal was next, a finance bro who I wasted over a year on. But still, even an annoying talking head in my apartment droning on about crypto and his AI “art” felt more comfortable than being alone with my thoughts for more than a few hours.


Then there was sad-boy Dom, and musician Tyler, and fashion designer Lisa, all burning bright for the first few months of dates and texting, then fizzling out as the newness withered and the reality of my sarcasm and emotional detachment became far less charming and much more draining.


Now, my friends are outpacing me in adulthood with their fulfilling careers and relationships while my love life is as dry as burnt toast. I don’t even have a cat to blunt my loneliness.Marinating in my patheticness, I change into my sweatpants, burrow into a nest of blankets, and pour a glass of prosecco.


And another.


Oops, and a third because in this economy I can’t afford to waste leftover bubbly, and I have far too much class to mix the flat leftovers with orange juice tomorrow morning.


Nothing pairs as well with a tipsy Friday night in as much as a social media doomscroll. Lab rats probably have greater resistance to stimulus than me at this point. The algorithm, which usually shows me unhinged shit posts and soup recipes, has pivoted to videos of men talking about how to be a supportive partner and offering practical examples.


While I don’t, by principle, enjoy seeing men inflate their egos further (or talk in general), these content creators seem to offer genuinely helpful advice and action items to support a significant other, so I don’t feel disdain quite so acutely as I usually would.


And then, I get the jump scare of all jump scares.


Him.


Dark, wavy hair. Piercing gray eyes and offensively thick lashes framed by tortoiseshell glasses. A jawline that could tempt a nun to sin and a rumbly voice you can’t help but imagine between your thighs.


Gorgeous and he damn well knows it.


Rylie fucking Cooper.


I’ve worked hard over the years to train my algorithms not to show me this asshole despite his prevalence and ever-growing fanbase, but the universe is a messy bitch that loves disrupting my peace of mind.


Rylie Cooper has built a platform on the fallacy that he’s the prophetic one to guide men out of toxic masculinity. This successful long con has earned him a heavily sponsored and well-listened-to podcast and over one million followers worshiping his hollow gospel.


The hypocrisy is unmatched.


I’ve always been the type of person to poke a bruise, press my tongue to a cavity, just to see how much I can make it hurt, and obsessively watching his videos over and over again when they pop up is no different, the rage growing hotter with each caress of his deep voice. This time, like most times, he’s talking about what makes a man a good partner, particularly in bed. As if this discarded foreskin of a person has any clue.


“If this describes your man,” Cooper starts in his low, sensual voice, holding a teeny-tiny bedazzled mic up to his perfectly formed lips, “he’s not the man for you.”


He launches into a spiel of poignant—if not obvious to actively dating women everywhere—reasons to be wary of certain behaviors, a floating notes app list greenscreened behind him. My blood starts to boil at the final three points.


“If he’s dedicated to a frat to the point that he refers to other men not biologically or familially related to him as his blood brothers, run.” He levels a devastating look at the camera, humor glinting in his eyes. “And if you’ve had the unfortunate experience of being in said frat house, run to a clinic that can immediately test you for communicable diseases.”


He pauses for half a second with perfect (fucking gag me) comedic timing. “If you try to tell him before sex or during foreplay what you really want, and he waves you off like he knows all that, then is six inches to the left, he’s not the man for you. Do not return to his bed.” There’s an almost-imperceptible cocky tilt to his lips, like this is a problem he’s never created.


“And if you have real feelings for him or he says he has real feelings for you, then he ghosts you, he is, most definitely, not the one for you. Protect your peace, delete his number.” This one is delivered with raw sincerity, a stunning good guy acknowledging the plight of so many women.


What a crock of horse shit.


This is coming from the man whom I dated for about two months in college, an experience so awful, he scarred my love life for eternity. He is the archetype of a dirtbag and it makes me sick to my silly little stomach that he’s seduced the world into thinking he’s the patron saint of nice guys.


My drunken fingers take over, and I’m hitting “stitch” before I can even worry about the fact that I’ve never used the feature before.


Cooper’s video cuts off as he advises viewers to not return to a fumbling man’s bed, and my skeptical reflection stares back at me, lip curled and one dark eyebrow raised, my blond hair as icy as my attitude as I hit record. I keep it together for point-two seconds before bursting out laughing.


“I’m sorry,” I say through a snort. “But that video is pretty hilarious coming from the biggest fuckboy I’ve ever met.” I cackle again, then let out a steadying breath through pursed lips. “Either Rylie Cooper is dabbling in extremely personalized satire, or he knows his pretty privilege will allow him to get away with lying to you all.” I laugh again. “To fuck around is human, to find out is divine, so allow me to shed some light on the truth of who he is.”


I’m unreasonably happy that my deep red lipstick I put on for shooting earlier today survived my drinking, because I am fucking feeling myself as I cock a dangerous smile at the camera.


“This guy”—I make a mental note to edit in a picture of Cooper at this spot—“took me on a handful of dates in college, filled with at least half a dozen red flags, mind you. Our relationship”—I throw in some aggressive air quotes with my free hand, my long, almond-shaped nails painted a dark green, adding extra drama to the movement—“culminated on the night he told me he had feelings for me, then made me watch him play hours of shirtless beer pong at his frat’s party. This three-pump chump then led me to his room with a mattress on the floor—nary a fitted sheet or pillowcase in sight, I might add—then finished up what might be some of the most artless intercourse known to human history in about twelve seconds. What an amazing first time for me, one for the diary, for sure. He ended this fairy tale by telling me he’d call me, only to ghost me like the cliché he is.”


A swell of vindication bubbles through me as I pause, ready to deliver the final blow. I mold my words into an arrow and take aim.


“Worst of all,” I say, staring into the camera like I’m holding his arrogant gaze, “he didn’t make me come. Not even fucking close. In fact, he might be the laziest person in bed I’ve ever had the displeasure of sharing unfitted sheets with.”


I smile, a winning, dazzling smile, as I close it all out. “So, while his warnings may ring true, Rylie Cooper is also not the man for you.”


I stop recording, check the captions for the audio, and insert a few stickers and his picture to the video, thoroughly enjoying myself as spite makes me drunker than the alcohol. I add the song “Sweet Home Alabama” in the background to really seal the deal. And because in my heart of hearts I am nothing more than a troll, I tag it #TheCancellationOfRylieCooper.


With a proud snort, I toss my phone to the side. No one is going to see the video and I don’t even care. I average about two-hundred views anytime I post.


It bothered me for a bit that no one is interested in what I have to say if I don’t have a wiener in my mouth, but after wading through some of the fucked-up comments on my Sausage Talk videos, it’s almost nice to have a nonexistent audience on my personal accounts . . . At least, that’s what I tell myself whenever I’m feeling surly and defeated at my plateaued career.


With another proud sip of prosecco, I turn on my TV and flick through some streaming apps before deciding on The X-Files. The noise lulls me into a drowsiness that’s hard to find in silence, and I drift off, letting the TV lie to me that I’m not alone.










Chapter 2



I WAKE UP WITH A POUNDING SUGAR HEADACHE AND MY phone buzzing itself off my nightstand. Bleary-eyed, I drape my arm over the side of my bed and bat for my cell on the floor for a few moments before finally scooping it up. It’s still vibrating with a stream of notifications, and a hum of anxiety that something isn’t right wakes up my system. I blink a few times, my eyebrows notching in a frown as my screen fills with social media alert banners, many of them listing new followers.


I don’t have a lot of followers on social media . . . at least I didn’t nine hours ago, but my measly count has plumped up to a number that makes my eyes bulge, and there are—


Jesus Christ.


I jolt upright so fast my neck pops. I bring my phone an inch from my nose, then hold it at arm’s length. My post from last night has seven hundred fifty thousand views and . . . oh damn, a really decent ratio of likes to go along with it?


My video starts playing on a loop, and a profound level of humiliation sinks into my bones that so many people now know I was railed to dissatisfaction on a frat-room floor-mattress. With shaky fingers, I click on the comments, eyes a bit unfocused as I scroll, afraid of what I might see.


The comments range from hilarious—this woman’s evil cackle just cleared my skin, watered my crops, and blessed my autumnal harvest—to horny—Mother, I am kindly asking you to sit on my face—to laughably cruel—like not even kidding ur a fucking joke. women r so vindictive and emotional it’s embarrassing fr.


But most of them, to my utmost horror, tag Rylie Cooper.


My pulse pounds in my palms as my thumb hovers over his name.


Has he made a comment? Posted a video response?


With a queasiness like I’m cresting a hill of a roller coaster, I click to his profile, letting out a long sigh of relief when I see that he hasn’t posted any new videos. I scan a few of the thumbnails, frown deepening as I scroll. It is truly a crime that someone so abysmally cliché is also so good-looking. His crooked smile moves along a spectrum from goofy to downright wolfish depending on the post, gray eyes hooking you in and pulling you under. But the one thing that’s consistent, even through a screen, is that the man seems to radiate a genuine type of joy and pleasure in what he creates.


I click on a thumbnail featuring him and a woman laughing . . . accidentally. Not out of any sense of obsessive curiosity and instant jealousy. I watch for a few seconds, wondering if this beautiful woman is his girlfriend when his low, rough voice cuts through.


“As a very huge thank-you for eight hundred thousand followers,” he says, a glint of mischief in his eyes, “I’ve invited my little sister, Katie, to roast the hell out of me. Katie, take it away.”


I see the resemblance immediately. She’s younger than him, probably only eighteen or nineteen, but she shares his raven hair and enviable lashes. Her lips are fuller, though, and she wears them in an earnest grin as she says through suppressed giggles, “You were a breech birth and it shows. Even from the start you’ve done everything ass-backward.”


Cooper tries to keep a straight face as she continues with a few more jabs—“Euphoria and Succession are your comfort shows, and your teeth look like they belong on an American Girl doll . . . You are basically a billboard of a psychopath.”


He bursts with laughter, his glasses askew as he reaches under them to wipe his shining eyes. I feel my own lips quirk at the corners at the sound.


Oh no. Absolutely not. I slam my mouth back down into a scowl as I flick out of the video, scrolling back to the top of his page. I will not find goddamn . . . merriment from his content.


I’m about to tap out of his profile completely when I notice something that makes my stomach bottom out and little black dots float in my vision.


Rylie Cooper now follows me.


Fuck.


Okay. Well. That was definitely not the case last night. I’m a vain, obsessive creature and I would have noticed if someone with a blue checkmark was following me. No, this is new. And this means he’s definitely aware of my video.


My phone buzzes with a call, and I shriek, tossing it like Cooper himself just caught me stalking his page.


Taking a few deep breaths, I process that it’s from Aida, which is a huge red flag in its own right. Aida usually texts me like a normal person, or FaceTimes when it’s something important like her cat taking a nap or when she’s drunk and sappy. We email and GChat for anything Sausage Talk related.


A phone call only comes when it’s work related and it’s bad, bad news.


Shit. Okay. This is okay. I’m sure this is not at all related to the video. She’s probably . . . wanting to get brunch. Or . . . or . . . 


Fuck. This is definitely about the video.


I consider letting it go to voicemail, but I wouldn’t put it past her to hop on the train and bang down my door if she gets the sense that I’m avoiding her. With a deep breath and my drollest voice, I answer, “Hey, bitch. What’s up?”


“Don’t you dare what’s up me,” Aida snaps. “Did you tell the world last night that you fucked Rylie Cooper?”


“Okay, that was definitely not the point of my story.”


“And you’re definitely missing the point of what I’m asking.” 


I try to think of something to say, but all that comes out is a tiny, pitiful whimper as my hungover brain tries to organize the past few minutes.


“Eva . . .” Aida hisses. “What the hell is happening?”


“I don’t know,” I whine, nibbling my thumbnail. The tip cracks between my teeth, and I grip my hand into a tight fist. “Everything is happening so fast. I—”


“Okay, first things first: Did what you said actually happen or does Soundbites need to loop in legal for a potential slander case?”


“Legal?” Anxiety drenches my spine. “I did it on my personal account.”


“Covering my PR bases here, babe,” Aida says, her tone lacking patience. “Is it true?”


“I mean . . . yeah?”


“All of it?”


I throw up my hand as I scoff. “Well, I think he lasted more than three pumps. No more than six, though. The essential point still stands.”


Aida doesn’t even give me a courtesy snicker. “Eva, this isn’t a joke. Landry is requesting we all hop on a call ASAP.” She says our boss’s name on a breath of fear. Panic curdles in my gut.


“About this?” I squeak.


“No, about the weather. Yes, this!”


Landry Doughright, Soundbites’ founder and CEO, is brilliant and poised and everything I aspire to be. A well-respected journalist of her day, she’s now lauded as making news and media more accessible and digestible to younger generations. I have a massive career-crush on her, and have been secretly praying for a meeting where I can wow her with my drive and convince her to give me a chance at more serious topics. Having to explain to her my drunken internet ramblings about a guy I dated six years ago does not top the list of topics I want to speak to her about.


“There must be some sort of employee protection against talking to your boss about your sexual history,” I say, throwing off my sheets and pacing the limited floor space of my bedroom.


“I think it probably has more to do with you being a recognizable face of Soundbites and sparking a massive amount of controversy with a beloved social media personality and less about the fact that you’re still bitter about not getting off six years ago.” She makes it sound so rudimentary when she phrases it like that. “In fact, I am begging you to not mention your sex life at all on this call. No more four-hump-dump talk.”


“Three-pump chump.”


“Eva!”


“Fine! Sorry for speaking the truth!”


“I’m emailing you the link to the GMeet,” she responds, her keyboard clacking in the background for emphasis. “Please, whatever you do, do not make this worse.”


“You really know how to make a girl feel better in a crisis.”


“Sorry I’m prioritizing my job and ability to financially sustain myself over your feelings. It must be hard not to be the center of everyone’s universe. You can cry about it later.”


“I really appreciate the apology, it’s a good start,” I say with as much false sincerity as I can muster.


Aida is so caught off guard that she actually does let out a surprised laugh that turns into a groan. “You’re a dumbass. See you in a few minutes.” The line goes dead.


Women supporting women, am I right?


I resume my pacing, my phone continuing to erupt with notifications, a tiny bomb in the palm of my hand . . . Then again, I’m the one who blew up my life last night.


With a mortified moan, I drop to the floor, back pressed to the edge of my bed and head cradled in my hands as I try to untangle this mess. The reality of my history with Cooper trickles in, memories I haven’t looked at closely in years.


We both went to Breslin University, a small liberal-arts college in upstate New York that produces a new class of pretentious forward thinkers each year who inevitably move to the city, making Manhattan the world’s busiest small town.


It all started simple enough. Cooper was a year ahead of me, but we met in a humanities lecture his final semester. It wasn’t a full class, but the professor was chill enough to not make us cluster at the front of the auditorium, and everyone spread out.


I claimed a seat near the back, next to a wall to lean on as I took notes. I was absorbed in the presentation on the history of botanical symbolism in feminist art of the ancient world when the auditorium door opened behind me, closing with a loud click and a whispered curse. The tardy student shuffled to the row behind me, and I rolled my eyes as he conspicuously rifled through his backpack, cursing again. A few seconds later, his chair squeaked as he leaned toward me, and I pursed my lips into a scowl in anticipation of the next disturbance.


“I get the vibe that you already hate me,” he whispered, close enough that my deep breath was filled with the scent of him, peppermint and January wind. “But is there any chance I can borrow a pen and some paper?”


I turned my grimace on him, ready to make him cower away with the force of it, but something about those earnest gray eyes trapped me like a snare, blanking my brain as I took him in. Cooper didn’t wear glasses back then, and I was hit by the full force of his looks, nothing softening the blow. There was a lazy mischievousness in his slouch, hands loosely resting on the back of the seat next to me, forearms coated in a fine dusting of hair and a map of veins and lean muscle.


His lips curled at the edges as he stared back, openly admiring me, glower and all. Silently, I held out my paper and pen to him. His gaze flicked to my offering, then back to my eyes, a glint sparking in his like flint on steel. I’m sure he knew then and there he had me.


It was only after he slipped the items from my grip that I realized I was handing over my notes and only tool for taking them. At the end of the lecture, I gathered my backpack in a rushed fog, needing to get some fresh air to unhaze my brain. He stopped me, of course, gently touching my elbow as I moved to walk down the aisle.


“I’m sorry if this is way too forward,” Cooper said, that glimmer of humor still in his smile, “but would you like to get a mall massage with me?”


I gaped at him. “A . . . a massage?”


He gave me a loose shrug, smile growing. “I couldn’t help but notice that your shoulders looked very tense during the lecture.”


I was silent for a moment. “You want me to get a massage at the mall with you?” I repeated incredulously.


That shrug again. “We’d need plane tickets to get an airport one, though I do agree they’re of a higher caliber.”


“You’re weird,” I blurted out. My face heated at calling such an objectively hot guy weird, but facts were facts. 


He laughed as I scuttled away, calling out, “Maybe next week, then?” as I darted out the door.


It took three weeks of coaxing before I finally gave in to Rylie Cooper’s bizarre form of charm.


I can still remember the creak of his lecture hall seat as he’d lean forward during presentations, the warmth that would flood me when he’d drape his arms on the back of my empty row, a smile in his voice and his breath on my cheek as he’d make some sarcastic remark or unhinged joke that would have laughter bursting out of my throat that I’d try to disguise as a cough when heads would turn.


Of course I gave him my number, and texting him was a similarly outlandish and addicting experience. It wasn’t long before I was waking up to a good morning message and offbeat date invite that I’d decline, using the excuse of classes and also not wanting to set myself up to be featured on a Dateline special for fraternizing with him. I didn’t have a lot of game back then, but even young and naive me could tell how much Cooper loved the chase, and I loved the thrill of being in the center of his crosshairs.


We quickly became friends. Granted, the kind of friends who primarily wanted to fuck each other, but I still liked the asshole. Started looking forward to his texts. Enjoyed spending time with him, eventually relenting and getting coffee after class, going grocery shopping with him at midnight.


But as fun and strange as he was, and as dazzled as I became by his attention, he was also moody, going radio silent for days, leaving me on read, being as cold as a marble statue behind me in a lecture while I waited with bated breath for him to whisper something in my ear. By March, he was missing classes frequently, and I’d spend the hour poised like a hopeful tripwire for the sound of him coming in late or sending me a message to explain his absence.


The more he pulled away, the faster I fell head over heels for him in that way that feels as natural as breathing when you’re twenty-one and untaught and it’s the first time anyone shows interest in you, then snatches it away. In a panic that I’d lost his attraction, I cornered him after a class he’d spent ignoring me.


“I’ll go on a date with you,” I’d said, trying to keep my tone even and bored despite the pounding of my pulse in every joint of my body.


I watched his solemn, pinched expression melt into that vibrant smile that made butterflies erupt in my stomach.


“You won’t regret it,” he’d said, shooting me a wink and sauntering out, my chest feeling like it would burst open from the wild, happy rhythm of my heart.


I sigh, tapping the corner of my phone against my forehead as I remember how banal the rest of our story is: the handful of truly terrible dates, the bullshit, the needy feelings I still admitted, the immediate ghosting that carried him to graduation.


What a fucking joke.


Another text pops through from Aida: LOG ON TO THIS CALL RIGHT NOW OR I WILL MURDER YOU IN THE MOST GRUESOME WAY POSSIBLE.


My pulse spikes, nerves tripping up and down my skin . . . But I still manage to text her back: That’s such a sweet offer, thank you <3.


Rifling through my closet, I grab a sweater to throw on over my braless form and clip my hair back into what I hope is a chic, messy updo and not a ratty, greasy mess. As I wake up my computer and launch the meeting, my camera tells me I’m definitely in the latter category.


My shitty internet finally connects, and my thumbnail pops up with the others, Aida on the upper left, Landry on the right, and the disinterested expression of some white man I don’t know next to me. I wonder if he’s from HR . . . Oh fuck, am I about to be fired?


“Good of you to join us, Eva,” Landry says, the slightest purse to her perfectly polished lips. I shift in my seat, pushing at my tangle of hair as I scan Landry’s sleek and smooth black bob.


“Sorry for the delay,” I say, steadying my voice, taking on the slightly deeper pitch I use for Sausage Talk segments. I don’t want a powerful woman like Landry to smell my fear. “I was trying to get as firm a grasp of, uh, what’s happening on social media as possible before we talked.”


Aida cringes, but Landry surprises me, her perfect, icy pout pulling into a smile, not a wrinkle creasing her flawless skin. “Ah, yes. You seem to have had a fun time on the internet last night.”


“A forgiving way to phrase it,” the random man mumbles, disdain dripping from every word.


I let out an involuntary meep of embarrassment, scrambling for something professional and crisis-mitigating to respond with. I end up just choking on my spit.


“Eva, this is my son, William Doughright. He’s been overseeing our European operation for the past several years, and is now integrating into North American operations.”


“Nice to meet you,” I say, not sure I mean it. He’s handsome in a brutal type of way—closely cropped hair, harshly carved cheekbones, eyes the color of coal, and a sardonic curve to his brows. He’s young, probably mid-thirties, but there’s nothing youthful about the taut set of his shoulders and firm line of his mouth.


He continues to stare at me coolly. “Congrats on the, uh, integration,” I say, needing to fill the awkward pause. The silence stretches so long, my skin prickles with it. I glance at Aida, but she’s pinching the bridge of her nose.


“Eva,” Landry says, voice soft but commanding, a knife wrapped in velvet. “Would you like to explain what’s happening or would you rather we all continue to waste our time staring at each other?”


Right. Fuck. That’s my cue. “I, uh, I’m sure you’ve seen the video by now since we’re having this meeting—”


“A not-insignificant percentage of the population has seen your little video accusing one of social media’s favorite personalities of being horrible at sex and hurting your feelings,” William interrupts.


I flinch. “Yes. Unfortunately. I, er, I didn’t intend for this to go so . . . so viral.”


“And yet, here we are,” Landry responds. My shoulders hunch, my feeble attempt at confidence shriveling into shame.


Aida’s video snags my attention, and I glance at her. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, she sits up in her seat, letting out a calm, controlled breath, her eyes meeting mine. It’s like a virtual hug, a slap upside the head, a reminder to get my shit together and fake all the poise I don’t feel.


“I’m sorry that this video has inadvertently become associated with Sausage Talk and Soundbites as a whole,” I say, voice firmer. “That was never my intention. Honestly, I had no intention behind this video besides an impulsive, drunken therapy session that I truly believed no one would notice.”


“They’ve noticed,” William says in that cold, flat voice of his.


“No kidding,” I say back, catching us both off guard. He tilts his head, one eyebrow arching just a millimeter, encouraging me to continue like my snapping intrigues him. Something about that silent nudge of respect spurs me on.


“Everything I said was true,” I continue. “I mean, as true as a person’s completely subjective feelings about something that happened years ago can be. But we did go on some dates, we did hook up, it was terrible, he did ghost me. I know there’s some concern about slander, but I didn’t lie. And that’s the long and short of it. I didn’t plan this out, I didn’t mean for it to blow up like this, and I definitely didn’t mean for my employer to somehow be dragged into the mix of it. Again, I didn’t really think anyone would see my video or care.”


Everyone is quiet again, Landry’s eyes boring into me with a calculating heat I can feel through the computer screen, while her son’s cool expression sends a chill down my spine.


“Your intentions with the video don’t signify,” she says at last. “What matters is you’ve created a spotlight of attention on yourself, one that illuminates your segment as well. Our organization as a whole.”


I hang my head. She’s going to fire me for being a dumbass on the internet. Why does this end not feel more shocking?


“And we’re thrilled to capitalize on it.”


My head snaps up so hard my teeth rattle.


“What?” Aida and I crow in unison. My gaze flicks to hers, and she looks as bewildered as I feel.


“Which word did you not understand, dear?” Landry asks calmly, looking off to the side like she’s reading an email, bored with our ineptitude.


“I mean, I have a working definition of all of them separately,” I say. “But strung together in this context has me a little . . .”


“Shocked,” Aida finishes, voice cracking.


“Shocked?” William’s cool facade cracks for a moment like the word offends him. His gaze pivots to Aida, and even I start sweating from the intensity of it. “I would expect the talent to lack foresight, but I’d hope one of our head media producers would have better instincts than to be shocked.”


Aida’s expression shifts from bewilderment to defiance. “Excuse me—”


“I guess I’m hung up on the word thrilled,” I interrupt, scared of the bloodbath that would happen if she finishes that sentence regardless of William being our new boss. Aida’s favorite ranting topics are nepo babies and men, and William checks all her boxes. “I thought you were going to fire me.”


“Fire you?” Now it’s Landry’s turn to look shocked. “My dear, we would be fools to do anything but utilize this excellent opportunity you’ve created for us.”


My blank, balking stare doesn’t earn me any further respect from Landry, and she tuts in annoyance.


“Eva, you are the face of a satirical celebrity interview segment,” she says slowly like she’s talking to an exceptionally dense child. (Me. I’m the dense child.) “That segment does fine but it is not a household name. It does not have steady subscribers. It is fun, fluffy filler on that little tab at the top of our website that says Pop Culture. Are you following me?” 


I manage to close my gaping mouth and nod.


“Your guests are decreasing in status and value as a result of Sausage Talk being filler, thus perpetuating a stagnation that doesn’t condemn your segment but certainly doesn’t lend itself to much growth. The value of your videos is based on viewership,” William adds, picking up the condescending cadence of his mother. How precious.


“Overnight,” Landry continues, “you not only put your personal account front and center of said viewership—having them foaming at the mouth at this tasty little story that completely destroys the persona of a highly popular social media personality—but also, by association, Sausage Talk. Our engagement has spiked since this took off. We are going to use that spike for all that it’s worth. Because that, my dear, is what we in business call an opportunity.”


“Use it how?” My cheeks are on fire, spine crushed to dust.


William offers me a gleaming smile, all teeth, like his happiness expands as I grow more and more embarrassed. “As we speak, our people are reaching out to Rylie Cooper’s.”


“What the fuck for?” I cry, immediately slapping a hand over my mouth as I realize what I said to my boss. Aida makes a choked noise from her corner of the screen. “I’m sorry. So sorry,” I rush out. “But . . . but why?”


William’s glee is full force. “Because you’re going to do an interview. A live, in-person interview . . .”


No. Please god no.


“With Rylie Cooper.”










Chapter 3



I THINK I’M HAVING AN ANEURYSM. OR HALLUCINATING. OR was hit by a biker walking home yesterday and this is some deep, dank circle of hell because there is no way they’re serious.


“We’re serious,” Landry says, like she can read my thoughts. Or maybe I spoke out loud. Hard to tell since I’ve lost all sense of mind, body, and spirit.


“But why?” I echo, stuck on that pesky little question.


William rolls his eyes but Landry laughs, a light, tinkling sound. “Because it will make great content, and that makes us money, my dear.”


“Landry, are you . . . are you sure that’s a good idea?” Aida asks, voice quiet. I could kiss her for that small kindness of challenging this terrible idea.


“Positive.” Landry’s black bob sways with her nod. “It was William’s idea. He’s been looking for new ways to invigorate our viewership. Then this perfect nugget fell right into our laps. We’ll do the whole schtick. The hot dogs, bitchy Eva, Rylie can bring his bedazzled mic for all I care. What matters is we get them in the same room and we move quickly while we have our audience in a chokehold. There will be drama and banter while these two dig at this paltry hookup. Viewers will eat it up.”


William looks so smug my gut lurches.


“Isn’t this kind of—” I slam my mouth shut, scared to challenge this smart, accomplished woman whom I’ve always admired.


“Kind of what?” William says, something sharp and predatory in his eyes.


“Trashy?” I say the word softly, part of me hoping they don’t hear me. Their silence indicates they definitely did, and I press on, trying to do some damage control. “I mean, I know Soundbites is hip and has that perfect balance between trendy topics and hard-hitting news, and I just don’t want to distract from the latter.”


William moves to speak, but Landry cuts him off.


“Miss Kitt,” she says, delicate voice barbed at the edges, indicating she’s only going to say this once so I better listen the fuck up. “News outlets do not exist without revenue. Revenue, in the age of internet real estate, does not exist without advertisers and consumers seeing those advertisements. You went on social media and got a huge segment of our target demographic’s attention, and now they’re salivating like hungry little dogs for more. I would be the world’s worst businesswoman to think anything trumps the capitalization on that, whether it’s earth-shattering reporting or some tawdry sex story. Beggars can’t be choosers if they want to hit that bottom line.”


My head spins as everything slips further out of control.


“I have the shareholder meeting to prep for,” William says. “Are you okay wrapping this up solo, Mom?”


“Of course.”


With a terse nod, William exits the call, leaving us to stare at each other.


“Let me guess,” Landry says after a moment, tilting her head to the side as she studies me. “As a little girl, you dreamed of growing up and becoming a journalist. One of those real journalists with boots on the ground in conflict zones and delivering exposés on corporate greed and senators abusing the system. You watched Gilmore Girls and resonated with Rory and subsequently learned who Christiane Amanpour is and also made her your role model so you could be smart and clever whenever an adult asked you what you wanted to be when you grew up. You went to some prestigious college and got your expensive degree and expected the pieces to fall into place—the jobs and the beats and the exposure to outlets that would broadcast your voice far and wide as you brought truth to people.”


I go very still, shame cracking my skin as she paints me by the numbers.


“You didn’t grow up thinking your big break would be eating hot dogs and interviewing whatever mid-list celebrity is desperate enough for some coverage, and now you want to dig in your heels because you’re too good for this.”


“Perhaps we should . . .” Aida’s protest is weak, and Landry makes a cooing sound like she understands the sting of her words but knows they’re necessary. Maybe they are. Maybe I need a reminder of how pathetic my situation actually is.


“What I’m getting at, Eva,” she continues, a genuine look of care on her flawless face, “is that the world is not kind to your hopes and dreams, especially those of women. The universe does not give a damn about your plans and your aspirations and any of the grueling work you put in to reach them. The universe is random and harsh and throws whatever it wants at you, and all you can do is make the best of whatever shitty hand that is.”


Landry leans forward with a look so intense it feels like she’s in the room with me, peering into my skull, plucking out every withered dream by the roots as she tells me the truth. “And sometimes, when you play what you think are your piss-poor cards, a miracle happens. A different force in the universe sees your effort, sees how hard you’re working and, maybe, just maybe, that force conspires to throw you a bone at the end of the deal. Do you understand what I’m saying, Eva? Do you understand what might be at the end of playing this out?”


My lips part, thoughts swirling and tangling with ideas that seem too good to be true. “Are you saying—”


“I’m speaking in metaphors, dear, that’s all.” Landry lifts her dainty hands, palms out. “Oh, sorry to change topics, but before I forget—Aida?”


Aida sits up in attention, jaw clenched and eyes lined with worry. “Yes?”


“Did you hear that Howards in the investigative group is leaving next month? Apparently he got a job at CNN.”


Aida’s mouth opens and closes a few times. “I . . . uh. No. I hadn’t heard.”


Landry nods primly, eyes off the screen again and fingers dancing across her keyboard. “We’ll need to find his replacement soon. Not that it has much to do with you, I’m just making myself a note. Didn’t want to forget to spread the word to the production team. Lots of transitions being made as William gets situated behind the wheel; deserving employees moving up while we cull the deadweight. You know how these things go. Anyway.”


Landry’s eyes are back on me, steady and focused and glinting while blood roars in my ears. She nods, almost imperceptibly, confirming the existence of the tiny carrot she’s dangling in front of me. “Soundbites is a family, a family that takes care of each other.”


While there are few traits more toxic than a corporation referring to its culture as family-like, I tamp down my revulsion, holding her gaze, thoughts spinning and teeth gritting with a sudden hunger for that hinted-at opportunity.


“And families are made up of team players,” Landry continues. “Are you a team player, Eva?”


I let out a choked grunt that hopefully sounds like agreement. Now doesn’t seem like the best time to point out that teams are actually the ones made up of team players, and families, in the nuclear sense, are made up of genetically connected, emotionally scarred people doing their best not to strangle each other at any given time. . . . 


I manage to give her a calm, cool nod. “I am.” 


Landry’s smile is dazzling, teeth as perfectly white as the pearls roped around her neck. “Good. Then we’ll see you at the interview.”
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