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CHAPTER 1


NOW





“I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU!” LENA SHOUTED, before running up the stairs and slamming her door.


Over the years, I’d compiled a lengthy list of reasons why it truly fucking sucked to be the widowed mother of a teen girl, but at the top of the list was being unable to turn to Spencer right now and ask: “Do you think she means it?”


He would have laughed. It would have been exactly the right response. Because I would have been asking him as a joke but also seriously.


He would have put his arms around me, pulled me close so my head could go right to the crook of his neck where it had always fit. He would have kissed my forehead. And then my butt would get a firm, supportive squeeze that was usually more for him than me.


“We can always send her back,” he would have said. “Do you remember where we put the receipt?”


And if I had cried a little—because even though I knew logically that my teenage daughter was in the throes of the worst hormonal years of her life, and I had done and said far worse to my own mother at that age, it would still fucking hurt—Spencer would have taken my face in his hands and swiped the tears away with his thumbs.


“Pizza will solve this,” he would have said.


Then he would have dug around in the freezer, humming to himself, probably Blink-182 or some other frat boy nineties song, and eventually exclaimed “aha!”—literally, “aha!”—when he found the ball of dough that he’d hidden there.


We’d have homemade pizza that night.


Now there was one ball of dough left.


More often than not, I’d get the desire to deep clean the whole house, and I’d take everything out of the fridge, tossing old lettuce, frosted ice cream, and sad, forgotten leftovers. The dough stayed. Untouched.


We had the recipe. Even if we didn’t, making pizza wasn’t rocket science.


But there had been a system. One that only Spencer knew. It had been born out of his years working at King Cheese Pizza during high school. He never did the whole tossing it up toward the ceiling and catching it—something he’d always refer to as a cheap trick—but he had a specific way of doing it.


He’d offered to teach me. Multiple times.


“That’s what I have you for,” I’d say.


It had been clever then. It was just tragic now.


I looked up at Lena’s door, forever surprised that there were no cracks in the walls from the force of her repeated slams, and missed my husband so much I wanted to scream.


That was the problem with small towns, though. Nowhere to scream.


I picked up the phone. It wasn’t the same—it wasn’t even close—but I knew that when Lena realized I’d ordered pizza—from King Cheese no less—she’d come down. We wouldn’t say anything about the fight. We’d eat and pretend that what had just happened had occurred in an alternate reality.


Because this was all a dream—a sick, warped, normal-but-not dream—that I knew we were both still expecting to wake from. I didn’t take her temper tantrums seriously because part of me truly, stupidly, dangerously believed that it wasn’t real. That it wouldn’t stick.


Everything was forgotten. Forgiven.


Sometimes, my mother would come over, and I’d see her notice the empty pizza box—or boxes, depending on how bad the week had gone—in the trash. She’d say nothing. She wouldn’t have to. Everything unsaid she pressed down in the thin, tense line between her lips. But I could see it. The disappointment. The worry.


This wasn’t my first time at the grief rodeo.


I knew my therapist would probably have some better suggestions for how to deal with the horrible whirling vortex of a teenager in grief, but I could barely talk about my relationship with my daughter, let alone outline all the various ways I was failing her.


Three years in therapy and I was just now starting to talk enough to fill the entire hour.


My therapist knew how I felt about my mother-in-law (mostly annoyed, sometimes pitying). She knew how I felt about my job (I got to play with yarn and craft supplies every day, what wasn’t to love?). She knew how I felt about getting older (fine, if not for the occasional overheating and the lack of information on perimenopause).


She didn’t know that grief felt like the slowest-moving quicksand (what a ridiculous misnomer that word was), pulling me down inch by inch, rib by rib. She didn’t know the way it hurt—physically hurt—to think about Spencer, to imagine his last moments, to wonder if I’d even said I loved him that night. She didn’t know how there were evenings when I lay down in bed and couldn’t recall a single thing I’d done that day.


She didn’t know that my head, my heart, my body, were still completely disconnected from one another and I couldn’t even remember what it was like to be a whole person.


I imagined Lena’s therapy sessions were even less informative. We Parker women didn’t talk about our feelings. Not the big ones.


Right now, in this moment, all I could manage was pizza.


It would have to be enough.


“Come visit me on set,” Gabe had texted that morning. “We’ll have a good time.”


A good time. I’d forgotten what that was like.











CHAPTER 2


THEN





THE FIRST TIME I MET SPENCER, I THOUGHT HE WAS SHORT, scrawny, and annoying.


He was my brother’s friend, and it was my job as the Very Cool Older Sister to not be impressed with anything—or anyone—Gabe brought home.


The introduction was brief, the two of them quickly escaping into the basement to play video games or hit each other in the arm or burp loudly, whatever it was that boys that age did. I was a year older, and much wiser, so I just stayed upstairs in my room reading.


After that, Spencer just slowly integrated into our lives.


He was at our house. All. The. Time.


Mostly with Gabe, but there were times when he even came over by himself.


“Don’t you have your own family?” I asked him one day after he drank the last Yoo-hoo in the fridge.


I had been saving it for when I got the latest Baby-sitters Club book from the library. Which was today.


He wiped away his chocolate mustache.


“No one’s home right now,” he said.


I knew I was supposed to feel sorry for him, but I was mostly annoyed about the Yoo-hoo.


“Well, Gabe’s not home either,” I said.


“I know,” he said. “Can we hang out?”


“No,” I said. “I’m busy.”


I expected him to be upset or to cry or pout. He didn’t. He just shrugged and went to sit on the front porch with our cat, Big Fat Fuzzy Guy (so named by Gabe).


My bedroom overlooked the front porch, so when I tried to settle in to read—without my Yoo-hoo—my eyes couldn’t stop wandering to Spencer, who was sitting, drink in one hand, a cat under the other.


After a while it seemed so pathetic that I gave up and went downstairs.


“Just come inside,” I said. “We can play, like, cards or something.”


My dad had taught me how to play poker, so I ended up teaching Spencer. When Gabe came home an hour later from who knows where, I’d won two dollars off his friend. He thanked me and went downstairs with Gabe to play video games.


At some point, my mom gave him his own key and bought him his own Yoo-hoos and that was that.









CHAPTER 3


NOW


TO ANY CASUAL OBSERVER, LENA PROBABLY LOOKED LIKE she was having a miserable time—sitting near the crafty table, arms crossed, expression blank—but as her mother, someone who was intimately aware of the subtleties of her moods, the fact that she wasn’t on her phone or openly scowling at me was a good sign indeed.


I shifted in my seat, my lower back still smarting from the plane ride over.


Gabe had offered to fly us first class, but I’d declined. His fame and money made a tricky tightrope to walk. I didn’t want Lena to take any of it for granted.


Then again, we lived in a house that Gabe had paid for. As did my mom. Then there was the bookstore/craft store, the Cozy, where my mom and I worked, our paychecks covered by Gabe. And my car. And Lena’s extremely robust college fund.


The truth was that first-class tickets from Montana to Philadelphia were nothing compared to what Gabe had already done for us. And it was all probably a fool’s errand—this haphazard privilege monitoring—but I was pretty sure that attempting to “succeed” at any aspect of parenting was a fool’s errand.


This time, I’d been rewarded for my effort with a daughter that ignored me completely, while I was seated in front of a bucking horse, judging from the way I was aggressively jostled every twenty minutes.


I’d get our tickets changed for the way back. I was too old for this shit. There was no virtue in suffering for the sake of suffering. Despite what my mother-in-law’s church taught.


After all, this was supposed to be a vacation of sorts.


An escape.


And what could be more unlike my real life—days filled with stocking yarn, sewing pockets into thrift store dresses, and making underappreciated dinners—than a week spent watching my brother film a movie?


It was certainly distracting.


And people who thought you couldn’t distract yourself from grief hadn’t yet learned the kind of emotional compartmentalization that I excelled at. Sometimes I thought I should teach a class: Separating from Human Emotion, or How to Grieve Without All the Mess. Or, How to Put On a Happy Face So Your Endless, Bond-Deep Sadness Doesn’t Ruin Everyone Else’s Day. Or, How to Avoid Thinking About Your Dead Husband by Teaching Yourself the Lost, Fairly Useless Art of Mending Socks.


It had taken three weeks to fix one hole on the bottom of a sock I’d probably gotten from Target, and it looked so ugly that I ended up putting it back at the bottom of my drawer where it had been living for the past year.


But I hadn’t thought about Spencer the entire time I’d been working on it.


Well.


Only a few times.


And I’d only cried once.


A day.


I was doing fine.


The set was both chaotic and regimented. There were people everywhere and though it seemed like some of them were doing absolutely nothing, everything still managed to get done.


The first time I’d gone to see Gabe working was when he’d gotten his big break, playing James Bond. He’d invited us—my mom, Spencer—before, but Lena had been so young and the last thing I’d wanted was to be the person holding a screaming baby on a multimillion-dollar film set. Instead, we waited until we had a screaming child running amok on a multimillion-dollar film set. She’d only ruined one take.


This time she was just sitting over to the side, quietly, ruining nothing but her own general mood. I missed chasing her around. At least it would have given me something to do. As it turned out, being on a film set and having no job or real reason to be there was actually quite boring.


I was starting to think about things. About people. Feelings.


I didn’t like that.


Maybe I should have brought the sock to Philadelphia and tried to fix it again.


Instead, I watched the center of this entire production: Ollie.


I wasn’t about to tell Gabe, but I was pretty sure the main reason I’d been able to coax Lena to come on this trip was because of Uncle Oliver. He was her favorite person. I wasn’t sure if it was his British accent or fondness for weird, expensive gifts or the fact that he wasn’t related to her by blood that made him so appealing. It didn’t matter. The feelings of love were entirely mutual.


He’d also essentially saved Gabe’s life. Well, he and Gabe’s ex-wife, Jacinda. They were the ones who called when the drinking got dangerously bad.


Spencer had been alive back then—during that first storm—and we’d weathered it all together.


And then when Spencer died, Ollie had done everything he could to keep the hurricane of press away from our family. He wasn’t always successful, but I knew that he’d pulled some strings and done a few interviews he might not have if the distraction hadn’t been needed.


That’s when we’d learned firsthand that to some members of the media, nothing in Gabe’s life was off-limits.


Ollie had tried his best, and I loved him for it.


I liked watching him work. We’d had barely enough time for a greeting and a couple of cheek kisses when we arrived, but there was something very comforting about the way he ran things. Smart. Fast. Efficient.


He knew where everyone was and what they should be doing. It reminded me of when I’d gone to visit Spencer at the hardware store when he was manager. They’d all loved him because he’d been the same—on top of things. Getting shit done.


It had taken a while for me to realize that he’d been depressed underneath the productivity.


I hated to think of the other things I might have missed.


“Those should go to costuming,” Ollie said, handing something to a person with a notebook. “We need them by the end of the week.” He waved another person over. “Check on Mackenzie, okay?” They were wearing a headset. “If she needs more time, that’s fine, we can do a few pickups without her.”


Even after all these years, a lot of the terms were still foreign to me. It was like some weird Hollywood Mad Libs where I had to pretend to understand what an “apple box” or “crossing sight lines” meant.


In between giving direction, Ollie caught my eye and gave me a wink.


I smiled at him and watched his gaze shift to my off-spring.


“Oi, Lena,” he called. “I need your help.”


She was on her feet immediately, rushing to his side. He put his arm around her and the two of them huddled in a private conversation that made Lena laugh. Really laugh.


It was the best thing I’d seen in weeks.


Two shadows fell across my lap. I hadn’t even noticed Gabe’s approach.


“Here she is,” he said. “Lauren, this is Ben. Walsh, this is my sister, Lauren.”


My mouth dropped open.


A revision to my previous thought was required. The man standing in front of me was possibly the best thing I’d seen in months. Maybe even years.


The magazine shoots and paparazzi photos hardly did him justice. But it was more than just standard movie star gorgeousness. I’d become somewhat accustomed to that.


It was the zing I felt. That forward lurch of my heart. A long-forgotten hello.


Chemistry.


If my libido was Sleeping Beauty, she was waking up.


Right. Now.


As if my body had finally come online and reconnected to my brain. And both were suddenly screaming for everything I’d denied them over these past three years. Touch. Connection. Intimacy.


Reality.


The feeling was disorienting and thrilling and extremely inconvenient.


I got up carefully from the rickety director’s-style chair that I was certain was always one wrong move from flipping me face-first onto the ground. My own knees trembled a bit.


“Hello,” I said to Benjamin Walsh once I was upright and steady. Ish.


I held out my hand. He took it between both of his. His palms were warm. A little rough.


Much had been made about his looks—news outlets always finding new and indirect ways to reference his Hawaiian mother, talking about his “exotic” cheekbones and “tanned” skin.


All I could see was his smile. His eyes.


God, his eyes. It wasn’t the color of them—brown—but rather the way he looked at me. His attention completely, utterly focused. I felt pinned by his gaze. And I liked it.


I wondered if he felt the same way. Because all I could do was stare at him, unblinking, like I was trying to see into his soul. Which could be seen as either flattering or creepy as hell.


From the ever-growing smile on his face, it seemed that Ben didn’t mind the unwavering attention.


“Gabe talks about you all the time,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


His Irish accent—attributed to his Irish father—was, at the moment, barely perceptible.


He was playing an American after all. I assumed he was trying to stay somewhat in character. Gabe had done the reverse of that while playing James Bond. We’d mocked him relentlessly—as family does—when it took months for him to completely drop his English accent. Even now, there were times when he said “water” like he was across the pond.


“Oh no,” I said. “People’s Sexiest Man Alive. The pleasure is all mine.”


Jesus. Rein it in, Parker.


He blushed. It made me smile.


Flirting. I remembered that. It had been fun once.


I’d been fun once.


Ben, on the other hand, looked like he was lots of fun. All the time.


Gabe cleared his throat. I’d completely forgotten he was there.


Completely forgotten quite a few things.


Like that my thirteen-year-old daughter would be mortified to watch her mother visibly drool over a man who was definitely not her age. The last thing she needed right now was to be reminded that her parent was also a human being with human being urges.


But a glance toward Lena revealed that she was still occupied with Oliver and hadn’t noticed the interaction.


Gabe cleared his throat again.


“Walsh has been asking about you,” he said.


I didn’t appreciate his raised eyebrow or his tone. It was very much a Little Brother eyebrow/tone, one that I hadn’t seen in a while but remembered vividly nonetheless. Clearly he was regretting this introduction.


“He’s a big foodie,” Gabe said.


“An exaggeration,” Ben said, his accent slipping through again. “I was merely told that you’re quite accomplished in the kitchen.”


“I can cook,” I said.


“She’s very good,” Gabe said, almost reluctantly. “Bakes too.”


“I can’t do either,” Ben said. “However, I have been told that I’m quite an accomplished eater.”


He made it sound filthy.


I didn’t mind at all.


Then again, I had clearly lost all my senses.


I’d heard people talk about twinkly eyes, but I’d never experienced it in real life. Ben’s eyes were so twinkly it was almost as if someone had stuffed two stars into his skull.


“If you’re hoping for a demonstration while I’m here,” I said, “I’m sorry to inform you that I’m on vacation.”


That didn’t mean I wasn’t open to other types of demonstrations. Like how he might look at me while he pinned me to a bed. Or couch. Chair. I wasn’t feeling particular about location.


Calm. Down.


It was like I hadn’t had sex in three years.


Well. I hadn’t had good sex in three years.


Ben put a hand to his chest. “I would never presume,” he said. “I was only hoping to talk about food with someone who isn’t eating lettuce and protein shakes.”


Gabe frowned.


“Talk to me in ten years when a normal metabolism finally kicks in,” he said.


I gave my brother a briefly sympathetic look. It wasn’t his fault that he had the Parker genes, which kept us cozy in the winter, but required extreme maintenance whenever he was on-screen. Keeping his weight movie-ready sometimes required near starvation.


But right now, Gabe’s deprivation was the least of my worries.


“I would be happy to discuss food with you,” I told Ben.


I would be happy to do a lot more with you, I thought.


“Lauren reads cookbooks before bed,” Gabe said. “She’s obsessed.”


Ben put his hands on my shoulders. “Marry me,” he said.


I wasn’t expecting it. The comment or the touch, which had brought us closer together, my toes practically touching his. It was the surprise of it all that made my arms tense. My reaction was noted immediately, though, and Ben stepped back.


“Hands to yourself, Walsh,” Gabe said. “That’s my sister.”


He was joking—trying to reset the mood—but I bristled.


Because I wasn’t just his sister. I was a grown woman. A grown woman who liked being touched by Benjamin Walsh.


I was hungry for touch.


I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this horny. My tongue was pressed to the roof of my mouth so it wouldn’t loll out the side of it like a panting dog.


“Mr. Parker?” A PA interrupted us. “They need you in makeup.”


“Okay,” Gabe said. “I’ll be right there.”


He looked at Ben. Ben was looking at me.


“Go,” I said to Gabe. “Do your job.”


He hesitated. I gave him a shove, probably harder than I should have. But he needed to go.


“Goodbye,” I said.


He left, reluctantly, twisting his head back every few steps as if to keep an eye on me. I knew what he was thinking. He wasn’t wrong.


But I wasn’t a teenager anymore. Despite my hormones roaring to life, I knew how to control them.


I was pretty sure I knew how to control them.


“Must be nice,” Ben said once Gabe was out of sight.


“Hmmm?”


“Having siblings,” he said.


“It can be,” I said. “It can also be extremely annoying.”


“I wouldn’t know,” he said. “Only child.”


“Ah,” I said.


I looked over at Lena, standing next to Oliver as he showed her something on one of the many screens that surrounded them off to the side of the set. Video village, I think it was called.


Spencer and I had always assumed we’d have another kid, but Lena just kept getting older, and I kept not getting pregnant, and then Spencer died.


“My daughter too,” I said.


Those were the breaks sometimes.


“Is it true?” Ben asked. “That you read cookbooks in bed?”


I was surely imagining the emphasis on bed.


“Sometimes,” I said.


“What do you prefer?” he asked. “Sweet or savory?”


He was a good flirt.


“Savory,” I said. “You?”


“Oh, sweet, absolutely,” Ben said, accent slipping through. “I have a wicked sweet tooth.”


Certainly, Gabe had told him all about me. Who I was. The widow. The tragic widow with her tragic past and her tragic daughter and her tragic life. The widow who needed to be coddled and protected and cared for.


But Ben wasn’t looking at me like that.


There was no pity in his gaze. No “poor thing.” No sympathetic understanding.


Ben looked at me like he wanted to fuck me.


When I was a kid, the fair would come to town once a year. I would beg and beg and beg to spend the day there, where I used up all my tickets on my favorite ride. The one where they strapped you into a chair, shot you up to the top of a tall, tall tower, and dropped you.


I loved the feeling of leaving my entire body behind for about half a second—leaving my breath, my stomach, my heart—everything up in the air while I hurtled downward. I loved screaming until I was hoarse, delighting in the thrill that was half fear, half triumph.


It felt like that now.


Apparently, Ben’s eyes could do more than twinkle. They could undress me. They could seduce me. They could make me feel like I hadn’t felt in a long time.


But this was ridiculous. Just because he was looking at me like that didn’t mean . . .


“Gabe said you’re here for the week,” Ben said.


“I am.”


“Packed schedule?”


I looked at him. At his mouth, which was curved in a very wonderful, wicked smile.


“I could show you around Philadelphia,” he said.


I felt a little breathless. In the best way.


It wasn’t as if I hadn’t gone on dates since Spencer died. I had. I’d even slept with a few of them. The experience—experiences—had been mostly unremarkable. But I’d expected that because the dates themselves had been wholly unremarkable.


There had been a weird comfort in that—in the reminder of how special things had been between me and Spencer. How irreplaceable he was in every way. I’d assumed that the part of me that hungered had died along with Spencer.


This was the first real proof that it hadn’t.


Of course, there was that voice in the back of my head reminding me that Benjamin Walsh was an actual real-life movie star who could probably have any woman he wanted. That he was significantly younger than me. That I had no business whatsoever entertaining carnal thoughts about him.


But if I’d learned one thing in my life, it was that attraction wasn’t that complicated.


It didn’t matter that I was a single mother in my forties and he was a thirty-year-old proudly bisexual heartthrob. It didn’t matter that my body was softer and rounder and parts of me hung lower than they once had. That I had wrinkles and gray hairs and arthritis.


None of those things had mattered to Spencer. He’d thought me beautiful and sexy and gorgeous and endlessly desirable.


Years of being with him—being loved like that—had taught me that what mattered was how someone made you feel. That stopping to entertain your own insecurities in the face of desire like this was a waste of time.


Life was short. So fucking short.


There was clearly chemistry here.


It could be that simple sometimes.


Then again.


Lena was back in her seat near crafty. And this time she had her phone out, and she was slouched all the way down. She wasn’t looking at me, but somehow, I knew she’d seen what was going on. Her mother behaving in ways unbecoming of a sad, tragic widow.


Reality was a freezing-cold bucket of water over that growling, purring animal in my chest. It hissed and retreated.


What had I been thinking? I wasn’t here to fuck a movie star.


“I’m not sure what Gabe’s plans are,” I said. “But Lena’s been going through a tough time.” Understatement. “I think she’d be upset if I ditched her to spend time with one of her uncle’s co-stars.”


I was almost waiting for him to save face and say something like “Oh, how embarrassing, you thought I wanted to spend time with you? I was just being polite.”


Because I also knew how sensitive men were. Their delicate egos.


“I understand,” Ben said.


“I’m sorry,” I said instinctively.


“Don’t be,” he said. “It would have been lovely to take a tour of Philadelphia with a beautiful, interesting woman while talking about pasta and bread, but I completely understand.”


I was making the right choice.


“If anything changes,” he said, “you have my number.”


“I don’t actually,” I said.


“Well,” he said, “let’s change that right now.”


We exchanged phones and when he handed mine back, he gave me a devastating wink.


My heart went th-thump, th-thump. It purred.


It was nice, but also uncomfortable. Guilty. A part of me didn’t like that someone else could make me feel this way. As if it took something away from what I’d had with Spencer.


I wanted it but I didn’t.


“Just so you know,” Ben said, “I’ve always wanted to visit Montana.”


“Have you?” I asked.


“I have,” he said. “I love to travel.”


I bet he did.











CHAPTER 4


NOW





GABE HAD RENTED A LITTLE HOUSE ABOUT TWENTY minutes from the set. In the car over, Lena sat in the back, her attention totally focused on her phone, while Gabe and I made sibling small talk.


“How’s the store?” he asked.


“Good,” I said. “Mom wants to start selling banned books for half off.”


“That sounds like her.”


“Yep,” I said.


“She’s doing well?”


“Yep,” I said.


Gabe kept looking at me. I wanted to tell him to keep his eyes on the road, but I decided to ignore him instead. Because I knew what he was looking for.


He was looking for signs that I was okay.


That he didn’t need to worry.


Everyone treated me—and Lena—like we were unbearably fragile. Like the mere mention of Spencer, of our life before, of a future without him, would send us into hysterics.


I wasn’t sure it wouldn’t, but didn’t we all deserve a complete emotional collapse once in a while?


Not that I’d know.


We all avoided The Conversation. Even me.


And now, after three years, it almost seemed like the time had passed to talk about it. That bringing it up might actually cause something, or someone, to destruct.


We’d made it this far without discussing it. What was another twenty, thirty, forty years?


“I’m hungry,” Gabe said. “Are you guys hungry?”


Lena said nothing.


“I’m hungry,” I said.


“We should probably go to the store,” he said. “Ben wasn’t wrong about the lettuce and protein shakes.”


He was nearing the type of thin that looked better on camera but made him look a little like a bobblehead in real life. Not that I was going to tell him that. I’d save it for the right moment, like a wedding speech or something.


“I thought there weren’t going to be any shirtless scenes in this one,” I said.


I could see Lena grimacing in the back seat, even though her eyes were still fixated on her phone. It was awkward for all of us, but especially her, knowing that thousands of women (and men) around the world thought her uncle Gabe was, like, totally the hottest thing ever.


“Ollie is still deciding,” Gabe said. “Or he’s just torturing me for fun.”


“I’m going to guess it’s mostly for fun,” I said, even though it was probably a directive coming from the studio.


They were taking a risk on Gabe this time around, and no doubt they wanted to make sure they got their money’s worth.


“Did you tell all your friends what you’re doing this week?” Gabe asked the silent back seat passenger.


She didn’t look up from her screen.


“Lena,” I prompted.


She shrugged.


“I told all my friends,” I said.


“You don’t have any friends,” Lena said.


Still no eye contact.


“Ouch,” I said. “I have friends.”


Silence from the back seat.


“Who is she talking to?” Gabe asked, voice lowered.


“Probably Eve,” I said. “Best friend stuff.”


“We’re not best friends,” Lena said. “That’s for kids.”


“Right,” I said. “Sorry.”


I liked Eve. She’d appeared in our life last year, her family moving from Eastern Montana to Cooper. She was the sunshiny, show tune–singing, pink-wearing extroverted counterpart to the storm cloud quietly thundering in the back seat. She loved books and puppies and kitties, and she adored Lena.


They were as close as Jessica and I had been at that age. Closer, probably.


“And you?” Gabe asked. “How are you?”


Ah. The indirect version of The Conversation. I could tell he wasn’t even sure he should be asking from the way his voice went up after each word, like all of it was a question. “And? You? How? Are? You?”


At least he tried.


“Fine,” I said.


Because I knew he didn’t really want to know. Didn’t want to know that I hated sleeping alone, that I still couldn’t drive past the intersection where Spencer had been killed—which was kind of a problem in a town as small as Cooper—and that there were days when showering and eating and generally staying alive felt like too much effort.


That I suspected if someone were to cut me open, they’d find nothing but a cobweb-strewn cavern of emptiness and longing. The kind where if you called out, all you’d hear was echoes.


It had been three years and yet.


I just wanted to be okay again.


I was pretty sure I never would be.


Gabe just hummed and nodded. What else could he do?


I’d done the same when we’d tried to talk about his drinking for all those years. Gabe might have been the professional actor, but everyone in our family was pretty good at pretending like we were just fine. Totally fine. Completely fine.


If my dad’s death had been the trial run, well, then Spencer’s death was the marathon.


Except I’d be running forever. There was no finish line. Just the constant ache of your muscles and your shortness of breath and the thirst for something you couldn’t have and the voice that said “You can’t stop.”


You can never stop.


Teddy was in the window of the rental when we pulled up. I could see her tail wagging furiously.


The car had just barely halted when Lena leapt from it.


Gabe tossed her the keys as she bolted down the driveway, and she didn’t catch them, but didn’t seem to care that she fumbled as she snatched them up and got the door open.


“Teddy!” she cried, opening her arms to greet the furry mutt that plowed right into her and began licking her face as if she were made of sausage.


“Well,” Gabe said, pulling her bag out of the car, “at least she’s glad to see one of us.”











CHAPTER 5


THEN





IT GOT HARDER AND HARDER TO PRETEND THAT THINGS were okay when they shaved Dad’s head. When he came home with a big, bulky bandage that eventually revealed a long, jagged scar across his skull. That’s when everyone knew something was wrong. When people would come up to Mom in the middle of the grocery store, their eyes shining with unshed tears.


“You must be heartbroken,” they’d say.


Or: “I can’t imagine what this must be like for you.”


Or: “How can you bear it?”


Or: “I knew someone who was sick like that, and he’s fine. Have faith.”


Or: “We’ll pray for you.”


Or: “He was such a nice man.”


He’d still been alive at that point. But it didn’t really matter—as far as the town was concerned, he was going to die and therefore was already dead in a way. Easier to get through the mourning process if you did it preemptively, or something like that.


The doctor said that his hair would come back and cover the scar, but Dad didn’t live long enough for that to happen.


The funeral was the first time I met Spencer’s mother, Diana.


Cooper was a small town, so there were a couple of things I knew about her. She was a churchgoing woman. She wasn’t divorced but her husband—Spencer’s dad—wasn’t around. Details varied when it came to what had happened. Some people said he was a drunk who just took off one night. Or he was a drug addict. Or a gambling addict.


The basic gist was that Diana was a saint and her husband was unreliable and troubled.


Spencer never spoke about him. Never spoke about his family at all.


At least, not to me.


It surprised me how much she cried. I sat in the front row with Jessica, our hands intertwined. I didn’t want to cry at all, but I couldn’t help it, everything mixing together as it came down, tears, snot, blubbering sobs as some guy in a suit talked about how great my dad had been. How’d they’d had so much fun in college and how he was going to miss him so much.


I resented him. Resented anyone who thought they knew what it meant to lose my dad. And I hated listening to a woman I’d never met wail and keen in the back row. Even Spencer had looked embarrassed when I caught his eye as we walked out of the funeral home.


“Did she ever meet Dad?” I asked Gabe.


She’d barely been able to get a single sentence out, she’d been wailing so violently. It had scared me a little.


“I don’t think so,” Gabe said.


“Some people are very emotional,” Mom said. “Their hearts are too tender.”


I didn’t like that explanation—or the crying—but I couldn’t explain why.


I just knew that I was angry. All the time. At everyone.


After the funeral, it was as if my father had never existed. No one spoke about him. We never saw that college friend of his again. We didn’t get stopped on the street anymore. We just got those sad, poor-you looks as people hurried away from us as if grief were contagious. As if mentioning my father would kill him all over again.


The collective consensus was that it would be better if we all moved on. That the funeral had been the period on the end of that sentence.


That it was our responsibility—to the community, to the world, to ourselves—to be okay now. To just get over it.


I kept waiting for the anger to disappear, to feel that kind of peace that movies and TV and books seemed to tell me would come, but didn’t. I waited for the acceptance of my father’s death. For it to be real. For it to be done. But that didn’t happen. I was still angry. And that only seemed to get worse.











CHAPTER 6


NOW





I MADE LENA DO THE DISHES AFTER DINNER. SHE POUTED but put her headphones in and went from ignoring us across the table to ignoring us from the kitchen.


Gabe ran a hand over his face, which bore all the telltale wrinkles of worry. Wrinkles that were considered sexy and stately on a man of his age but horrifying on any woman over twenty-five.


He was taking Lena’s sullen behavior in stride, but I knew he was hurt.


I wanted to tell him that it wasn’t personal, that it was just hormones and grief and growing up, but honestly, I couldn’t even tell at this point. Maybe it was personal. When I’d been her age, it had felt personal—the anger that bubbled up out of nowhere, turning me into a spitting, sputtering, boiling cauldron of fury and bad feelings.


And there was the whole non-conversation about Gabe’s addiction. Lena and I had never talked about it—another strike against my winning Mother of the Year—but I could sense the anger there.


Maybe it was cowardly, but that was something I could deal with. I could take it. I’d rather be her punching bag than ask about her feelings. Because it was what was beneath the anger—what I still struggled to cope with—that was the really scary shit that I didn’t know how to address. That I still hadn’t addressed in myself.


Was there a Wish She Wasn’t My Mother of the Year Award? Because I was probably going to medal in that.


“Saw you and Walsh talking,” Gabe said.


I looked at him.


His tone and expression were trying way too hard to be casual. I immediately knew what he was trying to suss out and decided not to make it easy for him.


“You literally introduced us,” I reminded him. “What was I supposed to do, stare silently at him?”


I would have. Gladly.


“Most women do,” he said, sounding a little grouchy.


“Awww.” I patted his cheek. “Are you jealous of the handsome new movie star?”


He jerked away. “No,” he said. “I’m just . . . I just didn’t like the way he was looking at you.”


I had liked it a lot. But Gabe really didn’t need to know that.


In fact, no one needed to know that.


“He’s harmless,” I said.


Gabe nodded, but his concerned expression didn’t go away. I wanted to roll my eyes.


“He’s a child,” I said.


I regretted it immediately. Ben was young—I knew that. Much younger than me. But if one thing was clear, whatever was going on between us was the opposite of childish, and it was a bit condescending and unfair to categorize him that way. Especially since I’d been an equal participant.


I said it because I knew it would make Gabe relax.


And because nothing was going to happen. I’d had a good time flirting with a beautiful man, but that’s all it was. A moment outside of reality.


Even if he had given me his phone number.


“He’s nice enough,” Gabe said.


“But . . .” I prompted, and then immediately wished I’d held my tongue.


“But he’s got a bit of a reputation,” Gabe said.


For fuck’s sake.


“Oh,” I said. “A reputation.”


He flushed.


One thing I loved about my brother was that he could be a big fucking movie star with women and money being thrown at him from all angles and I could still embarrass him. It made me feel at peace in the world.


Because we both knew that whatever anyone was saying about Ben Walsh had been said about Gabe Parker, albeit ten years earlier.


Not to mention what had been said about me, ten years or so before that.


A reputation.


“Is this your way of telling me that he’s bi?” I asked. “Because I know.”


“Everyone knows,” Gabe said.


It was on his Wikipedia page. And mentioned in most articles about him. Not that I’d read many. Only a dozen or so.


He’d been born in Hawaii, educated in Ireland. Never went to college, but moved around the UK performing at small theatres until some talent scout saw him doing Shakespeare and decided he would be perfect for the BBC’s latest teen-aimed adaptation of Sense and Sensibility, called SXS. He’d instantly become a fan favorite and then did the rounds on Doctor Who, Coronation Street, Midsomer Murders, and EastEnders before Hollywood finally took notice. Then, much like Gabe, he landed small roles in period films, usually playing soldiers, his roles growing larger and larger until Ollie had swooped in and given him a choice role as Macaulay Connor in his update of The Philadelphia Story.


Also, he was bisexual.


And gorgeous.


That was all I knew about him.


“That’s not the kind of reputation I’m talking about,” Gabe said.


I waited for him to continue, but he took his damn time.


“He’s got a bit of a death wish,” he finally said.


“What does that mean?”


Gabe looked a little flustered. “He just seems like the thrill-seeking type. He’s got his motorcycle, of course, but also takes folks skydiving or hang gliding or whatever on the off days, goes to the desert and races cars, that kind of stuff.”


“It sounds like he’s an adrenaline junkie,” I said.


“He’s also very popular,” he said. “Knows everyone on the crew.”


“What a monster,” I said. “I can see why you can’t stand him.”


“That’s not what I’m saying.”


“Then say what you’re saying.” I was getting annoyed.


“He’s just not . . .” Gabe seemed to search for his words.


I waited but started counting to ten. If I got there and Gabe still hadn’t spit it out, I was shutting down the conversation. But the truth was that I was a little curious.


“He’s still sowing his oats,” he said.


With meaning.


“Are you trying to tell me that he sleeps around?” I asked.


Gabe nodded like he’d just imparted some deep, dark secret instead of something I could have guessed just by looking at Ben.


He was gorgeous, talented, and famous.


Of course he slept around.


“I’m scandalized,” I said.


“I’m just telling you what I’ve heard,” Gabe said, sounding very put out.


“Then it must be true,” I said. “Just like the talk about you and that model, Annaleigh someone?”


There’d been a time when we all felt like the only place we were getting information about Gabe’s personal life was from the tabloids. Information he swore was incorrect.


“Munro,” Gabe muttered. “And that was just a misunderstanding.”


“Right. And that story about you jumping into the pool at that big Oscar party?”


“Exaggeration.”


“Of course,” I said. “What about that wild night in Paris with Jacinda and her friends?”


Gabe’s face was getting redder and redder.


“It wasn’t what it looked like,” he muttered.


“And the Broad Sheets interview?” I asked. “Was the whole thing just taken out of context?”


I knew I had him there. Everyone—Spencer included—was convinced that something had happened between Gabe and the woman who had interviewed him all those years ago.


Gabe denied that any unprofessional naughtiness had occurred, but no one believed him.


My point stood.


“I was young and stupid,” Gabe said. “The media likes to blow things out of proportion.”


“Exactly,” I said. Pointedly.


Gabe looked supremely uncomfortable.


“Like you didn’t get into trouble at that age,” he said to his feet.


“I was married at that age,” I reminded him. “My troublemaking days were behind me.”


I felt a weird twinge of longing for those days. How wild I’d been. How bold. How unafraid.


Not that I’d gone skydiving or anything like that. I’d just been reckless.


Maybe that was what I’d been craving. Not Ben, not sex, but that feeling. That out-of-control, do-what-I-want, be-what-I-want feeling that I’d had before I learned that nothing in life came without consequences.


“I remember what it was like to be in his position,” Gabe said. “It can fuck with your head.”


His expression was placid, but I could see the lines of tension around his mouth and eyes. It was more than just warning me away from an on-set horndog. He was worried.


About me, but also kind of about Ben too.


It was sweet.


From what I could tell, Ben was at a very particular point in his life—and career—one that was wholly unique. He was on the cusp of having the kind of fame and money that most people think they want, think will make all their problems go away, but once they have it, don’t really know what to do with it.


Most people don’t do a good job handling that kind of luck.


Gabe didn’t. Hadn’t.


Hence why some of those rumors hadn’t been rumors at all.


Things were better now, but it had been touch and go for a while. Funny how if someone had asked me who I’d be more likely to bury three years ago, it would have been my brother.


Not funny ha ha, but funny horrible.


“But you’re right,” he said. “It’s pointless to believe rumors.”


We sat there. I thought about excusing myself—to go read a book or stare at the wall or sit in the general vicinity of my daughter while pretending she wanted me there—but Gabe cleared his throat.


If he said one more thing about Ben, I was going to punch him in the arm.


“I have a favor to ask,” he said, looking over at Lena.


I couldn’t understand what kind of favor he could possibly be asking for unless it was to keep my sullen daughter from ruining the vibe of not just the entire movie, but the whole damn city.


“I’m getting tomorrow off,” he said. “And I was wondering if I could take Lena for the day? Just the two of us?”


“What?” I asked as if he hadn’t been perfectly clear.


“I thought I’d take her to a museum or something,” he said.


I looked over at my purse. Where my phone was. Where Ben’s number was.


No. I was being ridiculous.


“Just the two of you?” I asked, keeping my voice steady. Casual.


“I know I invited both of you here,” Gabe said. “But things have been really strained between me and Lena, and I was hoping that some time together would help.”


They’d been close—he and Lena—thick as thieves. After Spencer died, they’d formed a special bond, the kind you have when you’ve both lost your fathers around the same age.


I was quiet for too long, and Gabe took that silence as a refusal.


“Never mind,” he said. “I’m sorry. You guys are here for a vacation and to enjoy yourselves and spend time together. I’m being selfish.”


I reached out and put my hand on his.


“Gabe,” I said. “I think it’s a wonderful idea.”


I did.


I also couldn’t stop glancing toward my bag. Ben was probably busy. After I’d turned him down, he probably just asked someone else. To talk about food.


Sowing those oats and all.


“I think Lena would probably love having a day that’s just the two of you,” I said.


Gabe relaxed. “You think so?”


“Well.” I paused. “She might not seem like she’s enjoying it, and she might not act as if she is, but maybe in a few years she might casually admit that it wasn’t the worst thing she ever experienced.”


“I really fucked up, didn’t I?”


My poor brother. He had such a big heart but fumbled with it.


“She’s a teen girl who misses her dad,” I said. “Remember how that was?”


There were times I wished I couldn’t.


Gabe winced. “I don’t know how Mom put up with us.”


We sat in silence, looking through to the kitchen, where Lena was standing with Teddy at her feet, hoping desperately for scraps.


“You’d really be okay with me taking her for the day?” Gabe asked.


“Yes,” I said.


I wasn’t going to text Ben.


“You’ll be okay by yourself ?”


Then I thought about his eyes. About how they’d made me feel.


One text couldn’t hurt.


“I think I’ll manage,” I said.
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