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Ten minutes before dress rehearsal, AJ Graves sat alone in the auditorium of the Hayes Theater, watching the stage lights rise. Her head was full of ticking. Ten minutes. One more run-through, just them. Then the doors would open, and—


Tick, tick, tick, tick.


What was she going to do?


With a mechanized clink, the stage turned gold, and Noah Drew strode on carrying a prop chair. AJ stirred as his muscular, six foot three frame crossed center; he had such command, even when he wasn’t trying. He halted over a taped spike mark, his tousled black hair etched in light. He tried the chair this way then that, his expression so familiar it made AJ’s chest ache.


Hers. He was hers until the show closed. That’s what they’d agreed.


Noah’s gaze lifted as he sensed her presence. He gestured to the chair. “Thoughts?” His low voice projected effortlessly over the scalloped red rows of the theater.


“What’s the difference?” asked AJ. Half their show was improvised—the chair’s role changed each night. But tomorrow was Noah’s directorial debut: even the chair must be considered.


He turned his broad back on her. “This way acknowledges the fourth wall. This way does not.”


AJ smiled as she stood. “Whatever you want. You’re the bride.”


Noah muttered something that sounded distinctly like My grave is like to be my wedding bed and returned to the prop. As AJ watched him fuss, she felt a tug near her sternum and knew: this was about them. Each tiny adjustment delayed the show from opening. From closing.


Slowly, AJ walked down the aisle. Noah faced her, severe. “Speak again, bright angel,” she teased.


His lip twitched as he tried to hold on to his irritation. Then he smiled, his gaze appraising. AJ’s cheeks warmed. “Come here,” he said.


She stepped up to the stage, and he knelt before her, his enormous hands brushing strawberry-blond wisps out of her eyes. Then he plucked something from her hair. A stray leaf.


Fucking foliage. “That was fashion,” grumbled AJ.


“That was garbage,” said Noah. He examined the half-yellow leaf, then tucked it into his pocket like it was nothing, like of course he would deal with her garbage hair leaf, that was his job in life, and now AJ couldn’t breathe.


She had read once that falling in love was like being a celebrity to one person. The irony was that Noah was actually famous. Wildly, obscenely famous and beloved. An Academy Award winner. The last Drew. People’s Sexiest Man Alive, 2012.


But despite that, despite everything, here he was, cleaning her up like she belonged to him.


AJ’s throat constricted. “Don’t throw it away.” She wasn’t talking about the leaf anymore.


Noah’s brow creased as he read her. “It’s dead,” he said gently, his thumb smoothing her cheekbone. AJ leaned into his touch, looking up into his beautiful dark eyes.


“No, it isn’t,” she whispered. Not yet.


“Five minutes, you two,” their stage manager, Jerry, called from the wing.


For a moment, neither of them moved. They’d been suspending time for weeks, playing out entire lives on this stage. But once the doors opened, the clock would restart. There would be no turning back. Let’s keep playing, AJ silently begged him. Let’s never stop playing.


“Age,” he breathed, and she glimpsed a war in his eyes. He was having doubts. AJ’s heart leapt.


Then he dropped his hand, his stare going distant. AJ knew this look. She knew what it meant.


Twelve performances, then Noah would be gone.


Tick, tick, tick, tick.


He surveyed her now, reserved. “Are we doing this?” He hadn’t changed his mind, AJ understood. But he couldn’t hide from her, not his pain nor his regret. He didn’t want this any more than she did.


AJ held his gaze.


Twelve performances. Twelve potential outcomes.


“Play until you reach the limits of existence,” Eudora had told them, back when it all began.


And just like that, AJ knew what she had to do.


“Yes,” she said, placing her hand in his. She let him pull her up onto the stage.


She was going to save them.


To save him.






Part I


Acting Lessons


Who? What? Where? When we ask these questions, we’re not just initiating a scene; we’re announcing our intention to play with the Cosmic Consciousness.


—Laughter & Death, by Ezell Farr






Gladstone, Massachusetts


June 2000


AJ Graves rewound the video and hit play.


That morning, she was pulling a doubleheader at Reel World Video: watching Astronauticals on the store’s silver Panasonic while writing Astronauticals fan fiction behind the register.


Or she was trying to. She’d broken her arm last month during track finals—just in time for junior prom. Each keystroke was torment, but AJ typed on. Anything for her twelve followers.


Doubleheaders were one of many reasons AJ loved her shifts at Reel World. With four siblings at home, AJ barely had space to think, much less write. By contrast, a solitary afternoon among Reel World’s eclectic posters and inventory felt like teleporting from bleak Gladstone to New York—or what she knew of New York from Friends, Felicity, and Saturday Night Live.


That was AJ’s dream—to move to the city and write for SNL. It was also why she watched and watched Astronauticals, the 1964 cult series about hippie pirates traveling the stars in the hump of a giant space whale. The show was totally improvised, which according to Storm, Reel World’s owner and cinematic Yoda, made it a staple for any aspiring comedian.


And it was hilarious. As a devout fan, or Nautical, AJ could recite every line.


As episode 1.10, “The Mirror of Janus,” began to play, she glanced down at the cast restricting her right arm. The ink from her track teammates’ signatures had bled into the fiberglass like survivor’s-guilt tie-dye. AJ felt a stab of dejection; New York had never felt farther.


To put it bluntly, her stupid arm had ruined her life.


AJ’s endgame had been planned out so beautifully: A summer spent interning at The Berkshire Eagle and attending heavily scouted soccer intensives would have perfectly teed up her senior year and college applications. With luck, she would have been looking at a full ride to NYU.


But her accident had destroyed all that.


No driving meant no internship at The Berkshire Eagle. No vigorous activity meant no soccer intensives. No references, no scouts. No scholarship. No escape.


“Relax,” her mom had said. “You’re still a shoo-in for UMass.”


AJ’s entire family had gone to UMass. Her mom, her dad. Her siblings Patrick and Libby both loved it. Both popular. Both on track to graduate, return to Gladstone, become their parents, and die.


Now, at seventeen, AJ felt trapped—like the rest of her life had been scripted, and she hated this movie. Her hours alone at Reel World were her only escape.


The partition rippled, a beaded curtain depicting the All-Seeing Eye, and Storm emerged from the back room. A slender trans woman in her forties, she had long burgundy hair and nails to match.


“Age, good. You’re here,” she said. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”


“Oh?” said AJ, reaching into a Ziploc for a handful of Reese’s Puffs, her favorite.


Storm drummed her acrylics on the counter. “I’ve hired some extra help.”


AJ froze. “You didn’t.”


Storm pointedly eyed AJ’s cast. “Actually, I did.”


AJ frowned. “Do I not get a say in this?”


Storm smiled sweetly. “Nope. Noah—”


A shadow appeared behind the All-Seeing Eye, and AJ’s heart sank. Storm never let customers in back, even to use the bathroom.


She truly had decided to hire this person.


A large hand parted the beads as an extremely tall young man stepped through. He was dressed head to toe in black, with jet-black hair that hung shaggily about his broad shoulders and scowling black eyebrows; his overall vibe screamed villain. Except his eyes—dark and expressive and surprisingly lovely for such an intimidating person.


As they flicked to the Panasonic, time slowed. AJ watched the stranger’s frown deepen and knew at once he must be Noah Drew.


Even the tiniest backwater along AJ’s homestretch of the Mass Turnpike had ties to some historical figure of note. Great Barrington had W. E. B. Du Bois. Lenox had Edith Wharton.


Gladstone had the Drews.


They were a family of great actors, each generation more famous than the last, starting with Sir Errol Drew, who had made a name for himself on British and American stages in the 1880s, down to Noah’s father, Daniel Drew, a massive action film star in the 1980s.


The Drews were omnipresent. In fact, a very young Eudora Drew was currently battling it out on the Panasonic as Glimmette, the go-go-boots-wearing, ass-kicking pilot on Astronauticals.


In fact, AJ was writing Glimmette fan fiction.


“AJ,” said Storm. “This is Noah.”


“Hi,” said AJ, quickly minimizing her browser.


Noah’s gaze slid from the Panasonic to AJ. His eyes went wide. “I—You.”


Storm’s head tilted. “You two know each other?”


They absolutely did not. “I probably just look familiar,” AJ supplied, when Noah continued to stare at her. “I think you might have been in my older brother, Pat’s, class?”


AJ was just being polite. She knew for a fact that he had been in Pat’s class, four years ahead of hers. According to town lore, Noah had been raised by his mother, a college professor, who had shipped him off his senior year after an incident involving arson. Last AJ heard, he’d gone into the armed services.


What was he doing back in Gladstone?


“That’s not it,” said Noah. He was watching AJ with an intensity that made her feel small, which was unusual, since she was pushing five foot nine. AJ was suddenly very aware of her ratty jean shorts, hand-me-down basketball jersey, and messy strawberry-blond topknot.


As they sized each other up, AJ felt a strange untamed aspect of her being awaken.


Noah was so big, he made the DVD cases look like baseball cards. His face was angular, pale, and far too tired for someone only a few years older. He looked like he’d forgotten how to smile.


Even so, he was uncommonly handsome. As he turned his gaze back toward the Panasonic, AJ took in the aquiline nose, the precipitous cheekbones. He stared at his aunt onscreen, unreadable.


AJ sighed. “We were planning a whole Drew-themed welcome display for you, but this was the best we could do on short notice.”


Noah didn’t laugh. His focus shifted to the store’s computer. “What is that?”


AJ glanced at the screen and realized to her utter horror that her browser was still open, the fanfiction.net masthead so large it was practically screaming.


Fuck, fuck, fuck.


“Handbook for the Recently Deceased,” she blurted. Her cheeks burned, but she held his gaze.


Noah blinked. “You’re Patrick Graves’s sister?” he drawled, and AJ felt as though an invisible hook had tugged her by the ribs. He was calling her weird. Too weird to be Pat’s sister. Which … maybe she was.


But who was he to judge? “You’re Glimmette’s nephew?” she retorted.


Noah glared at her. AJ glared right back.


“Well, this went well,” said Storm. “Come on, Noah. Time to learn about returns.”


For a moment, Noah continued to watch her. Then he nodded to Storm and withdrew through the All-Seeing Eye.


“I don’t think this is working out,” said AJ.


“Play nice,” said Storm, then she followed Noah with a knowing air AJ could not fathom.
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AJ arrived home to find her dad having one of his quiet nights, which was never a good thing. She counted four empty cans of Bud in the trash before bringing the salad bowl to the dinner table. The tension in Patrick’s burly shoulders told her he had done the same.


“Is that Russian dressing?” he asked, taking the bowl and giving AJ a reassuring wink as she slid in between him and their younger brother, Mike.


“You know it,” said AJ, relieved. Having Patrick—and, grudgingly, Libby—home for the summer felt like holding a full deck of cards.


Patrick was the King of Diamonds. While he and AJ shared their father’s height and strawberry-blond hair, on twenty-one-year-old Patrick, it was somehow godlike. Golden. He played point guard for the Minutemen, but he’d always been a star. In high school he’d been class president and tri-captain. Everyone loved Pat.


Across the table sat Libby, the Queen of Clubs. Packaged in a five foot two frame, with straight blond hair that dried frizz-free in July, nineteen-year-old Libby was a born ruler. She had dominated Gladstone High with an iron pom-pom as head cheerleader, and her hive had followed her right to UMass.


Beside Libby was Emily, AJ’s twin, the Ace of Hearts. Emily had fine blond hair, a rollicking sense of humor, and a deep, abiding love of Shania Twain. She also had Down syndrome and a knack for bringing out the good in others—even Libby.


Last was Mike, the one-eyed Jack of Spades. Slight and quick-witted, with dark hair that must have been recessive, fifteen-year-old Mike lived for Super Mario, Dungeons & Dragons, and Astronauticals.


He was also the most likely to set off their father.


Sure enough, as the seven of them began passing platters and bowls, a chirping erupted under the table, and their dad zeroed in.


“Mike, that better not be what I think it is,” he murmured. Mike ignored him and kept playing.


Once a week, the two of them got into it over Mike gaming at the table. This never failed to frustrate AJ. She was also nerdy. Not as nerdy as Mike, but nerdy enough to occasionally tag along to his Science Fiction Society of the Berkshires meetings. And yet, she somehow managed to blend in, to be liked, to not provoke their father like it was her job. So why couldn’t Mike?


Bleep-bloop, went Mike’s Game Boy.


AJ nudged him under the table, one eye on her dad. She had to cut the tension. Her next words popped out. “What’s the deal with Noah Drew?”


“Why do you care?” asked Libby, predatory senses activating.


AJ shrugged as all eyes pivoted to her. God fucking damn it, was she blushing? “He’s working at Reel World as of today.”


Mike snickered. “He’s working in a video store?” he said without looking up from his game. “Isn’t that kind of like getting a job waxing his own family’s portraits?”


“I wouldn’t think he’d need a job.” AJ’s mom sniffed, tilting her pretty blond head.


Katie Graves was an older version of Libby, a former cheerleader who had fallen for AJ’s dad at UMass while he, like Patrick, had been starting point guard. She’d become the most beloved second-grade teacher in town, while he’d become a successful-if-small-time actuary.


For all outward appearances, they were perfectly normal.


Libby shrugged, all-knowing. “It’s probably the only job Noah could get after what happened. We all know Storm’s okay with weirdos—case in point.” She nodded at AJ, who flipped her off.


Emily sat up a little, bored with a conversation that didn’t include her. “Can I have dessert?”


Bleep-bop.


“Mike,” said their father warningly. AJ kneed Mike harder.


“One sec,” he breathed.


AJ glanced at their dad, a worn card shark. The more he drank, the quieter he got, watching for tells, waiting to strike. Jack Graves had a singular ability to cut people down with a look or a word. His rages, though rare, were terrifying—enough to keep the family in check.


For the most part.


Mike’s Game Boy unleashed an arpeggio of artillery.


“Mike.” Their father slammed his can down on the table with a hollow thud.


For a moment, everyone froze.


Then Patrick angled his body to shield Mike from view. “I thought Noah was doing better,” he said swiftly. “I heard he got into West Point. I hope that’s true. He was scary smart.”


“Smart enough to get out of town after he pyro-ed the Sherwins’ garage,” Libby added as their dad’s glare refocused on Patrick.


“The Sherwins? That can’t be true,” said AJ, only half aware of what she was saying. The three of them were practiced at this, at performing tricks on a table their father had just set on fire.


Libby’s eyes widened. “Are you defending him?” She gasped. “Oh my God, Age. You like him!”


Fuck. “Actually, I don’t.”


Mike finally powered down his game as Libby sang, “Guys. Jayde is on the prowl.”


Several sets of white, fang-like incisors flashed around the table—a family trait.


AJ’s face was ablaze. Seventeen years ago, in a moment of pure insanity, her parents had named her Ashlee Jayde, the trashiest, worst name in an entire family of average-named people. When her siblings wanted to make AJ wish for death, they wheeled out Jayde, her stripper alter ego. For AJ, who had never been kissed and felt very behind, this was beyond mortifying.


“Ow-ow,” said Patrick.


“Ow-ow,” Emily parroted.


Their dad smirked at AJ’s faded jersey, her flyaway hair. “You do paint quite a picture.”


He didn’t need to laugh for AJ to know he was laughing at her, at the absurdity of her ever being someone’s idea of attractive. As if AJ didn’t already know that beside tiny, perfect Libby, she was an overgrown ginger Muppet. AJ’s chest buckled, but she refused to so much as blink.


“Better to look good than to feel good,” she said dryly, referencing an old Billy Crystal SNL bit.


Her dad nodded, then tipped back the last of his beer, satisfied.


For AJ was the joker. Humor was her armor and also her straitjacket; AJ didn’t have a voice, unless she used it to lighten the mood. This was how it had always been at home and at school: she was the sidekick, the comic relief.


And thanks to her accident, she always would be.


“Can I have dessert, please,” said Emily, louder this time.


“Yes, I think that’s a good idea,” said Katie Graves, taking the opportunity to clear the table.


Like any good dealer, their mother saw everything and said nothing.
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Noah Drew worked almost exclusively in the back room, but it didn’t matter. His presence sullied everything AJ treasured about Reel World—her ability to relax, her freedom to move about without judgment. Binging Astronauticals in his presence felt like a massive faux pas. Ditto writing fan fiction inspired by one of his relatives.


What AJ burned to know was why? Why was he here? Why did someone who was Hollywood royalty need a shitty part-time job? And most of all, why this one?


Unlike the colorful customer-facing part of the store, the rear was a monochromatic catacomb, a library of white DVD shells stacked in alphabetical order. Over several bathroom trips, AJ ascertained that when Noah wasn’t shelving inventory, he was seated on a stool watching Ken Burns documentaries on the store’s backup TV, or reading, or just brooding into space.


AJ was pretty sure she hated him based purely on his dank, wall-to-wall moodiness. But she confirmed it the day she went in back to grab Heartburn for a customer and found him sprawled on the floor reading Waiting for Godot.


So pretentious. AJ smiled to herself as she moved toward the next row.


“Yes?” said Noah. His voice sounded rough, like he hadn’t used it all day.


AJ shrugged, schooling her features into a neutral expression. “Nothing.”


“You’re smirking.”


AJ nodded toward the book in his hands. “I’ve just never seen someone volunteer to read Waiting for Godot.”


Noah considered her. “Godot is a classic.”


“Right,” said AJ, turning away.


“Have you read it?” His tone immediately pissed her off—he clearly assumed she hadn’t.


“I have,” said AJ. Technically, she’d watched the 1961 televised version with Zero Mostel and Burgess Meredith while working at the store, but close enough.


“And?” asked Noah, his dark eyes probing.


AJ ground her heels into the carpet. “I think Sam Beckett was just having a laugh at everyone’s expense. Honestly. If a woman wrote a show that long about waiting for a guy to call, they’d just tell her to get an answering machine.”


Noah snorted. “Is that what you’re working on out there?”


AJ felt a jolt, and there it was again, that all-consuming awareness. Of him. “Actually, it’s a piece about arson. Care to comment?”


Noah’s nostrils flared, but he averted his gaze to the text.


AJ stalked off, fuming. Yup, she hated him.
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AJ, Becky, and Sarah had been Gladstone High’s starting midfield lineup for two years. They were known as the Powerpuff Girls because of their hair colors, and that summer, their plan had been to take the Brown University soccer intensive by storm.


“Aww, Blossom. I still can’t believe you’re not coming,” said Sarah, placing her duffel in Becky’s mom’s van.


“We’ll tell all the scouts about you,” said Becky. Sarah jabbed her in the ribs.


“Wait, are you not bringing a life-size cardboard cutout of me?” AJ quipped to hide her tears.


To cheer her up, Patrick and Libby took her to a UMass house party that night.


“Little Graves! Where’s your squad?” asked Brendan Walsh, tilting the keg to fill AJ’s Solo cup.


“Fighting crime,” said AJ. She could feel Patrick worrying about her from across the yard, so she forced herself to smile at Walsh’s South Park impressions. When she tried to inquire about the UMass comedy scene, he didn’t understand. “I didn’t know girls did that. Crazy.” Then, in Cartman’s voice, he asked if AJ thought he had a shot with Libby. AJ told him maybe.


As the party devolved around her, AJ cradled her broken arm, trying and failing not to think of Becky and Sarah at Brown. So close. She’d been so fucking close to getting out.


The next morning, when a customer requested Alien, AJ went to the back room to retrieve it herself. Technically, she was supposed to ask Noah for help, but she was so sick of not being able to do things because of her stupid arm, and asking Noah Godot-Is-a-Classic Drew, who did not need this job and could leave Gladstone whenever he wished, was beyond the pale.


Unfortunately, Alien was on the top shelf.


Determinedly, AJ hoisted herself onto two facing lower shelves, her body suspended between like a drawbridge. The case for Alien was still slightly out of reach. As AJ rose onto her tiptoes, she felt the rung supporting her right leg bow.


Fuck.


“What are you doing?” said Noah furiously.


AJ jumped at the sound of his voice, her right foot sliding six inches, her good hand clutching as she twisted back. She had a split second to realize that she was about to fall on her broken arm.


Then she felt a warm, solid presence at her back, two enormous hands on her ribs. In one deft movement, Noah caught her, folding her into his chest to shield her injured arm from impact. As her legs swung off the shelves, AJ’s cheek brushed against the rough line of his jaw, and a chill went through her. Up close, he smelled good—clean and sweet and earthy.


For a moment, he cradled her body against his, and she let him, his mountainous size seemingly shorting out her brain. Dazedly, AJ lifted her eyes and found him watching her with a startled expression. Several seconds passed as they stared at each other, AJ’s feet six inches off the floor.


Then, abruptly, Noah set her down. “You shouldn’t do that,” he scolded, taking a step back.


The absolute nerve. “I would have been fine if you hadn’t surprised me,” AJ snapped.


Noah’s eyes flicked dubiously to the now-bent rung where she had been perched. “What do you need?”


AJ chewed the inside of her cheek. “Alien.”


Noah effortlessly plucked it from the shelf and handed it to AJ. “Next time, come get me. Or get a stool.”


“Yeah, sure,” said AJ.


Noah cut his eyes at her and stalked off.


When AJ returned to the back room forty minutes later, a stool awaited her with a note in cramped scrawl. A job worth doing is worth doing well.


The hand that had written that had left bruises on her ribs; AJ could feel them through her shirt.


What a dick.
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The following day when AJ arrived at work, she found herself blissfully alone.


Time for a doubleheader. AJ typed her username, NautiGurl421, and password into fanfiction.net and cued up Astronauticals episode 1.08, “The Curse of the Gemini.” As the tape warbled to life, a dashing thirtysomething with a voluminous Afro entered the frame.


This was comedy legend Ezell Farr, the father of improvisational theater. Astronauticals had been his only foray into television, and sci-fi fans and comedy nerds alike flocked to the show to study Ezell’s portrayal of Captain Winslow Shoe.


“Gemini” was Ezell’s crowning achievement. The episode had some of AJ’s favorite lines—lines so good it didn’t seem possible they had been improvised. There was a pattern to it; the actors were cuing one another. AJ had to figure it out. She hit rewind, squinting at the screen.


“Play it again, Sam,” said a low voice behind her. AJ whirled around to find Noah walking through the beaded curtain. Evidently, he was working today.


AJ instantly switched off the TV, then her monitor. “That’s not a real line,” she mumbled, cheeks scalding. “In Casablanca. He just says ‘Play it.’”


“Noted,” said Noah. His eyes drifted to the dark television, amused. “So, you like Astronauticals.”


“Fine, yes,” AJ fumed. “I like your aunt’s show. Actually, I love it. I’m sorry if that offends you.”


Noah’s nostrils flared. “That’s not—” He took a breath. “I—”


He stalked behind the counter, towering above her. AJ refused to step out of the way. Her heart rate spiked as he stared down at her in frustration. Then, gently, he took the remote from her hand. “You need to go further back.” He rewound the footage to the start of the scene.


“What are you—”


“You’re trying to figure out how they know how to justify their lines, right?” He nodded to the screen. “He announces the game right … here.”


Onscreen, Ezell Farr stated, “Everything I know about love, I learned from an old space farm.”


AJ blinked. “How is that a game?”


Noah hit pause. “Game is what improvisers call the skeleton of a scene,” he said. “This game is ‘space farm’—the rest of the scene just builds off that. Here, look.”


They watched the sequence again, and he was right—every line AJ thought was hilarious was playing off that initial idea. It was as if he’d shown her an X-ray of the episode.


As Noah offered her the remote, AJ looked up at him in awe.


“I love Astronauticals,” he said shyly. “I used to watch it with Zell, but my aunt threw away all our tapes after he died.”


Right. Because Eudora Drew and Ezell Farr had been a couple in real life, as well as onscreen. Ezell Farr was Noah’s great-uncle.


“That’s the reason I even came into Reel World in the first place,” Noah went on. “Nauticals is basically all I can stand to watch since—” He cut himself off, probably realizing, as AJ did, that he’d spoken more in the last breath than in the entirety of their acquaintance. “Anyway, enjoy.”


AJ’s heart continued to pound as he moved toward the back room, his hulking shoulders up by his ears. She took a breath. “Do you want to finish the episode?”


Noah paused, turning back. His gaze passed over her hesitantly. “You sure?”


AJ shrugged. “You’re not going to aggressively quote every line, right?”


Noah’s eyes lit. “No, but I will say ‘This is funny’ right before anyone says anything funny.”


AJ laughed and Noah grinned. She’d never seen him smile before, and it transformed his entire face. It transformed this entire town. AJ caught herself staring and quickly busied herself finding the spare folding chair for him.


Noah clearly loved the show as much as she did and knew it even better. Though he didn’t quote, he’d quietly offer trivia as they watched. Again and again, the two of them cracked up at the same parts. Noah’s laugh—deep and rich and sometimes a bit giggly—made AJ laugh harder.


When the episode finished, he returned to the back room. AJ didn’t move for several minutes. Then, curiously, she opened her most recent fic. She stared at it for a long time, puzzling over its various beats. They weren’t quite a game … yet.


AJ hit edit, determined to write one good joke. Just one joke as funny as Astronauticals.
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The Science Fiction Society of the Berkshires met in the basement of a Methodist church that doubled as a preschool. As AJ sat in a circle of nerds, sandwiched between Mike and Noah Drew, she stared at a finger painting and wondered how this had become her life.


It had been about a week since she and Noah had discovered their mutual love of Astronauticals and embarked on a tentative friendship. They’d watched a few more episodes and joked around in passing, though he still kept to the back of the store, and she to the front.


That had changed yesterday, when AJ’s little brother had dropped by to register a complaint.


“Pat can’t drive me to the SFSB meeting anymore,” said Mike, giving her cast a resentful glare. “I don’t think Rick or Jamie will be pleased.”


“I’m so sorry my broken arm offends your friends,” said AJ.


“It’s just really annoying, AJ,” said Mike. “I told them I would be there.”


“Be where?” said Noah, emerging through the beaded curtain.


Mike, who was about a third of Noah’s size, immediately shut up.


AJ laughed. “Relax, he’s a Nautical,” she said, then summarized their predicament.


Noah’s brow creased. “What time is it?”


“Six-thirty,” said Mike glumly. “Well, seven officially, but six-thirty for the inner circle.”


“I can take you,” said Noah, looking curiously from Mike to AJ, who realized that he thought she belonged to SFSB. Sure, she went occasionally, but she wasn’t a full-blown member.


“Oh, that’s—”


Mike’s eyes went cartoonishly large, imploring her not to blow it. In truth, AJ enjoyed the SFSB meetings. And she didn’t mind the idea of spending time with Noah outside work, even if this forum was decidedly nerdy. She blushed. “Thank you. That would be great.”


“Great!” said Mike.


“Great,” said Noah.


This afternoon, they’d all piled into Noah’s red Camaro and headed for Pittsfield.


“What is this stuff?” said Mike from the back seat, surrounded by a dozen parcels of various shapes and sizes, all marked Return to sender.


Noah frowned. “My aunt has a badly managed addiction to the Home Shopping Network.”


“Your aunt’s Glimmette, right?” said Mike.


“Right.”


“Good to know.”


By the time they arrived in the parking lot, Mike had his game face on.


“Don’t expect any favors just because you’re with me,” he said, walking ahead. He and Libby were so alike: on his own turf, Mike was the alpha. Something to do with being a D&D prodigy.


“Roger that, Dungeon Master,” said AJ, trading grins with Noah as they followed Mike inside.


The SFSB chair, Peter van der Hopper, was about forty and looked like a college professor, only he wielded a Klingon bat’leth instead of a pointer.


“It’s great to see so many of you again. Oh, hello, sister of Mike!” He nodded to AJ, who sank three inches as his eyes slid past her to Noah. “And some new faces. Now, we have a very full agenda today, so let’s try not to get too bogged down in the drama from the boards.”


Too late. Conflict had already erupted between the Trekkies and the Nauticals.


“For the last time,” said a boy in a Gumby shirt. “Star Trek did not steal the idea of a space whale from Astronauticals.”


“First,” said Mike scathingly, “the term isn’t space whale. It’s crater whale, or crale. Second, they absolutely did. Gomtuu on Next Gen? Come on.”


As the discussion raged, AJ caught a number of SFSB members glancing at her legs. Apart from one much older woman with a pageboy haircut, AJ was the only girl in the room.


Then the looks stopped. It took AJ a few minutes to realize it was because Noah had lightly draped his arm over the back of her chair. He wasn’t touching her—he was probably just stretching. But it was enough to scare off every nerd in that room.


“Settle down, everyone,” said Peter van der Hopper. “Springfield Comicon is upon us. We’re going to be hosting another Magic card auction, big thanks to all who participated last year. And as some of you know, it’s Astronauticals’ thirty-fifth anniversary. Our panel is nearly complete, but we’d really love to get someone from the original cast. I’ve written to Elmore Aldrich. It’s a long shot because he’s out in L.A., but he’s still pretty active.”


“What about Eudora Drew?” asked a man in a Han Solo T-shirt. “She’s local.”


Behind AJ, Noah’s arm tensed.


“She never responded when I reached out for the thirtieth, but it could be worth another shot,” said Peter van der Hopper, shuffling his papers.


“You could ask her,” said Mike, turning directly to Noah.


Now all eyes were on Noah, taking in the long profile, the dark hair and eyes, the insane handsomeness. In context, he was easily recognizable as Daniel Drew’s son.


“Mike,” hissed AJ, blood rushing to her face. She didn’t dare look at Noah. Eudora had become increasingly reclusive after Ezell’s death in 1993—Mike’s request was wildly inappropriate.


“What?” said Mike, shrugging. “You said he’s a Nautical.”


Noah cleared his throat. “We can ask her,” he said, glancing at AJ. Her heart skipped.


“Wait, really?” said Mike, flashing a fanged grin. “I did not think that would work.”


“We can ask,” Noah repeated.


“Well, all righty then,” said Peter van der Hopper, unable to keep a trill of excitement out of his voice. “We also need volunteers to work the check-in counter on Sunday.”


As the conversation moved on, AJ’s heart continued to beat a little faster than usual.


We, he’d said.
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Twenty minutes from Gladstone’s center, Drew House was a buttercream Gilded Age mansion, the famous family’s country hideaway for four generations. As Noah’s Camaro pulled into the large circular driveway, AJ’s adrenaline surged.


She’d nearly met Eudora Drew once before—at Gladstone Elementary’s Halloween costume contest. The grand dame had been slated to judge.


But when ten-year-old AJ had won for Pippi Longstocking, Eudora Drew had been nowhere in sight. Instead, AJ had been awarded her Baskin-Robbins gift card by a high schooler in a Jason mask who was so realistic AJ had shrieked in front of the entire school. People still called her Pippi Lung-stocking.


AJ shuddered at the memory as Noah led her under the portico. He hesitated. “It’s not m—”


“Don’t you dare say It’s not much,” said AJ.


Noah huffed a laugh.


The thick oak door swung inward to reveal a vaulted entryway, complete with a grand staircase curving up to a balcony, an ample crystal chandelier, and a seven-foot grandfather clock.


AJ gulped.


“That thing’s a pain in the ass,” said Noah, following her gaze. “It dies if it’s not wound, like, once a day.”


“Sounds tragic,” said AJ, stepping inside. He was about to respond when they were rushed by five puppies, paws skittering across black-and-white marble.


“How did you get out?” muttered Noah, frowning as two of them tugged at his shoelaces.


“I thought they could use a change of scenery.”


Holy shit. It was her.


As Eudora Drew floated down the stairs, clad in soft gray cashmere, AJ had half a second to process that Glimmette was now in her seventies. She knew, of course, that Eudora Drew had had a massive career following Astronauticals, racking up multiple Tony Awards, an Emmy, and an Oscar nomination.


But gone were the peachy bouffant and go-go boots. The elegant woman who landed in the vestibule was more akin to Katharine Hepburn than Glimmette, her frosted-blond French twist resplendent in the afternoon sunlight.


“Hortense, come,” she intoned, and it struck AJ afresh that this person was truly famous.


Presently, a caramel-colored Cavalier King Charles trotted out of the drawing room, stopping beside Eudora for a scratch behind the ears.


“Negligent minx,” murmured Eudora as Hortense sauntered after her brood.


“Dorie, this is AJ,” said Noah, his tone clipped.


“I’m—yes. Hi. It’s nice to meet you.”


The great actress’s dark, intelligent eyes slid to AJ’s jean cutoffs and hand-me-down cardigan.


“We work together,” AJ added after a beat. “At Reel World.”


Eudora’s head tilted. “You’re actually quite pretty, beneath all that scruff. Leonine. A young Charlotte Rampling. It’s the deep-set eyes. And the wide nose bridge.”


AJ blushed at this assessment. “Uh … thanks.”


Noah placed his hands on his hips, his expression stern. “We’ve come with a message from the Science Fiction Society of the Berkshires. And an invitation.”


In a few curt sentences, he described the panel.


“It’s Labor Day weekend,” he finished gruffly.


“We’d be grateful if you’d consider it,” added AJ, annoyed that Noah hadn’t done a better job of selling the event. “I’m a huge fan, by the way. I loved you and Ezell in Astronauticals.”


Eudora Drew’s eyes sparked. “Astronauticals.” She pronounced each syllable with disdain. “I’ve never understood how a show that looks like a two-bit home video spawned such a base. Of course, they’re all a bunch of grade A nutjobs. Maybe that explains it.”


This struck a nerve. “I mean, it’s not Shakespeare,” said AJ. “But that doesn’t make it bad.”


The great actress’s expression turned feline. “And what would you know of Shakespeare?”


AJ’s cheeks burned. “I’ve read Romeo and Juliet.”


“Oh, well then …”


“Dorie,” Noah warned. He cleared his throat. “The panel.”


Eudora’s eyes traveled between them, calculating. It seemed impossible that this ostensibly humorless woman had produced some of the best punch lines ever delivered. Still AJ held her breath; she would give a lot to hear Eudora’s firsthand insights into her favorite show.


At last, Eudora said, “I’ll consider it. If you’ll consider something in return.”


Noah sucked in a breath. “What?”


Eudora ignored him, focusing on AJ. “I’d like you to read something for me.”


Noah rolled his eyes. “Come on, AJ,” he said. “We’re going.”


“Read what?” asked AJ, unable to turn away from the challenge in Eudora’s stare.


Her eyes gleamed. “Oh, something you’re familiar with.”


She swept into the stately drawing room, leaving AJ and Noah to have a quick nonverbal conversation. He shook his head warningly, and AJ shrugged, following Eudora. He joined them as Eudora extracted two tattered volumes from her floor-to-ceiling shelves.


“Here,” she said, placing a copy of Romeo and Juliet in AJ’s hands, flipped open to act 2, scene 2. The infamous balcony scene snapped AJ back to eighth grade—cracked voices and sweaty hands.


The other copy went to Noah. Holy shit. Eudora meant for them to read this. Together.


Noah took one look at the scene and shook his head. “Absolutely not.”


“It’s just one scene,” said Eudora innocently. “In view of what you’re asking, this is hardly an imposition.”


Noah had had enough. “We’re not doing this.” He closed the play and moved toward the door.


“Wait,” said AJ, still looking at Eudora. “If we read this, you’ll do the panel?”


“I’ll consider it,” said Eudora with a Cheshire grin.


AJ held her gaze. Clearly, Eudora Drew was mocking her. And yet AJ couldn’t help thinking of her alter ego Glimmette’s most famous line: Never back out. Never back down.


She squared her shoulders. “Noah, let’s just do it. It’ll take five minutes.”


Noah’s eyes looked troubled as they met hers. “This was not how I wanted this to go.”


“Seize the moment, Noah dear,” said Eudora brightly. “Life never goes according to plan.”


Noah glowered at his great-aunt. Then, to AJ’s surprise, he stepped back into the room.


They stood facing each other on the faded carpet, afternoon light streaming in through the windows. Gingerly, Eudora folded herself into a white armchair.


“Noah, begin whenever you’re ready.”


Noah cleared his throat. His brow furrowed as he skimmed the page. AJ felt her lip twitch in anticipation of him reading Romeo in his bored, dry voice.


But when Noah lifted his eyes, his sardonic expression was gone, replaced with an open yearning she found disconcerting because it didn’t feel overdone at all; it felt real. Was Noah acting? Or was he really looking at her that way?


“But soft, what light through yonder window breaks?”


Fuck, fuck, fuck.


Somehow, up until this point, AJ had managed to ignore that Noah had a century of acting pedigree bred into him. Evidently, he’d also picked up a lesson or two over the years, because he was either in love with her, or he was really fucking good.


His eyes flicked to AJ.


“It is my lady. O, it is my love,” he said. “O, that she knew she were.”


The line leveled AJ. She had never seen Noah this open, this … vulnerable. She could laugh at him, scoff at him, turn this into a joke. Come to think of it, he could have done that himself—but he hadn’t. He had chosen to reveal himself, what he could do. He had put himself in her hands.


He trusted her.


AJ felt her then—Juliet, right there. They were not so far apart in terms of youth and inexperience, though Juliet did not have a chorus of siblings always ready to tease her.


AJ’s sternum thrummed, and she realized: she trusted him too. That sense of him, that heightened awareness, was pulling now, as if this were always what it had been for.


AJ slipped out of her armor and into Juliet like a silk robe.


“Ay me.”


Then they were gone, replaced by the world’s most timeless lovers. The parts moved through the players line by line, as they always had and always would. And when every word was spoken and every feeling felt, they tucked themselves back into the gutter of a book.


For a moment, AJ and Noah stood golden in the afternoon light, echoes passing between them.


O, wilt thou leave me so unsatisfied?


What satisfaction canst thou have to-night?


Noah’s gaze was searching. They were both breathing hard.


In the hall, the grandfather clock chimed four.


“Well, well,” said Eudora.


Her voice recalled AJ to herself. She blinked rapidly and took a step back. She felt lightheaded, disoriented. When AJ glanced back at Noah, his face had closed.


His eyes were on his aunt. “Well?” he demanded. AJ watched the muscle in his jaw tense.


“I’ll do it,” said Eudora. “If you agree to work with me. Both of you.”


Noah’s face had lost all expression, his eyes boring into Eudora’s.


AJ felt elated. They’d done it! Glimmette was doing the panel.


Then it hit her.


“Wait, you don’t mean—” She held up the play.


Eudora nodded. “I’m getting older. It’s time for me to pass on what I know. What Ezell knew.”


Suddenly AJ couldn’t breathe. Whatever had just happened had been an accident, an aberration. She had all but disappeared.


The vast room was bearing down on her now. As AJ took in her rich surroundings, she realized just how far she had wandered from everything she knew.


She wasn’t Juliet. She was AJ Graves, who lived in a split-level down the hill. Her parents’ only claim to fame was that they had both been runners-up for prom royalty.


AJ didn’t belong here.


“I just remembered,” she said, adjusting her cast. “I need to get back to town.”


“I’ll drive you,” said Noah.


“No,” said AJ, not meeting his eyes. “I’ll walk.”


“Think about it,” said Eudora.


AJ brushed passed Noah as she left the room, barely aware of the puppies at her ankles. As she burst into the splendid afternoon, her only aim was to get as far away from Drew House as possible.
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Mercifully, AJ was not scheduled to work the next day. Over breakfast, she stared at her plate, stupefied with relief that she wouldn’t have to face Noah after walking out of Drew House.


Whenever AJ closed her eyes, all she could see was the two Drews watching her panic.


Her toast was still untouched when her mother called her into the laundry room.


“Since you’re around, can you bring Emily to the park while I go shopping?”


AJ made a noise of dissent at the back of her throat.


“Or you could do this,” said her mom.


The ancient washing machine clanged menacingly.


The park was located just outside the town center, right beyond the local grocery chain, Big Y. AJ felt seven years old again as her mom dropped them at the entrance.


They were the only two there. AJ unfastened the gate, and Emily beelined for the jungle gym.


“Age!” she cried from the top of the slide. “Oh my God, let’s practice.” She twisted on the spot, smiling, and AJ realized what she meant.


“Oh, you want to do the play?” she said.


Emily nodded. She was the only person AJ had told about her visit to Drew House. Just the important points: boy, girl, balcony. She’d left out the part about running away in terror.


AJ made a show of clearing her throat. “Ah, there she is, my beautiful Juliet,” she paraphrased in a false baritone. Emily smiled at this. “Oh, speak, bright angel!”


Emily shrieked with laughter—arguably the greatest sound in the world.


According to a body of research and the testing of a developmental specialist in Lee, Emily’s intellect would never surpass that of a nine-year-old. AJ often wanted to ask the person who had conducted this testing why, if that were true, laughter could collapse the distance between their supposedly disparate levels of intelligence.


To the outside world, AJ was the lucky twin. She had always known this and had spent her entire life working to justify having won the genetic coin toss. But to Emily, AJ was just … herself.


“Who are you?” asked Emily, giggles subsiding.


“Why, I am Romeo!” said AJ, dramatically.


Then a low voice spoke. “I would ask to see some ID if I were you.”


AJ’s heart sank.


Noah Drew was standing on the other side of the playground fence, a plastic Big Y bag clutched in his enormous hand. He must have been grabbing food before his shift at Reel World.


As Emily’s eyes caught on Noah, she stilled, straightening up. “Oh my God, Age,” she said breathlessly, in a very near imitation of Libby. “Who is that, Age?”


AJ was still in denial that this was happening. Noah took charge.


“I’m Noah,” he said warmly. “AJ’s friend.” His eyes calmly slid to AJ’s.


AJ introduced them, her cheeks coloring. Then she swung open the gate to let him in.


Emily and Noah were fast friends. They quickly fell into a game of tic-tac-toe on the park’s giant beige markers. As Noah frowned over each move, Emily giggled at his seriousness.


When Emily tired of tic-tac-toe, she transitioned to the tire swing, donning her teal Walkman. She hummed along to “Come on Over,” by Shania Twain, slowly spinning on the spot.


Noah turned to AJ. “Want to sit?”


AJ was embarrassed. She glanced at the shady bench where he’d left his grocery bag. “Okay.”


As they situated themselves, Noah’s familiar scent washed over her—Dial soap, and fancy French lavender laundry detergent, and something darker, saltier. He handed AJ a bag of vinegar chips then started in on his meatball sub.


AJ held the pouch but didn’t open it. “About yesterday—”


Noah shook his head, glancing over at her. “Don’t worry about that.”


“I shouldn’t have walked off.”


Noah snorted. “Yes, you should have,” he said. “That whole thing was super weird. We are super weird. My aunt—”


“She hates Astronauticals.” AJ still couldn’t believe it.


Noah’s brow furrowed. “She doesn’t, deep down,” he said. “She just wants Ezell to be remembered for winning the Pulitzer for The Cone Cycle and for his civil rights activism. She’s incredibly protective over his legacy. She won’t even let me read Fire & Water.”


“What’s that?” asked AJ.


“The play he was writing when he died,” said Noah, taking another bite of his sandwich.


This was easier than AJ had thought it would be. Sitting with him. Talking to him. “I’ve never done anything like that before,” she heard herself say. “Acting, I mean.”


Noah eyed her as he swallowed. “Really?”


AJ nodded.


He studied her. “Are you considering Eudora’s offer?”


AJ scoffed. “That wasn’t a real offer,” she said. “She just thinks I … I don’t know.”


“No, you don’t,” said Noah. His eyes seemed to draw in the June sunlight, changing to an almost honey gold. It was … not ugly. “Trust me. My aunt never does anything that’s not in her own self-interest. She wouldn’t waste her time if she didn’t think you had talent.”


AJ surveyed him. “Why aren’t you in the family business? You clearly have … talent.”


Noah grimaced. “Because I don’t want to end up like the rest of my family. Hollywood is soulless … it’s just a bunch of terrible people behaving terribly in really expensive houses.”


AJ stared at him. “Noah, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but you kind of live in a mansion.”


“That is not my house,” said Noah hotly. “I’m only there because—”


Noah looked at his sandwich as if it had gone stale. AJ watched him rewrap it as he contemplated his next remark. At last, he said, “My mom is sick. That’s why I’m back.”


Suddenly, imposing, terrifying Noah Drew seemed about twelve years old.


“I’m so sorry,” said AJ. “How is she doing?”


“Not great,” he said. “We’ve got her at Simmons trying to figure out what’s wrong. At first they thought she’d had a stroke because she can’t talk and her mobility is shit, but they ruled that out. She’s basically being shuttled between a blood lab and an MRI machine.”


“Noah, that’s—”


Simmons was a full-time-care facility two towns over, geared toward patients with chronic conditions. Those who went in rarely came out. What AJ wanted to say was horrible, horrifying.


Instead, she said, “Expensive.” Then quickly, “Not that … I’m sure you can afford—”


“My aunt can,” said Noah. “To be clear, I would never take her money. Hence how I became your favorite coworker. But for my mom’s sake—” He chewed his lip. “My dad split when I was nine. I’m basically all she has.” He looked down at the sandwich in his hands. “I’m grateful for Eudora’s help, don’t get me wrong. But if it were up to her, the doctors would just pump my mom full of drugs, keep her out of sight and out of mind. That’s why I need to be here—she needs an advocate.”


AJ noticed Eudora was no longer Dorie for this conversation. “You don’t seem to like your aunt that much,” she said carefully. “Why stay with her?”


Noah winced. “I can’t go home.” His eyes were guarded, but he didn’t look away. “It’s been a brutal couple of months, AJ,” he said with difficulty. “Watching my mom go through this is … heartbreaking. And coming from West Point … I’d rather deal with Eudora than be alone.”


He creased the sandwich paper in a neat line. “Cadets commit to serving in the army before their junior year. That was supposed to be me this summer,” he said in a low voice. “All the guys in my unit went for it. And instead, I’m just … here. Stuck.”


AJ’s chest ached. “I know how you feel,” she said, and without warning, she was telling him about her injury and what it meant for her college prospects. She found herself in tears as she described the Powerpuff Girls, which was embarrassing in light of everything he had shared.


But Noah didn’t seem fazed by it. He listened intently, absorbing it all, and as she spoke, AJ felt the oddest sense that nothing she could say to him would ever be wrong. That she was safe.


When she finished, he sat back, draping an arm over the back of the bench. “You really should consider my aunt’s offer,” he said after a beat.


“What happened to ‘Eudora never does anything that’s not in her own self-interest’?”


An adorable pink tinge swept across Noah’s cheekbones. “That doesn’t mean your interests can’t align—just don’t get swept up in her bullshit,” he said. “A rec from her would open doors. And there’s a lot she could teach you, as an artist.”


Artist. The word conjured a starving mime in a beret. AJ scrunched her nose. “I’m not an artist.”


It was Noah’s turn to gape. “AJ, I hate to tell you this, but you practically live at a video store. You spend every spare second you have writing. And you’re obsessed with the inner workings of an improvised show. You are an artist.”


“I—” AJ closed her mouth. It was strange to have someone draw a line between these aspects of herself. That’s not really who I am, she wanted to say. She was an athlete and a star student—at least, according to her family.


Still. He had a point about Astronauticals. It would be incredible to learn its secrets from the source.


AJ squinted. “What would the recommendation be for? Theater?”


Noah nodded, and a single white square began to illuminate on the board in front of AJ—not a full strategy, but a move. A path forward.


AJ looked at him uncertainly. “I’m not a performer.”


Noah’s eyes danced. “Oh come on, Pippi, I think we both know that’s not true.”


AJ thought she had misheard him. Then it hit her. “You?” she gasped. “You were Jason?”


Noah flashed her that grin, which was unnecessarily lovely given how flustered AJ already felt. Her mind skipped back to their first interaction at Reel World. You.


He’d known this whole time.


“I don’t believe this,” said AJ, aghast. “It took me years to live that down.”


“Hey, I’m the victim here,” said Noah, laughing. “My aunt gets stage fright at the last second, so I go on in her place and this little girl screams her head off in my face.”


AJ was laughing despite herself. “So then you agree I can’t act.”


Noah held her gaze. “You did just fine as Juliet.”


AJ bit her lip, her mind slowly integrating this information. “Her offer was to train us both,” she reminded him. “So what, you’re saying you would take acting lessons with me?”


Noah shrugged.


AJ’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? Why?”


He was studying her now, his eyes intent. They were sitting very close.


“It’s fascinating,” he said with almost academic detachment. “Improv operates out of the collective unconscious. Connections between actors can be extremely psychic. My aunt and uncle claimed they could feel each other’s emotions—it’s trippy stuff. With us, I’ve noticed a sort of … pull. I’d be interested to see if … it could be worth exploring.”


A shadow passed over his features. “And for what it’s worth, playing Romeo the other day is the only time in the past three months I’ve been able to … forget.”


AJ’s mouth went dry. “Noah,” she said softly. Without thinking, she placed her hand on his arm. “You’re going to get through this. I know everything sucks right now, but they’re going to figure out what’s wrong with your mom, and you’re going to get back to school.”


He covered her hand with his. “Yeah, I hope so. I don’t know.”


“You don’t know?” AJ repeated, masking the thrill she felt at his touch.


Noah’s eyes creased sadly. “To be honest, the whole time I was at the Academy, part of me was waiting for the other shoe to drop. When I had to leave it seemed almost … inevitable. That sense of belonging didn’t really feel like my life. I never had it before.” He looked at their hands. “I think you know, I never really fit in Gladstone.”


AJ watched a golden ray of sun hit his profile. “Maybe you just don’t belong in Gladstone.”


Noah turned to her. “No, I don’t,” he said. “And neither do you.”


It was the best thing he could have said, and AJ smiled at him. She couldn’t help it. Noah seemed momentarily thrown by this. He blinked.


Then he was on his feet, stepping back. As he ran a hand through his hair, his attention shifted to Emily. “There are five of you, right?”


“Right,” said AJ, trying to keep her expression as detached as his, jarred by his sudden movement. She watched him circle his shoulders, stretching one, then the other.


“Your brother Pat’s my age,” he noted off-handedly. “And there’s another sister between you?”


“Libby,” said AJ. “She’s nineteen. We’re two and two.”


“Very orderly,” said Noah. “So you’re seventeen?”


“Yes,” said AJ.


He nodded. “I’ve never had a little sister,” he said with ease. “It seems fun.”


The words hit AJ like a blow. I see you like a little sister was implied.


She stood up to hide her disappointment. “You might not like it,” she said crisply. “Having someone around all the time. It can get annoying.”


There was something she couldn’t name in Noah’s gaze.


“Try me,” he said.


Then he offered her his hand.


AJ stared at it, thinking of all he’d said, of the recommendation, of the strange pull between them. And of that word he’d used about her: talent.


AJ longed to be talented most of all.


“Okay,” she agreed, palm to palm, her hand in his.


And that was how they became scene partners.
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Eudora didn’t seem at all surprised to see AJ at Drew House the next day.


“Oh good, there you are,” she said breezily, adjusting her beige cashmere ensemble as she ushered AJ into the drawing room. “Noah just got back from Chesterfield. I’ll call him down.”


Simmons was in Chesterfield, so Noah had been to see his mother. AJ waited on the antique sofa, watching sun swirl through dust particles.


When Eudora reappeared, her fluid movements called Glimmette to mind; she looked rejuvenated and full of purpose.


Presently, Noah arrived through the wide-framed doorway wearing a gray T-shirt and jeans. His expression was somber as he passed Eudora, but his eyes lit when they connected with AJ’s. He took the vacant seat beside her, and AJ tried to suppress the flutter in her stomach.


“Right,” said Eudora. AJ watched in amazement as she produced a clipboard and a blue Gelly Roll pen adorned, inexplicably, with a silk flower. “We’ll start with the fundamentals.”


Eudora began each session by warming them up using Method acting exercises.


“Repetitions!” she’d announce.


Then she had AJ and Noah stare into each other’s eyes and repeat what they heard in an infinite regress.


“Hello,” said AJ.


“Hello,” said Noah.


“Hello,” said AJ.


“Hello,” said Noah.


At first, AJ’s only point of awareness was her own blushing face. But then she remembered that Noah thought of her as a sister, and her mind quieted.


Soon, the word began to sound different.


“Helloi,” said Noah.


“Helloi,” said AJ.


“Good,” said Eudora.


Warm-ups were followed by Shakespearean scene work, a segment of the routine that seemingly existed for Noah to show how annoyingly good he was at acting while Eudora favorably compared him to other Drews.


“Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player, that struts and frets his hour upon the stage,” said Noah.


“Ah, that’s just how my father would have done it!” said Eudora. Then she noticed AJ smirking. “My dear, are you laughing at bloodlust?”


“I would never,” said AJ. “Read on, Macbeth.”


Eudora’s eyes tripled in size. “Never say the name of the Scottish King in this house.”


AJ apologized, but in vain. “That’s not enough,” said Eudora, looking increasingly like Lady Macbeth herself. “You need to go outside and walk thrice around the house. Backwards.”


“What?” said AJ, as Noah laughed into his script.


“Thrice!” said Eudora.


Grumbling, AJ made her way out the kitchen door—this was a bit much, even for a killer recommendation. But Eudora’s grounds were glorious and somewhere between AJ’s second and third run-in with a cement cupid, she had to admit: she hadn’t thought about her broken arm all day. Drew House might be a mad world unto itself, but AJ liked it. She would play by its rules.


For the most part, Eudora was content to observe, though she would demonstrate when necessary. After they both botched Valentine’s big speech, she leapt up on the ottoman and recited it herself.


“What light is light, if Sylvia be not seen?” she pondered. “What joy is joy, if Sylvia be not by?”


“Ah, I see,” said Noah after. “What light is light.”


AJ nodded. “What joy is joy.”


“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Eudora.


The Drews employed one full-time staff member, an Irish housekeeper, Mrs. Gilroy. Each day after their morning scenes, she’d prepare lunch. Or rather, she’d prepare lunch for Noah and Eudora. Mrs. Gilroy prided herself on serving the Drews and was loath to serve AJ.


“There are only two sandwiches here,” said Noah, looking over the contents of her silver tray.


“Beg pardon,” said Mrs. Gilroy. “I didn’t realize she was eating.”


“I love eating,” said AJ helpfully.


“Gilroy,” said Eudora, sweeping into the room. “Have you seen my orange shell cameo brooch? I got in on a limited-time offer. The man on Home Shopping Network said there were only sixty made, I’ll be devastated if I lost it. And do feed AJ, we can’t have her acting the stewed prune.”


“The what?”


“Yes, ma’am,” said Mrs. Gilroy, muttering Saints preserve us as she withdrew.


After lunch, Eudora would herd them onto the patio for the portion of the program AJ dreaded most: kinetic synthesis.


“You are now each other’s shadows,” Eudora announced. “When we’re done, you’ll be so closely attuned that you’ll be able to feel each other across a crowded room.” Then, she inserted disc one of an “as seen on TV” A&M Gold two-CD set into a boom box. “Now, move!”


AJ froze. She didn’t dance unless she was wasted. She turned to Noah pleadingly. Maybe they could stage a walkout. Noah seemed undecided about how to proceed.


“Move, move!” cried Eudora.


For the next ninety minutes, they circled each other “dancing” in a five-foot radius, occasionally making eye contact then looking away as the greatest hits of 1956 blared over the boom box.


It was so excruciating that AJ’s consciousness actually vacated her body. When the disc finished, all she had access to were a patchy montage of her own jerky one-armed movements, determined looks past Noah, and desperate glances at Eudora, who blithely scribbled away on her clipboard.


While kinetic synthesis was now the bane of AJ’s existence, she greatly looked forward to what followed: entire afternoons devoted to improvisation, the building blocks of Astronauticals.


In theory, the rules were simple. Agree to everything your scene partner says. Support everything your scene partner does. The only thing you can never say is “no.”


This proved much harder in practice.


“Damn, I really loved that suitcase Dad got me,” AJ initiated.


“Yeah, sweetie, he really wanted us to have fun on our honeymoon,” said Noah.


“Derek, why are you calling me sweetie?” said AJ, teeth gritted. “You’re my brother.”


“And scene,” said Eudora.


“Why?” said AJ, exasperated.


“Because,” said Eudora. “That’s not how agreement works. The second he calls you sweetie, you have to throw out every preconceived idea you have about the scene and accept his gift, build on what’s actually happening onstage. Otherwise the whole thing falls apart. You need to listen.”


Then she made them have an entire conversation using only the word “hair dryer.”


“Hair dryer,” said AJ, meaning hello.


“Hair dryer,” said Noah, meaning something.


“Hair dryer dryer,” said AJ, meaning Stop ruining my scenes.


“Dryer hair dryer,” said Noah, meaning something.


Ten minutes later, Eudora had them each write down what they thought they’d been discussing.


“Ice cream,” Eudora read, nodding. “And spaceships. You must listen.”


“He’s the one who ruined my initiation,” snapped AJ.


“She’s the one who ruined our honeymoon,” fumed Noah.


After that, AJ thought she might finally be in for a taste of his famous temper. Instead, Noah invited her to come check on the puppies.


“They keep trying to escape,” he said, performing a head count over the fluffy crescents snoozing under a kitchen cupboard. The litter was a mix of black, white, and brown, still so new their noses were pink. Gingerly, AJ reached down to pet a chestnut puppy, who nipped at her cast.


“I feel like I’m looking at Hortense before life hit her,” she muttered, switching hands.


Noah chuckled. “We can call that one Hortense II.”


“The Hortense Strikes Back,” said AJ.


“The Hortense of Doom,” said Noah.


AJ looked up at him. His expression was soft, unguarded. “I could probably listen better. In our scenes,” she admitted.


Noah gave her a half smile. “I could too.”
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After practice, at least one of them would head to Reel World for the late shift. On the evenings they both worked, they were together for thirteen hours straight. AJ kept waiting to feel crowded or for Noah to get bored, but their ability to spend time together only seemed to increase.


They flowed easily from one activity to the next. The car rides were transition time—they’d talk about what they’d just learned or listen to the radio.


Once at work, Noah would duck into the back room and AJ would set up at the counter. She’d get through the returns in about an hour, then dive into her fic. As she embodied Glimmette, AJ tried out Eudora’s craft lessons on pacing, structure, and stakes and saw her writing markedly improve with each tool she applied. Her thirty-eight followers agreed.


Noah usually poked his head in around five, and they’d eat dinner while watching something on the Panasonic. Noah usually let AJ choose, which was for the best. He was a magnet for every obscure tape Storm had ever collected.


“This is Léontine’s Battery,” he said proudly. “It’s a comedy about a girl who electrocutes everyone in her path.”


“Sounds hilarious,” said AJ, putting on an old episode of SNL instead.


As they watched Patrick Stewart deliver his opening monologue, Noah brooded.


“The Shakespeare-to-space-opera pipeline is so strong,” AJ commented cheerfully. She found nothing more satisfying than cracking Noah when he was in one of his moods. “Obviously, there’s Eudora. Patrick Stewart was a stage actor before Star Trek.”


“Peter Cushing was a stage actor before Star Wars,” Noah offered, despite himself.


They spent a lot of time shooting the shit, and even more time laughing.


At the end of their shifts, Noah would drive AJ back to her house. He’d park across the street, and she’d wave goodbye from her stoop, and watch his red Camaro speed off into the dark.


A few weeks into this routine, they arrived at the Graveses’ split-level on a bad night. AJ knew before they’d even parked—it was only nine-thirty, but every second-floor light was out, which meant that her siblings were pretending to be asleep.


Sure enough, as the Camaro pulled up to the curb, AJ’s father came into view through the dining room’s picture window, a beer clutched in his hand. Across from him, Mike stood insolent, white-faced. AJ saw her dad’s temple bulge, saw him bare his teeth, saw Mike flinch.


Hide, AJ silently urged her brother. Turn and hide.


But Mike never hid. That was the whole problem.


As Noah switched off the car, AJ stayed riveted to the window. Mike was the youngest, her little brother. She should step in. Get up, she commanded herself.


But she couldn’t. The seconds ticked on without pity; she could feel them in her pulse.


Then Pat was there. In two strides, he placed himself between their dad and Mike. Go to bed, he seemed to say. Mike left the room. Their dad was reaming Pat now. AJ’s gaze fell to her cast.


“Want to walk?” Noah offered gently.


It took AJ a moment to remember where she was, then another to absorb that he was witnessing this. Without looking at him, AJ nodded and opened the door.


The moon and streetlamps dappled her neighborhood in pools of silver and gold. They strode a careful distance from each other, AJ up on the sidewalk, Noah beside her in the street. A cool breeze rolled in off the mountains, but AJ couldn’t feel it. She was too ashamed.


“Pat’s always been like that,” Noah ventured. “I remember him sticking up for other kids in elementary school. And he’d always … say hi. You know, in class. No matter what.”


AJ snorted to cover her embarrassment. “He needed your vote. For class president.”


“Well, fuck,” said Noah, chuckling.


AJ smiled at her feet. “You’re right. I’ve always looked up to him.” Even if I’m a chickenshit.


She didn’t realize how far they’d wandered until Noah came to a stop outside a darkened home.


“This is my house,” he said, and AJ took in a split-level that must have gone up within a few years of her own—same cheap siding, same metal rail. The lawn had been freshly cut; Noah must be mowing it for his mom.


AJ’s chest tightened. “Can I ask you something?”


“Please do.”


“The fire you set,” she said. “What happened?”


The dark fabric of his shirt rippled as he rolled back his shoulders. “What have you heard?”


AJ shrugged. “That you burned down the Sherwins’ garage and were sent away after.”


As she said the words, she glanced at the neighboring property. It looked spartan in the moonlight.


“That’s not— Here.”


He unlatched the fence and led her around back. Where AJ’s yard was full of sports equipment, grilling accoutrements, and mismatched patio furniture, Noah’s was empty but for a small shed and a pile of mossy rubble in one corner. Noah nodded toward it.


“That is what I burned down,” he said. “Mrs. Sherwin saw the smoke and called the fire department and the whole thing got blown way out of proportion.”


“What was it?” said AJ, squinting at the strange blackened mound.


Noah cleared his throat. “A dog house. For Marlow,” he said. “My dad took her when he left, but we could never bring ourselves to get rid of it. Until …”


His eyes were distant. “When I was seventeen, my mom went off her depression meds. I have no idea why. And one day I came home from school and found her unresponsive in the bathroom.”


AJ stifled a gasp.


“Yeah. The doctors insisted that it was more of a cry for help than a genuine attempt on her own life,” he said. “I mean, she took the pills in time for me to get home and call an ambulance …”


“Noah,” said AJ. She couldn’t imagine how that must have felt. “I’m so sorry.”


He glanced at her shyly. “I was in pretty bad shape after. And I was pissed. I didn’t think this should all fall to me, and so one night, I decided I’d show my dad by destroying the one thing he’d ever liked about this house. Which was … exceedingly dumb, considering it got me dumped with him for my senior year. Doctor’s orders.”


He nodded toward the street, and they slowly began to retrace their steps. AJ didn’t want to think about what awaited her at home.


“So how long were you in L.A.?” she asked.


“Two years,” he said. “I graduated, then I just sort of … fell into the scene. My dad didn’t give a shit if I sank or if I swam. He just wanted to party so that’s what we did.”


An image of Noah surrounded by models glimmered in AJ’s mind. She realized dully that he probably had a lot of experience. “Oh no, an all-you-can-eat buffet of aspiring actresses. Sounds rough.”


“That’s not—”


“Admit it.”


He bit his lip. “Fine,” he said, and AJ’s chest caved. “But it’s nothing to romanticize, certainly nothing to … look up to. The novelty wears off pretty fucking fast, then you’re just chasing the high. Those girls … their eyes are dead. But by the time you see it, it doesn’t matter because so are yours. It’s a selfish existence. Meaningless.”


As they turned onto her street, AJ kept her gaze on the pavement, waiting for him to continue.


Noah shoved his hands in his pockets. “One night about a year after I graduated, we were out, and my mom called. She wanted to wish me happy birthday, and … I didn’t even know what day it was. I just remember listening to her voice, staring at this champagne fountain thinking, If I don’t get out now, I never will.”


AJ glanced at his long profile. “So you gave up being a scenester to, what, get hazed?”


Noah laughed. “We call it basic training, but yes. And it was exactly what I needed—being expected to pull my own weight, regardless of my last name … sometimes in spite of it.”


They had arrived back at AJ’s house. The picture window was in shadow. A faint blue light flickered in the boys’ room—hopefully Mike was gaming with Pat. Hopefully they were okay. AJ hesitated at her front walk as a fresh wave of embarrassment overtook her.


“This was a bad night,” she said quietly.


Noah nodded. “Well, whenever he’s having a bad night, you can call me.”


AJ bristled. “This isn’t, like, a regular occurrence.”


“I just mean I get it,” he said quickly. “My dad’s the same when he drinks.”


AJ stared at him in alarm. “What?” she said, panicked. “That’s not—I never said that. My dad doesn’t—”


Noah looked stunned. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”


The fuck he didn’t. “My dad is nothing like your dad,” AJ growled. How dare he. “I mean, he’s here, isn’t he?”


Noah’s jaw clenched. He nodded.


“I don’t know what you think you saw, but this was just a bad night,” she repeated.


“My mistake,” said Noah, not meeting her eyes. He looked … hurt.


AJ was too furious to care. “Yes, it was.”


With that, she stormed back into the house. In the hall, she took off her shoes and tried her best to slow her breathing. Outside, she heard Noah’s car rev to life and pull away.
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The next day, AJ had half a mind to skip acting practice. But she didn’t want to go back on her bargain with Eudora—after failing Mike last night, the least she could do was deliver on the Astronauticals panel. The second she faced Noah, her rage reignited.


How dare he.


“If I be waspish, best beware my sting,” she hissed, advancing on him.


“My remedy is then to pluck it out,” said Noah, taking a step back. They had started in the middle of the drawing room, but with each exchange, AJ drove him toward the entryway.


“Ay, if the fool could find where it lies,” said AJ, lunging forward again.


Another step back. “Who knows not where a wasp does wear his sting? In his tail,” said Noah, his spine hitting the wide doorframe.


AJ pressed up against him, jabbing her finger into his sternum. “In his tongue,” she said, giving his mouth an accusing stare, then flicking her eyes up to his, awaiting his rejoinder. His brow furrowed as he took her in. He swallowed.


“Line,” he said.


“Whose tongue?” said Eudora, seated over where they’d started in the drawing room.


“Whose tongue?” repeated Noah, his voice low.


“Yours,” said AJ, relaxing her hand so she could move another two inches toward him. She was right in his face. “If you talk of tales, and so farewell.”


Noah’s lips parted slightly.


“Scene,” called Eudora. “My goodness, AJ—they’ll need to keep a fire brigade parked out front with you as Kate. Let’s take it again from ‘You were a movable.’”


AJ’s eyes were still locked with Noah’s. She gave him a pointed glare, then walked back into the drawing room. Slowly, Noah peeled himself from the doorframe and strode in after her.
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That night, AJ was blessedly alone at Reel World. She processed the returns in a self-righteous haze, then hammered out a very satisfying fic for her forty-two followers: Glimmette bringing a treacherous crewmate to justice in zero gravity. After, she ducked out for a slice.


When she returned, Storm rose from behind the counter. “You just missed your boyfriend.”


“My—who?” said AJ. Storm nudged a small brown-bag parcel toward her.


“Coming in on his day off … it must be serious,” said Storm, slinking away.


AJ felt her cheeks warm as she opened the package and pulled out a tattered copy of Laughter & Death: A Handbook for Improvisation, by Ezell Farr.


Trembling slightly, AJ flipped open the cover to find a looping inscription on the title page.


Noah—


My angry cherub, remember to eat.


Zell


Below it, Noah had added a note.


AJ-


Ezell wrote this while filming AstronAuticals. I thought you might like it.


NoAh


A peace offering. AJ briefly considered chucking it. But there was something arresting about the way he’d written her name, hooking the J beneath the A, a singular curve in an angular alphabet. Like he’d savored the pen stroke. She closed the book and tucked it in her bag.
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