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Onscreen, they’re in love.


Offscreen, they can’t stand each other.


As the stars of a hit paranormal TV show, Lilah Hunter and Shane McCarthy spent years pining for each other onscreen . . . until Lilah ditched the show in the hopes of becoming a movie star. With no such luck, she’s back to film the much-hyped ninth and final season, in which Lilah and Shane’s characters will get together at last.


But returning means facing the biggest reason she left: Shane. Ever since their secret behind-the-scenes fling imploded at the end of season one, the two of them have despised each other.


Now, under pressure to give the fans the happy ending they’ve been waiting for and with their post-show careers on the line, Lilah and Shane will have to grit their teeth and play nice.


But if they’re not careful, they might get blindsided by one final twist: a real happy ending of their own.











FOR EVERYONE WHO HAD TO
PUT UP WITH ME WHILE I WAS
WORKING ON THIS.


THANK YOU, AND I’M SORRY.












PROLOGUE


Eight years ago


Lilah Hunter knew better than to get her hopes up. The odds of booking something her first pilot season were slim, and even if she did, the odds of it getting picked up were even slimmer. The week before, she’d made it to the final round of callbacks for a sitcom about a group of hot young singles in some unspecified city, only to find out today she hadn’t gotten it, while en route to the audition she was currently in the waiting room for.


This one seemed like even more of a long shot: co-lead of a network drama, not just a supporting character or part of an ensemble. Like most roles she was sent out for, she knew almost nothing about the show itself, other than the title (Intangible), her character’s name (Kate), and the name of the other lead (Harrison). She’d read for it twice already, doing her best to piece together a coherent characterization out of the context-free scenes she’d been given. Whatever she’d done must’ve worked, though, since she’d made it all the way to the chemistry round.


There were six of them there: two other potential Kates and three Harrisons, all pretending they weren’t sizing one another up. At this stage, they knew it wasn’t about their individual performances anymore; it was about finding the right combination that was greater than the sum of its parts. Lilah had gotten this far on her own, but her future with Intangible hinged on her ability to find—or fake—an instant, palpable connection with at least one of the three random strangers sitting across from her.


But no pressure.


The other two Kates looked around her age, early to midtwenties, but otherwise seemed superficially varied enough that it was obvious the creative team didn’t have any particular type in mind. The prospective Harrisons were fairly different, too, other than checking all the basic boxes to qualify as TV handsome.


As soon as she’d walked in, her eye had immediately been drawn to one Harrison in particular. There was something less coiffed and groomed about him than the other two, less obviously telegraphing his aspirations to be a professional Beautiful Person.


He was beautiful, though. Long legs, long lashes, dark hair that fell over his forehead without reaching his eyes. Not just beautiful, but attractive, too—which weren’t always the same thing. In her brief time in L.A., she’d already met more than her share of conventionally hot people with the charisma of a rock. But there was something magnetic about this guy, something compulsively watchable, even as he sat there doing nothing. Maybe it was his aura of quiet confidence, out of place in a room full of people quivering with nerves.


He caught her staring at him and held her gaze before flicking his eyes over her in an appraising look that stayed just on the respectful side of leering. To her surprise, she felt her heart rate speed up slightly, her cheeks heating. She looked away so she wouldn’t have to see him see her blush.


Maybe she didn’t need to worry about faking the chemistry, after all.


Macy, the casting director, came out into the lobby with a clipboard. “Well, hel-lo, everyone,” she said, beaming. “Thank you so much for coming back in today; we’ll do our best to keep things moving.”


She went on to explain how the six of them would be paired off and rotated so each Kate would get the chance to read with each Harrison, but all Lilah took away from it was that she’d be going last: both a blessing and a curse. Everyone would definitely be sick of hearing the scene by then, but at least she had the chance to leave the final impression.


As the first potential Kate and Harrison stood and followed Macy into the hallway, Lilah pulled the sides out of her purse. They’d already been folded and unfolded so many times that the paper had softened, in danger of slipping off the staple. She knew these lines backward and forward, but auditioning had never been her strong suit, so it was impossible to be overprepared.


Nerves crackled through her, the pages trembling slightly in her hands, and she closed her eyes, trying to breathe through it. When she was calm enough to open them again, that same Harrison was watching her. She felt her anxiety rush back, even more acutely than before. Was it possible chemistry could be a bad thing in this situation, if he was messing with her focus before they’d exchanged a single word?


While they waited, the two remaining auditioners struck up a conversation, quiet murmurs punctuated by skittish, too-loud laughter. Lilah let herself meet his eyes again. He looked right back, one side of his mouth curving up, revealing a dimple.


Before she could figure out what, if anything, she wanted to say, Macy came out and called him in to read with one of the other Kates. When he came back, though, he sat down in the chair next to her.


She shot him a sideways glance, but he was intently studying the script in his hands. She returned to her own sides, embarrassed. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him fold up the pages, and when she looked back, he was looking straight at her, that dimple even more powerful up close.


“Hi,” he said.


She already felt another blush creeping up her neck. “Hi.”


“I’m Shane.”


“Lilah.”


She shook his hand, grateful he didn’t mention how cold hers must feel, thanks to the combination of her nerves and the overly air-conditioned room—especially in comparison to his.


“Where are you from?” she asked. “Your accent, I mean. Texas?” The twang in his vowels was subtle enough that she might’ve missed it if she hadn’t been taught to listen for it.


“Oklahoma.” He winced. “Is it that bad?”


“No, no. Not bad at all.” She bit her tongue before an it’s cute could slip out.


“Where are you from?”


“Philadelphia. Right outside.”


Shane’s grin returned, wider than before. “Oh yeah? Say ‘water.’ ”


She laughed. “Nice try. I just spent four years getting it trained out of me.”


He laughed, too, and her stomach swooped like she’d missed a stair. “If you’re trying to intimidate me with your experience, it’s working.”


She cast her eyes down at her script, needing a break from the tractor-beam focus of his gaze. “Is this your first pilot season?”


“My first audition, actually. Well, third, if you count the other rounds for this.”


“Wow. Lucky you.”


He laughed under his breath. “Tell me about it.” He glanced around, then lowered his voice. “I’m not even an actor. I waited on Macy at The Vine last month, and she asked me to come in and read for it.”


His devil-may-care energy suddenly made perfect sense. He wasn’t like the rest of them, painfully aware they were inches away from achieving their dream but were far more likely to be smacked back down to earth. If he’d seemed at all smug or cocky about it, it probably would have killed her attraction to him right then and there. But he’d said it almost guiltily, like he knew he shouldn’t be there. Like he was ashamed of even making it this far.


The fact that he had made it this far, though, said something.


Lilah raised an eyebrow. “So you do exist. I thought that kind of thing was an urban legend to get all our hopes up. Since the L.A. economy would probably collapse without the aspiring-actor-to-service-industry pipeline.” She had her catering uniform stashed in her car so she could go straight from the audition to the party she was working later that night.


Shane shook his head, a self-deprecating smile creeping across his face. “I haven’t given up the rest of my shifts yet, that’s for damn sure.”


“I’m sure this whole thing is just a formality before they cast a couple of industry kids instead. Your dad doesn’t run the network, does he?”


“Not that I know of, but it’s been a few weeks since we’ve talked.” He jutted his chin at the script pages in her hand. “They tell you the twist at the end?”


“What? That you don’t know you’re a ghost?”


“And you don’t know you’re psychic.”


Lilah flipped through the sides absentmindedly. “Pretty smart of them.”


“What do you mean?”


“You know how these things go. I’m sure they’re setting Kate and Harrison up for the long game, trying to draw out the unresolved sexual tension as long as possible. If the characters literally can’t touch each other, they can coast on that for years.”


“Years,” he repeated, with a sardonic twitch of his eyebrows. “You really think they’ll make us wait that long?”


His delivery was innocent, but when his eyes met hers, the suggestion in them made her breath hitch. She fought to keep her expression blank. “Well. It might not be us.”


“Right.” He nodded slowly. “Maybe that would be for the best, though. This is the kind of thing that changes the course of your whole life, right? I’m not sure I’m ready for that.” Though his tone was still blasé, she sensed a hint of truth lurking beneath it.


“Not necessarily,” she said. “We could shoot the pilot and then it never gets picked up. Or it gets canceled after three episodes. No matter what happens, there’s, like, a ninety-nine percent chance you’ll be back at The Vine by next pilot season.”


He cocked his head, and she wondered if he was going to chastise her for being so cynical. Instead, his grin widened. “I like those odds. Sounds like we have nothing to worry about, then.”


“No, there’s always something to worry about,” she said reflexively, half under her breath; but she was smiling, too, gratified when he chuckled in response.


His gaze caught on hers again, both their grins fading as their eye contact lingered, the easy rhythm of their conversation lurching to a standstill. It was a little unnerving, the way he was looking at her. Dark pupils swallowed amber irises, leaving her helpless as a trapped fly.


“We’ll be okay,” he said simply.


Something about the way his mouth wrapped around that “we” sparked a deeply unprofessional thrill in her lower belly—quickly overpowered by the rush of shame that followed. But that was why they were there, wasn’t it? It was hard to avoid, in a situation that felt closer to speed dating than a job interview.


Feeling it was one thing. It would only be wrong to act on it.


He was close enough for her to notice he’d missed a spot shaving, a small, dark patch of stubble decorating the corner of his jaw. She found her mind drifting to what it might feel like against her lips, dragging over her skin, the thought sending a hot quiver through her.


All of a sudden she was grateful that, unlike in most chemistry reads, there would be no physical contact involved. She wouldn’t have to fumble her way through touching him for the first time with a table full of strangers watching them.


For the first time? Where the fuck did that come from? Talk about getting ahead of herself. Even if they got cast, they wouldn’t be touching—that was the whole point.


She realized belatedly that she’d gone way too long staring at him without saying anything. He was still watching her, the corner of his mouth quirking up in amusement. Dimple, she thought stupidly, involuntarily. She opened her mouth and inhaled sharply—like that would make the words come faster—then hesitated.


“Lilah? Shane?” Macy’s voice came to Lilah’s rescue, making her jolt. “They’re ready for you.”
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Now


As if she needed another reminder, the fact that Lilah Hunter was once again trapped alone in a room with Shane McCarthy was confirmation that her life had gone completely off the rails.


She should’ve prepared herself. It was only a matter of time. Luckily, he hadn’t been on her flight to New York, and they hadn’t run into each other at the hotel. She knew she’d be seeing him tonight, obviously. But she’d naïvely assumed that things would be hectic enough that there would always be some kind of buffer between them—that they wouldn’t have to acknowledge each other, let alone interact. Not yet, anyway.


At first, she’d been correct. Just an hour ago, the backstage holding area for talent at Radio City Music Hall had been bustling with people, all assembled for the same purpose: the annual UBS upfronts, part of the most important television event of the year. Over the course of one week in May, every major network took turns revealing their fall schedules to potential sponsors, flying out their biggest stars to make their presentations as flashy as possible in an attempt to lure in advertising dollars.


She’d avoided Shane from the moment she’d entered the greenroom, but really, he’d avoided her first. When she’d walked through the door, their eyes had met immediately, and her spine had tingled with that familiar, involuntary frisson of disgust. She should’ve prepared herself for that, too.


If he’d seemed at all happy to see her, or even just neutral, she would’ve gone over and greeted him warmly like everything was fine. Really, she would have. Instead, he’d paused for a moment, face clouding, mouth tightening, before returning to his conversation, angling his back resolutely toward her. Fine. If that was how he wanted it. She’d squared her shoulders, sauntered into the room, and struck up some small talk with the first familiar face she saw.


Slowly, though, the crowd had dwindled, as people were escorted to the stage in small groups. Intangible’s slot was last on UBS’s agenda that evening: the grand finale. They’d somehow successfully managed to keep Lilah’s return to the show a secret ahead of the big reveal, which, even in a gathering of the network’s best and brightest, had caused a stir when she’d first shown up backstage. She’d been a little embarrassed by the attention, but relieved for the distraction.


Now it was just the two of them, slouched on couches on opposite sides of the room, ignoring each other. Even though they’d been in the same room for more than an hour, it had still been nearly three years since they’d spoken. Since the night of her final wrap party.


Lilah felt heat rise to her face. That was the last thing she should be thinking about right now. She needed to focus. They would be called to the stage at any moment, and he was enough of a distraction as it was.


He had a beard now. His hair was longer, too, dark as ever but wavier than she’d thought it would be, the back of it almost brushing his collar. But she knew all that already. It had been impossible to avoid the ads for the last few seasons of Intangible. The ones without her. Shane’s newly hairy face had been plastered, solo, over every billboard on Sunset.


Her throat tightened as a memory popped up, unbidden, of the first time they’d spotted an Intangible billboard with the two of them on it, back before the first season had even aired. They’d taken turns posing for pictures in front of it, laughing and giddy. Once they’d sent them off to their respective parents, Shane had slung one arm around her shoulders and stretched the other out as far as it could go, capturing a single blurry selfie of them together, the billboard barely in frame. That one had been just for them.


She let out an exhale that was louder than she intended, so loud it bordered on a sigh. Shane’s eyes flicked over to her, just for a heartbeat, then away again. Lilah stared at her lap. This whole thing was a mistake, the latest in a long line of them. She couldn’t unburn this bridge, no matter how much money they’d thrown at her to rebuild it.


“Nice hair.”


Lilah whipped her head up to see Shane looking at her, almost bored, from under half-lidded eyes. Her hand flew above her shoulder, fingering the ends of her hair involuntarily. She’d cut it to her chin several months ago in a fit of acute emotional distress (as was the case with most drastic haircuts).


His tone was so bland that it was hard to tell whether he was being sincere or sarcastic. When it came to Shane, the least charitable reading was usually the correct one. He wasn’t wrong, though. This particular cut, still overly feathered and layered even after months of growing it out, wasn’t doing her any favors. It looked okay tonight, after being professionally wrangled ahead of the event, but most days it felt like one more mistake staring back at her in the mirror.


She dropped her hand and crossed her arms, trying to match his sardonic inflection.


“Thanks. Nice beard.”


Unfortunately, his beard did look good, but hopefully her delivery was ambiguous enough to plant those same seeds of self-doubt. If it worked, he showed no sign of it.


“Thanks.”


He held her gaze for a long moment, inhaling sharply like he was about to say something else. But instead, he just shook his head slightly, smirked, and looked away.


“What?” she asked before she could help herself.


He met her eyes again. “Bet you never thought you’d end up back here again, huh?” The superficial friendliness only made the bitter undertone more stark.


There was no point in responding. It wasn’t a real question. Of course she never thought she’d end up back here. He obviously hadn’t, either. Otherwise they wouldn’t have spent her final weeks on the show adding a few last-minute items to their endless list of grievances against each other.


He shifted positions, leaning forward to rest his elbows loosely on his knees. From the way his neck craned toward the door, he was clearly as eager to get out of there as she was. He muttered something under his breath.


“Sorry? I didn’t catch that,” Lilah said crisply.


He turned back to her. “I said, this is bullshit.” Every word was perfectly enunciated this time.


She forced herself to take a deep breath, but it didn’t help; her tone was just as venomous as his. “Well, it wasn’t my idea. Believe me.”


A flicker of amusement crossed his face, relieving some of the tension pulsating between them. “Oh, I know. I saw your movie.” He winced.


Lilah fought the blush rising to her cheeks as she glowered at him.


It had seemed like a no-brainer to leave the show at the time. She’d been there for five seasons, her contract was up, her star was on the rise, and things between her and Shane were as bad as they’d ever been. They barely said a word to each other that wasn’t in the script. So, naturally, she’d jumped at the offer of what seemed like her dream role: a feature adaptation of an award-winning journalist’s memoir about his relationship with his troubled mother, helmed by a legendary director she’d been dying to work with.


In retrospect, the fact that they were willing to cast a twenty-seven-year-old in a role that spanned the ages of thirty-five to seventy should’ve been her first hint that things were creatively awry behind the scenes. Still, Lilah had thrown everything she had into her performance, ignoring the misgivings that piled higher and higher as the shoot went on, writing them off as the standard insecurities that came from pushing herself as an actor for the first time in years.


She’d known for sure that she was in trouble before they’d even wrapped, when an unflattering candid picture of her on set in her old-age makeup had leaked and gone viral, instantly taking off as a humiliating meme. Her own sister had texted it to her with the caption “You after seeing this picture for the millionth time.” That was the only one she’d laughed at.


The movie itself had fared even worse, hailed as a career low for everyone involved. Not just mediocre but laughably bad—an instant camp classic. When she’d first received the script, she’d been practicing her Oscar acceptance speech in the shower; by the time the movie was released, she was contemplating whether to go pick up her Razzie in person. For the next year, she couldn’t get an offer for anything more substantial than a birth control commercial.


But, thankfully, Intangible had been just as desperate as she was. Despite their best efforts, the ratings had plummeted without her. Lilah didn’t let it go to her head. They’d be in the same situation if Shane had left instead of her. No matter how the two of them felt about each other when the cameras were off, it was the chemistry between their characters, Kate and Harrison, that made the show worth watching. She knew it. He knew it. The whole fucking world knew it.


And so, mistake or not, she’d agreed to come back for one last season.


At first, it had seemed like a lifeline. A starring role in a hit TV show wasn’t a worst-case scenario by any standard. But she’d gotten a taste of what was in store for her when she’d stepped backstage and every head in the room had turned practically in unison. Some people had seemed happy to see her, sure, but there’d been just as many that had raised their eyebrows and turned away, her former (and future) costar leading the charge.


She didn’t blame them. She understood. She’d abandoned the people who’d given her her break, then come crawling back once her reach for bigger and better things had exceeded her grasp. Her stomach roiled at the thought of how the cast and crew of Intangible would treat her once she was back on set.


Based on the icy reception she was getting from the cast member sitting across from her, it wasn’t promising. But that was par for the course with him.


Just then, the door cracked open, and a production assistant poked her head in.


“Lilah? Shane? Come along with me.”


Lilah stood, smoothing her skirt, and quickened her pace to catch up with Shane, who was already halfway out the door. With the boost from her not-so-high heels, they were the same height—six-two, give or take a slouch. She’d always been grateful that she was allowed to wear comfortable shoes whenever they had to stand next to each other, since she’d be taller than him in anything above three inches (which would obviously confuse and distress the audience). She jutted her chin high, trying to elongate herself as much as possible as she walked beside him, matching him stride for stride. She wanted whatever edge on him she could get.


The PA led them to a spot in the wings and handed each of them a cordless mic. “Just wait here until he introduces you,” she stage-whispered before disappearing again.


Lilah stood still, every muscle rigid, trying to ignore the sensation of Shane’s eyes burning into her. Her stomach twisted when she caught a whiff of his soap—faint, but still painfully familiar. Only when he looked away again did she allow herself to sneak another glance at him.


Now that she was closer, she could see the light from the stage glinting off the handful of new grays threaded through his dark hair. Her gaze moved past the angular jawline she knew was hiding under his beard, drifting down to his suit—oxblood, expensive-looking, perfectly tailored to shoulders and biceps that were definitely broader than they used to be.


The first time they’d done this, he’d shown up way overdressed, wearing a cheap rented tuxedo that was somehow too big and too small at the same time—not that she had room to judge, in an obnoxiously trendy dress she’d maxed out her credit card to buy, carefully tucking the tags back inside after she’d zipped it up. She’d teased him about it anyway: I didn’t realize we were going to junior prom.


What do you want me to do with your corsage, then? he’d replied with a grin.


With effort, she redirected her attention back to what she could see of the stage. Hal Kagan, the president of UBS, was presenting the Tuesday night lineup, sounding only moderately stilted as he read off the teleprompter.


“Almost a decade ago, I stood on this stage introducing you to a pilot that would go on to become one of our most popular shows: the one-hour supernatural drama Intangible.” He paused for applause. “But, unfortunately, all good things must come to an end. Intangible will be wrapping up next year after nine incredible seasons, and you better believe we’re sending it off with a bang. First, let’s take a look back at some of Kate and Harrison’s most memorable moments over the years.”


Hal stepped off to the other side of the stage, and the lights dimmed. Though Lilah couldn’t see the screen, her brain easily filled in the images from the pilot that accompanied the blaring audio. Kate and Harrison’s first meeting had been her audition sides. By now, eight years on, most of the material was a blur—memorized, shot, then promptly forgotten—but she could still recite that scene by heart.


“What do you want?” She sounded so young, her voice higher and breathier than she ever remembered it being.


“Well, actually, I was hoping you could help me figure that out,” Shane drawled in response. Even without seeing it, she knew he was giving her The Look, the one that had made her lines tumble right out of her head at their chemistry read. She’d been sure her flub had cost her the role, only to find out later that it was the moment that convinced the network to cast them both.


The next five seasons flew by in a montage set to a high-octane cover of the theme song: the two of them bickering, bantering, solving supernatural mysteries (most of which conveniently took place in the L.A. metro area), and, of course, staring longingly at each other when they thought the other one wasn’t looking.


The overarching storyline for the fifth season had centered around Kate and Harrison’s mission to restore Harrison’s corporeal form, bringing him back to life. In the season finale, it seemed like they’d accomplished it, falling into each other’s arms at long last—only for Kate to go limp, her life force drained as an unexpected side effect.


Shane’s overamplified sobs filled the theater.


“Kate . . . oh my god, please, no . . . please . . . you can’t leave me, not now . . . Kate . . . KATE!”


Lilah swore she could hear scattered sniffles throughout the auditorium. Even she had to admit that she’d been impressed by Shane’s performance; she hadn’t thought he’d had it in him. She’d been less impressed by the garlic bagel with extra lox he’d eaten right before shooting it and had used every last scrap of her training to keep her face relaxed as he exhaled cured fish breath directly into it.


The video ended to applause, and the lights came back up as Hal returned to the stage.


“Though we couldn’t be prouder of the last three seasons, the relationship between Kate and Harrison has always been the heart of the show.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Ladies and gentlemen . . . I am thrilled to announce that Lilah Hunter will be returning for Intangible’s ninth and final season.”


The end of his sentence was swallowed by riotous cheers. Lilah could practically feel the annoyance radiating off Shane in waves. Hal continued, “Please welcome to the stage the stars of Intangible: Shane McCarthy and Lilah Hunter!”


At least Hal had said Shane’s name first, she thought ruefully. That should pacify his ego a little.


Lilah slapped on a smile and angled herself out toward the blinding lights, walking a few steps behind Shane, both of them waving as the audience roared. Shane and Hal shook hands, and Lilah ducked down to kiss Hal on the cheek.


Shane turned toward the crowd and raised his microphone. “Thank you.” He cleared his throat, glancing over at Lilah. “I think I speak for both of us when I say that we’ve been so grateful for this entire journey, especially the fact that we get to finish it the way we started: together.”


He took a step toward her, and her stomach bottomed out. Before she knew what was happening, he’d reached down and taken her hand, drawing her closer—platonic, but undeniably intimate. All she could do was gape at him, and there it was: The Look, larger than life, his face inches from hers, without even giving her time to brace for impact. It was so fucking unfair that it still had this much of an effect on her after all these years, after everything they’d been through. Lilah struggled to regain her composure.


“Absolutely,” she finally managed, beaming at him before turning her face back to the crowd. “I—we—are so excited to have the opportunity to give Kate and Harrison the ending they deserve.”


“Thank you again for all the love you’ve shown them, and us, over the years. We wouldn’t be here without you.” Shane gave her hand one last squeeze before releasing her.


Numbly, she followed him offstage, unable to feel her legs, the cheers echoing in her ears. Another PA escorted them down to the stage door, where a long line of town cars was waiting outside to ferry them back to their hotel.


Lilah glanced at the tense set of Shane’s jaw, the hard line between his eyebrows. His face was already scrubbed clean of every last trace of the warmth and affection he’d oozed moments earlier. She wondered if he was thinking about the same thing she was: their first time at upfronts, exactly eight years ago, right after Intangible had been picked up.


The first time they’d slept together.


They’d closed down the hotel bar after UBS’s presentation, the attraction that had been simmering between them since before they’d shot the pilot coming to a boil at last. The pseudo-innocent touches—accidental knee brushes, lips murmuring against cheeks, hands pressed to forearms or lower backs—becoming more intentional, more heated, until she’d returned from the bathroom and he’d slid his arm around her waist, pulling her into his lap like it was inevitable. Like she’d been there the whole time.


Being back here with him now, all those firsts and lasts and never agains were as sharp and vivid as they’d ever been, forming a knot of unease in her chest that made it difficult to breathe.


It wasn’t until Shane met her eyes that she realized she was still staring at him. Lilah quickly redirected her gaze straight ahead.


“Would you like to ride together or separately?” the PA chirped.


“Separately,” they replied in unison.
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There were forty-four Lilah Hunter–less days between the UBS upfronts and the first table read of the season, and Shane enjoyed every last one of them. He’d had only one close call—when he’d gone in to shoot the first promotional images for season nine—but, as they’d done it since the second season, the two of them were photographed in separate sessions and composited together afterward.


On day forty-three, Shane pulled his car up to the valet at The Vine, where he was meeting his agent for lunch. He was early, but Renata was earlier, already perched against the floral throw pillows as the hostess led Shane through the packed back patio.


The Vine wouldn’t have been his first choice, but he knew why Renata had picked it. One, it was the place to go when you wanted to be sure you’d be seen. And two, it was where he’d been, quote-unquote, “discovered.” Ironically, he’d been one of the only staff members who wasn’t actively trying to break into the business at the time—a fact that made him deeply unpopular once the news of his audition had gotten around. It was a good thing he’d gotten the part, since he probably would’ve had to find another job no matter what.


In a way, his career had started in reverse, his agent search only beginning after he had already booked the show. He’d signed with Renata because she was the only one who hadn’t promised to make him the next Ethan Atkins in five years or less. It also didn’t hurt that, with her loud ex-smoker rasp and shrewd eyes, she was a dead ringer for his favorite aunt, the one who’d been married five times (but to only three different husbands).


Eight years into their working relationship, he still had no idea whether he’d made the right call, since she’d never actually gotten him a single audition—but then, he hadn’t wanted any. Intangible shot twelve to sixteen hours a day, nine months out of the year, and he preferred not to fill his time off with even more work. But now, for the first time in his career, he had choices to make.


It was still borderline surreal to him sometimes, the fact that he even had a career, that people thought of him as an actor at all. He knew Lilah didn’t, at least. To Ms. Classically Trained Juilliard MFA, he would always be a waiter who got lucky.


“Hi, sweetheart.” Renata rose to give him a hug, her perfume embracing him long before she did. They had barely settled into their seats before she started peppering him with questions.


“Are you an oyster guy? I can never remember who is and who isn’t. You wouldn’t be interested in splitting the cold seafood platter for two, would you? No? Well, never hurts to ask.”


As soon as the hostess left the table, Renata planted her chin on her hands and smiled warmly at him.


“So. Intangible’s finally kicking the bucket.”


“That’s what they tell me.”


Her brow creased. “How are you feeling about everything?” He knew what she was really asking: How are you feeling about working with Lilah again?


The fucked-up thing was, when they’d first told him Lilah was coming back, for a split second, he’d actually been happy about it.


Thankfully, that feeling had passed almost immediately. Then he’d tried to do everything in his power to stop it from happening.


Unfortunately, it turned out his power was not as far-reaching as he’d hoped. The producer credit Renata had negotiated for him before season six was nothing more than a salary bump and an empty title. Besides, as successful as Intangible had been in its prime, he knew it was running on borrowed time at this point—especially in a television landscape that had changed drastically over the past decade. He couldn’t blame them for resorting to this kind of cheap stunt to keep all their jobs around for another year, give them the chance to go out on their own terms.


Shane shrugged, looking down at his menu. “Hopefully there’s life after life after death.”


Renata fixed him with a calculating stare, then clearly decided not to push it. She unfolded her napkin and placed it on her lap with a flourish. “Well, that’s exactly why we’re here. You’re in a very delicate position right now, and we want to make sure your next move is the right one.”


“Isn’t it a little early for this conversation? I won’t be free again until next summer.”


“I don’t have any hard offers or anything. But it’s a good time to think about what’s important to you, what you want the next stage of your career to look like. This is a real turning point for you. There’s a lot of buzz around the show right now, which is good, but it’s a double-edged sword, because people only see you as Harrison. A lot of actors have trouble following up an iconic TV role like that. You don’t want to go too similar and pigeonhole yourself, but you don’t want to go too far in the other direction, either.”


Shane nodded slowly. Tendrils of anxiety curled up his spine, threatening to wrap around him. Harrison was essentially a heightened version of himself—especially after eight seasons of the writers tailoring the role to him—and he’d never tried to do anything else. Any attempt to move in a different direction might end up being a short stroll with a long drop. There was no way to find out without risking total public humiliation, the kind he’d seen Lilah try her best to weather over the past few years. The kind that had sunk her career low enough that she needed to come back to the show for a hard reset. But now that it was ending, he wouldn’t have that safety net anymore.


“I think stability is the most important thing to me right now. If I could get another regular gig like this one, I’d be flexible about what it was.”


The waiter came by to refill Renata’s sweet tea and take their orders. She took a long sip before setting the glass down with a satisfied exhale.


“How do you feel about superheroes? I don’t know about an offer, but I could definitely get you an audition. What about a villain? That might be fun for you.”


Shane leaned back in his chair, considering it. “Would I have to get jacked?”


“Probably.”


“Pass.” He was in decent shape, but judging by how miserable he was every time he had to spend a few weeks cutting carbs for the occasional shirtless scene on Intangible, he probably wasn’t cut out for sacrificing months (if not years) of his life to brutal workouts and strictly regimented meal plans. Plus, his other least-favorite shooting days were the ones in which he had to act against a green screen. He doubted he could pull off an entire movie of reacting to nothing.


Renata pursed her lips. “It’s your call. But if you want my advice, I wouldn’t rule it out entirely. You want stability, that’s a good wagon to try to hitch on to.”


“What are my other options?”


She sighed, plucking a roll out of the bread basket. “Okay. Opposite direction. I got a tip that Perry McAllister is developing an F. Scott Fitzgerald biopic, but they’re still working on getting the script together. I think you’d be perfect for it, if you’re interested. It’s a bit of a gamble, but you’d have your pick of projects if you pull it off. Could really show your range, maybe even be an awards contender. Perry has a pretty good track record.”


He had another jolt of nerves, so quick and strong that he physically shivered. If I even have any range.


“Maybe. What else?”


“Anna Karenina? There’s a new miniseries in the works, and you’ve already got the beard.”


“I’m not sure I have a Russian accent in me.”


Renata waved her hand dismissively. “They’d want British. You’ve never seen a period piece?”


Shane grimaced. His accent work was limited to either toning down or amping up his own. “I don’t know . . .”


Renata barked out a laugh. “So you don’t want commercial, and you don’t want prestige. You’re about to lose your spot at the top of my Easiest Clients list.”


Shane drained his water glass. “What about another show? Not just a miniseries. Anything there?”


They were interrupted by the waiter stopping by to deposit their entrees: shrimp tacos for him, Margherita pizza for her.


Renata delicately separated a slice from the rest of her pie. “Too early to tell on that front, but I’ll keep an ear out as we get closer to pilot season.” She took a bite, hesitating as she chewed. “Actually . . . there is one thing. But I already know you’re not gonna like it.”


Shane squeezed his lime wedge over his tacos. “What is it?”


Renata set down her pizza slice. “UBS approached me about a new prime-time game show for next season. They want you to host. Keeping things in the family, and all that.”


Shane perked up. Hosting was definitely in his skill set. If nothing else, he was charming—at least, most people not named Lilah Hunter seemed to think so. And even she had, once upon a time. “Why wouldn’t I like it? What’s the show?”


She sighed. “It’s called I’m Not Swallowing That. Contestants try to catch each other lying, and if they do, the one that gets caught has to eat something disgusting. Supposedly it’s a huge hit in the UK.”


“They have to eat it, or they have to swallow it?”


Renata rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. I assume chewing’s a personal choice.”


“How much are they offering?”


“A fuckload.” She raised her eyebrows. “You’re actually considering it?”


He leaned back in his chair and ran his hand over his beard. “I mean . . . it would probably be a long-term job, right?”


“Could be. That kind of thing either gets canceled halfway through the first episode or runs for fifteen years. But it would be very hard—maybe impossible—for people to think of you as a serious actor again after doing something like that.”


Shane was silent, holding the question on the tip of his tongue: Am I a serious actor now? He’d never admitted the extent of his insecurities to Renata, though he sensed she picked up on it somewhat. He wasn’t sure what he was more afraid of: that she’d lie to him, or that she’d tell him the truth.


Renata gave him a sharp look, the corner of her mouth turning up sardonically. “Well, if you’re open to that one, I got a script the other day you’re gonna love. You’re a struggling single dad who hires a new nanny, but there’s a big mix-up, and you end up with—wait for it—a monkey.”


Shane burst out laughing. Renata kept her expression stern, though he could tell she was struggling to maintain it as she continued. “The monkey would be CGI, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


“Renata.”


Renata smiled, dabbing her lips with her napkin. “Good to know you still have some sense left.” She put it down, the humor draining from her expression. “I don’t want to pry. But is everything . . . okay with you? Moneywise?”


Shane shrugged. “Yeah, fine. I’d just like to keep making it, is all.” His own lifestyle wasn’t especially lavish, but he’d just bought his parents a new house and promised his sister college tuition for all three of her kids. Plus, even though Shane wasn’t directly subsidizing him, his brother, Dean, had been working as his stand-in since season two. If Shane had an extended spell of unemployment, it would affect more than just him.


“Just checking. You have a money guy, right? I can give you some names, if you need them.”


“I’ve mostly been sticking with gold bars under the mattress. Better safe than sorry.”


“Sounds lumpy. My condolences to your overnight guests.”


“You know I’m saving myself for marriage,” he said innocently.


Renata grinned. “You’re lucky you’re so cute, so you can get away with being such a smart-ass.” She stacked the crusts of her pizza neatly on the corner of her plate. “Which reminds me. I can tell you don’t want to talk about it, but: you and Lilah. Anything I need to know about?”


Shane narrowly avoided choking on his taco. “What do you mean?” he managed between sips of water. “I’ve barely seen her. Production hasn’t even started yet.”


“Word at upfronts was the two of you were pretty frosty to each other backstage. I know you aren’t thrilled to be working with her again. Do you need me to step in at all?”


He shook his head. “I don’t think so. Me and Lilah . . . we’ll figure it out.”


Even as he said it, it seemed impossible—but they didn’t have a choice. They were both adults, both professionals. Most important, their profession literally revolved around their ability to convincingly mask their true feelings. But nothing could’ve prepared him for the wave of anger and resentment, fresh as ever, that had crashed over him as soon as he’d spotted her in that greenroom, framed in the doorway, their eyes locking instantly.


Renata searched his face, brow furrowed. “Okay. Just let me know if there’s anything I can do. I hope you do work it out, though. You two were adorable together.”


“You mean Kate and Harrison were adorable together.”


“Of course,” she replied smoothly. He forced a smile.


“Well. That’s why she’s back, I guess.”


“Exactly. Everyone’s finally getting what they want.” Renata jabbed a seafoam talon in his direction. “Now the next step is figuring out what you want.”


He felt his smile falter. That was the million-dollar question. But right now, the only question on his mind was whether it was possible for both him and Lilah to exit this final season in one piece. And as the clock ran down on his last day of freedom, the lump of dread in his stomach growing larger by the hour, life after Intangible seemed further away than ever.
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The production offices for Intangible were nestled in the Valley, on the same back lot where they shot the interiors. Even when the traffic was bad, it never took Lilah more than thirty minutes to get there from her house in Beachwood Canyon—the main reason she’d settled there in the first place.


The show had offered her a driver, of course, but she’d always been a nervous passenger—plus, she got carsick in the back seat. Ever since the first season, driving herself had been an essential part of her routine, a meditative buffer at the beginning and end of her workday. She’d driven down that same stretch of the 101 dozens of times since she’d quit without so much as a second thought. But now, en route to the table read, she was hounded by memory after memory that, up until this moment, she thought she’d successfully suppressed.


The first day, when she’d overestimated the amount of time it would take her to get there from her Los Feliz sublet, and arrived so early she’d sat in the parking lot for an hour.


The beginning of things with Shane. The pains they’d taken to hide it from everyone else. She’d roll out of his bed (or he out of hers) and they’d stagger their arrivals, each of them commuting alone, floating in on the fizzy high of good sex and secrets.


Then, when everything had blown up after the first season wrapped, her knuckles would clench white on her steering wheel every morning, her mind racing, and she’d try her best to put on a professional face and leave her irritation confined to the doors of her sedan. But once the sharpest edges had dulled, she’d spent most of the subsequent drives staring blankly out at the highway, arriving on set or back in her driveway with zero memory of how she got there.


This drive, though, felt interminable. It wasn’t her performance she was nervous about—as expected, she wouldn’t be appearing in the episode until the very last page, resurrected as a ghost without any memory of her former life. She could’ve predicted that they would want to drag out Kate and Harrison’s final arc for as long as they could. That’s why people were watching, after all.


But that was the irony. As much as the fans were dying for them to get together, it would’ve been the kiss of death for the show once it actually happened. That tension was the engine that kept it running. As soon as they consummated things, either the relationship would become bloodless and boring or the writers would have to resort to an endless cycle of breakups, makeups, and manufactured drama.


The promise of their relationship—the fantasy of what could be—was what was appealing. Not the reality, after the honeymoon period was over and one heart or another had been broken, when they couldn’t be in the same room without sniping at, undermining, or just plain ignoring each other.


And, as expected, without that engine, the well-oiled machine of Intangible had begun to falter. After some trial and error, it had shifted to a Shane-led ensemble cast, picking up some recurring characters from previous seasons and adding a few new ones.


Which meant that Lilah was about to walk into what felt like the first day at a new school, but worse. She wasn’t coming in with a clean slate, the chance to reinvent herself. All she could do was keep her head down, do her job, and hope Shane hadn’t turned too many people against her while she was gone.


On the passenger seat next to her was a box of vegan, gluten-free, refined-sugar-free donuts—her signature move when she wanted to win new people over with treats, without alienating them further by offering something most of them would refuse to eat. Mitzi’s was a neighborhood favorite and one of L.A.’s best-kept secrets, since somehow, despite not containing any ingredients that would indicate it, the donuts were genuinely delicious.


Lilah balanced the box on her hip and slung her bag over her shoulder as she headed toward the entrance, breathing a sigh of relief when the door buzzed and clicked open without issue at the press of her key card. As she padded down the hallway toward the main bullpen, the uncanny feeling of déjà vu mixed with dread got stronger with every step.


She rounded the corner and yelped as she nearly collided with Walt London, Intangible’s showrunner. Walt looked stricken—but then, he kind of always looked like that. He was in his early forties, tall, pale, and sallow, with long black hair and three deeply etched lines on his forehead that reminded her of dragging the end of a paper clip through Silly Putty.


Walt had been running Intangible since the third season, after the show’s creator, Ruth Edwards, had departed due to creative clashes with the network. Once he’d been hired, the tone had shifted drastically. Intangible had started as a quirky, somewhat philosophical exploration of grief, with the ghost characters filling a role that was as equal parts metaphorical as it was paranormal. Walt’s main innovation had been to bring in every mythological creature under the sun, as well as open the show up to the world of larger supernatural conspiracies (government and otherwise).


Lilah had been less than thrilled about the turn things had taken, but she couldn’t deny it got results. The show had been a breakout hit in its first season, but by the end of season two, the ratings had hit a slump. After Walt took over, they reclaimed their spot as the top show in their time slot. Until she left, that is.


When Walt realized it was her, he smiled, an expression that somehow only made him look more worried.


“Lilah, hey. Good to see you.”


It was difficult to tell if he still had hard feelings about her departure, since hard feelings seemed to be the only kind he had. She’d already met with both him and the network months ago, ahead of her return, and he’d seemed just as distressed then as he did now.


She nodded at him. “You, too. Is everyone else here already?”


He shook his head. “They’re still trickling in. You know how it is.” That was one of his catchphrases, almost always delivered with a world-weary exhale. Whenever he deployed it, the only option was to nod contemplatively, even if she did not, in fact, know how it was.


She nodded contemplatively. “Cool. I’m just gonna put these down, then.”


His gaze alighted on the box in her arms. “Oh. That’s nice of you. I think Shane brought something, too.”


Lilah felt her smile falter. Of course he had. The annoying thing was, Shane was so naturally goddamn likable, he didn’t even need to bribe anyone with baked goods.


“Great,” she said, resuscitating her smile so forcefully she thought she might pull a muscle. “See you in there.” She moved to pass him, but Walt put his hand on her forearm, stopping her in her tracks.


“Listen.” His expression was dire. “I just want you to know that I’m glad you’re back. No matter what . . . whatever anyone else may think. You’re an essential part of the show. You and Shane . . . you’re our anchors. Our North Stars. Remember that.”


Her mouth suddenly went dry. “I think there’s only one North Star.”


He inclined his head gruffly and shrugged. “Well. You know how it is.” He released her arm and continued his journey down the hall. Lilah took a deep breath, heart hammering in her ears, and pushed open the door that led to the writers’ floor.


The Intangible offices were drab and unpretentious: fluorescent lighting, nubby gray carpet, the lingering smell of stale coffee. It was only the framed promo posters from past seasons lining the walls—plus the shelf sporting a handful of Emmys and Golden Globes—that separated it from any run-of-the-mill accounting firm or insurance office. As far as Lilah could tell, nothing had changed since the last time she’d been there.


In the center of the room were four long folding tables arranged in a square shape, surrounded by molded plastic chairs. On the tables were lines of tented cards, one in front of each chair, each printed with a different name. Even though she couldn’t see hers, she knew exactly where she’d be: right next to Shane.


He was already at the table, studying his script. She was a little surprised not to see him mingling; there were at least a dozen people in the room—actors, writers, producers, assorted coordinators and assistants—mostly gathered around the table by the wall where the coffee was laid out.


As she approached the group, her eyes instinctively glued on Shane, she considered Walt’s comments. She and Shane did have a responsibility to lead the show. Could they put aside their history, their differences, their long-simmering resentments—at least for the next few months? After all, they’d gotten along once before, though that practically felt like a fever dream at this point. But wasn’t it a little immature, after all these years, to still hate him as fervently as if he’d wronged her yesterday?


Maybe the tension between them at upfronts was just a fluke, the last of the residual poison working its way out of their systems. Maybe they’d both changed. Grown up. Now that she was in her thirties, having a nemesis felt slightly undignified, anyway.


Once she got closer to the coffee station, though, all thoughts of a cease-fire evaporated. On the table, lying open next to the mugs, was a pink cardboard box with pale green flowers around the border. An identical box to the one she had braced against her hip.


That motherfucker.


She dumped the box on the table, not even bothering to open it before turning on her heel and making a beeline for Shane, who still seemed oblivious that she was even in the room.


Don’t say anything. Don’t say anything. You can still take the high road. Just brush it off.


“You’re such a dick,” she muttered as she slid into her seat, the high road so deserted there were probably tumbleweeds blowing across it.


“Nice to see you, too, Lilah,” he replied coolly, his eyes never leaving his script.


“I told you about Mitzi’s donuts. You knew I’d bring them today. This is petty, even for you.”


“And this is self-involved, even for you. I wanted to do something nice for the first day back. Who says it has anything to do with you?”


“It’s not even in your neighborhood. You had to go totally out of your way to get them.”


“Oh yeah. I guess I did.” He finally looked up at her, that familiar lopsided smirk creeping lazily across his face.


She kept her tone nonchalant, though inside she was seething. “Well. I hope it was worth it.”


He shrugged, returning to his script. “I don’t know what you’re so upset about. All I see are two identical boxes of donuts. Unless you had each of yours inscribed with ‘Courtesy of Lilah Hunter’ in icing so everyone knows who to thank.” He punctuated his sentence with an enormous bite of the half-eaten vanilla-lavender donut in front of him, releasing a moan so loud it bordered on orgasmic. A few heads turned in their direction.


It was uncanny how quickly he had her careening from angry to gaslit to belittled to ashamed—all over something as insignificant as donuts. He was right. It didn’t matter that he’d brought his own box. But there was no doubt in her mind that he’d done it to rile her up and then make her feel ridiculous for even caring; and, of course, it had worked. It always did.


No one else knew how to push her buttons quite like Shane. She just wished he didn’t feel the need to pounce on every opportunity to do so.


Lilah pushed her chair back with a dull scrape against the carpet and took off in the direction of the bathroom without another word.


She wasn’t going there to hide. That would be beneath her. She was thirty-one years old, and, as much as it might feel like it right now, she wasn’t in high school anymore. She just needed to be alone for a second. And if that second happened to last all thirteen minutes before the table read started, well, that was just a coincidence.


She locked herself in the farthest stall from the door, plunked herself on the toilet, lid down, and scrolled idly through her phone. She was halfway through responding to a text from her sister asking how things were going (which mainly involved searching for the GIF of Real Housewife Dorinda Medley shouting “Not well, bitch!”) when she heard the door of the bathroom open, along with the tail end of a conversation.


“. . . that they showed at upfronts. Apparently it was the Kate and Harrison show.”


Lilah froze as a stall door swung shut near the bathroom’s entrance.


“I mean, what did you expect? We might as well be extras now that she’s back.” This voice sounded closer to Lilah, next to the sink.


“I know. It’s such bullshit. And here I thought I might actually get a decent storyline this year.”


“Wanna trade? I get to be the bitch that’s keeping them apart.”


The first woman laughed, flushing the toilet and emerging from the stall. “Noooo thank you. You better lock down your Instagram now, before the Karrisons come for you.”


The second woman groaned. “God. Maybe I should go into witness protection. Just, like, fuck it, new identity.”


Lilah’s stomach twisted, her mind racing. Her first instinct was to get defensive. Fuck ’em. If they wanted to resent her for something that was out of her control—tilting the balance of the show back toward her and Shane—there was nothing she could do about it. But maybe that was unfair. It wouldn’t hurt her to be the bigger person in this situation, especially since they were upset about the idea of her, not anything she’d done.


Should she go out there and confront them, break the ice, get it all out in the open now? Or just pretend she’d never heard it, and try to kill them with kindness once she met them? She sat, stone-still, paralyzed with indecision, as the two of them laughed and chattered their way back out of the bathroom.


After a long, slow count of ten, she followed them.


Shane had always had a thing for redheads.


Not that he was weird about it or anything. For the most part, he didn’t have much of a physical type, his mind wandering whenever bro-talk inevitably turned to debating the hierarchy of tits versus asses. It felt like a Frankenstein-esque approach to attraction, one that had never resonated with him. He’d dated and slept with women of a variety of shapes, sizes, and backgrounds (and hair colors, for the record), and found it was usually the complete package that did it for him, rather than any individual piece.
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