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Chapter One




No envelope in history has ever taken this long to open. 

J.K. Simmons’ words hang in the air, echo through the theatre, and replay in my mind, driving me insane as I watch him open it. And the Oscar goes to…

My manicured fingernails dig into James’ knee. My cheeks ache with the smile plastered on my face. Mirabelle Sheridan. When Stars Fall. Say it. Say it. Say it.

The card comes out, and Simmons shows it to Elliot Page. Another second delay—I want to scream; they stand there aware of my fate while I sit here dying in anticipation. My heart is a time bomb, ticking in the final countdown.

The screens show the five nominees for best original screenplay.

And Elliot Page finally reads the winner. “Preston Greene for Enter the Night.”

My lungs, sounds, and the idiotically hopeful organ in my chest all grind to a full stop.

Not again. If I could rewind time a few minutes, I’d revise my plea to the universe. Not Preston. Anyone except him. Please and thank you. But it’s too late for that.

My arm shakes, and James lays his hand over mine in a surprisingly gentle way, considering his leg is being severed by my grip. I blink so fast my fake lashes might fall off. My smile is still in place, but when I turn my head to face James and his eyes bulge, I gather I look manic.

He mouths something. Or says something out loud. Sound has returned; however, I can’t hear him over the thunderous applause and the hurricane in my head.

I rub my lips together and take a deep breath in through my nose. Preston reaches the podium and hugs the trio from Juno whose writer won this award fourteen years ago. They step back as he approaches the podium, award in hand.

The way he looks at that godforsaken statue, I’d think he’s never seen anything more beautiful. Like he can’t gaze lovingly at two of them every day in his home. He scrapes his hand through his dark waves and looks out over the audience. “Thank you so much.” His ‘I’m surprised’ voice is spot on. With those acting skills, it’s a wonder he’s on this side of the film industry. “This is an incredible honor, especially among such amazing nominees.” His eyes land on me, and his smile boils my blood.

I wish he would make the switch to acting. He’s got the body for action movies. Watching him die in IMAX would be glorious.

The folded-up speech in my bra is going to be soaked. Why did I let James talk me into this dress? I’m melting. The sequins have mated and reproduced. There have to be thousands more weighing me down now than when I put it on. The cinched waist was comfortable enough before but grips me in a sparkly fist now. The open slits on the long sleeves are less ventilation and more windows to the sweaty mess I am. This is disgusting, and I want to die.

James leans toward me and whispers, “But you look better.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Shut up. I know you think he’s hot.”

“Obviously, I would be slightly more likely to sleep with him than you—” My grip tightens. “Which is still no chance in hell!” He pries my fingers off him now. “Mirror ball, that’s just an anatomical truth.”

“Well, the only truth that matters is that he is the enemy, and I need you to see past the façade and recognize the bloodthirsty monster within.” My hair sticks to the sweat on the back of my neck. There isn’t any reason for me not to twist it up and stab a pen through it anymore, but James patted me down for any object I might tie my hair up with.

“At the moment, the façade is dressed very well, so that’s a tall order. Kristen obviously had that suit custom-made for him, and”—he registers my expression and averts his eyes—“I’ll just shut up now.”

I direct my attention to a point on the stage’s backdrop. I don’t need to look at the custom suit, the cocky smile magnified on the screens, or the green eyes. Seriously, if a writer created a character with the last name Greene and gave him green eyes, they’d be raked over the coals. Fiction has higher standards than real life. Preston Greene is like a character from Clue. The game version of Mr. Green was bald, though, with a mean scowl. Preston could use some male-pattern baldness. And a frown. Even when I’ve seen him less than completely content with his own magnificence, the closest he gets is a sardonic smile. It’s like his mouth can’t tip downward.

My limit for that smile and everything else about him was reached two years ago—when he beat me for my first nomination.

I clap along with everyone else, only because he’s getting off the stage. If I were lucky, this would be the last time I ever have to see him. Clearly, my luck is shit, though.

Only seven more awards to sit through before I can have my meltdown.


      [image: image-placeholder]I twist my hair and hold it up off my neck as we make our way through—kill me—winners’ lane. This secure, camera-free passageway to the hotel is where they herd the happy people with their shiny new trophies and anyone of notoriety. Somehow, I count as the latter.

Cigarette smoke wafts through the air from where the losers hide on their way out. Those are my people. If the smell didn’t make me want to gag, I might join them. Fortunately, the Oscars had plenty of tea for James to distract me with.

‘Best documentary feature’ seemed like a good time to sneak away to the restroom, but apparently, I missed the thing this show will probably be most known for.

“It was staged, right?” I ask. 

“No, it definitely wasn’t staged.” James is already on his phone in search of footage. My own phone will be staying in airplane mode until I crack and submit to the condolences of my friends and family … or the world ends. Whichever comes first.

“That’s why he said the stuff about protecting people in his best actor speech!” James says. It’s already all over the internet, so I get to see the slap as we get to the elevator. Our escort, Courtney, remains dutifully silent on the subject, probably disappointed she’s stuck walking me to my room rather than an actor. 

“Oh, wow.” I glance up at her in her black dress and silver name tag. “You really don’t need to walk us all the way. No one knows who I am.”

“Oh, it’s my pleasure.” Her smile and voice have been honed for customer service. I doubt it’s her pleasure, but it is her job.

“All right.” The elevator arrives, and I’ve got one shoe off before the door closes. “You aren’t allowed to dress me ever again, by the way,” I say to James.

“First of all,” he says, “you will be my Barbie forever. Don’t tell lies. Secondly, if you were at a party right now, you wouldn’t have any problem with these.” He accepts the heels I shove at him and dangles one from his finger. “They are stunning.”

“Well, maybe the wardrobe choices should start assuming I’m going to be in a shitty mood after these things and hence not distracted enough to ignore suffering.” 

Courtney appears to find the elevator buttons extremely interesting when I pull my bra out through the low neckline and let out a big sigh.

“Sure. I’ll just put you in Lululemon and Havaianas next time. You’ll love it when I tell you I assume you’re going to lose.”

I sweep my arms out with more drama than the freshest prima donnas in their first roles. “I am, in fact, a loser, so I wouldn’t really be able to blame you. Something breathable would be great. I was melting.”

“Nicole Kidman seemed to think it was chilly. She was in Keith’s jacket.”

“Well, they were in the VIP lounge section by the stage, all spread out. Writers who they know lost get packed in tight.”

When we get to our floor, James sashays into the hallway, dragging out the words, “Pity partay,” like a frat guy at a bachelor party. “You are so lucky BTS only virtually attended; otherwise, I would be looking for them.”

“So, a disappointing night overall.” Bouncing around Hollywood stalking a boyband could have been a fun distraction. Maybe we’d even land in jail, an indisputable excuse to not answer calls and texts.

“Indeed. Notes for next year’s Oscars: less everyone else, more BTS talking about crying during Pixar movies. In the meantime, we party.”

“Are there streamers?”

“And a dart board with Preston’s face on it.”

“Excellent.” I tap the keycard and open the door. “Thank you, Courtney. Have a good night.”

She hurries back down the hall. Two steps into my room, I see it: the silver ice bucket on the dresser with a bottle of Grey Goose next to it. The sad girl Oscars alternative to champagne.

I gasp and whirl on James. “You didn’t! I was kidding about the shoes and the dress! We do not ever pre-plan for loser activities!” Bringing James could be considered just that, at least according to my parents and friends. Except they are wrong—it wasn’t the possibility of losing that kept me from bringing Mom again. It was Preston’s nomination and presence. James is the only person I trust to keep me from killing the man.

His jaw drops. “Of course I didn’t! I would never!” He sweeps over to the offending beverage and grabs a card near the bucket. His eyes widen and he folds it in half. “You know what? I forgot. I did order this ahead of time. I offer my resignation and hope you’ll give me a decent recommendation letter as I seek a new position as some other girl’s gay bestie.”

There’s no cute joke that can distract me from this. “Who sent it?”

“Me.”

“Liar!” I reach out for the card, but he holds it behind his back. “Give me that card.”

“No.”

When I lunge for it, he spins, and I twist around him. My hand slips on his arm as he reaches up and holds it over his head.

“Show me!” I use his shoulder for leverage as I jump, but as I didn’t pack climbing equipment, this isn’t going to work.

“Bet you wish you kept the heels on now.” Using my height against me. Low blow.

“James!” I tackle him to the bed and crawl over him to get to the card still clenched in his fist. I pry at it with both hands like a squirrel trying to crack a nut. “I will bite you.”

“Better my hand than you biting my head off.” He’s on his back, flopping like a fish on a pier.

“I’ll put your hand on my boob.”

“Ew.” He flicks the card to the pillows and rubs his freed wrist as I go after my quarry.

I snatch the card and pull at the stupid dress as I wiggle into a cross-legged position. The crinkled card reads: Wish you’d come out for drinks. You don’t even have to keep your hair down.

Something soft slaps me in the face.

“That was with it,” James says of the green scrunchie that’s landed in my lap. I squeeze it in my other hand as I finish reading.

But since you won’t … Enjoy. And don’t be so hard on yourself. -PG

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I say as I tear up the card. “Of course. It’s not actually my fault. What could I ever do to be better than the great Preston Greene? Oh, he has some nerve! He was so sure I was going to lose that he ordered my pity party beverages. That jackass.” Ice cubes clink against a glass, and James opens the vodka. “I should go smash that over his head.”

“You’d probably want to be wearing shoes to create that kind of scene.” He pours a double, and I tie my hair up in a messy bun with the scrunchie.

“Revenge isn’t worth putting on those shoes again.” I take the offered drink. The first sip slithers through my chest with a heat I don’t mind at all.

“Exactly.”

“I hate him.” My words have no fire anymore. Which is weird since vodka is flammable. Preston had asked me to get drinks after the show yesterday, but I didn’t reply. Many texts were written and erased—anything that sounded like I knew he assumed he’d win seemed like I also assumed he’d win. I already tried the good sport thing last time he beat me for an Academy Award. It didn’t go well.

“Me too. The nerve of that man to not wear a tie to win Oscars.” James sits next to me. “For what it’s worth, I was only so grossed out by the idea of your boob because I know you’re sweaty.”

“I am sweaty.” My eyes prickle, and my voice goes squeaky. Yep, let’s act like I’m crying because I feel physically gross. “I’m gonna take a shower.”

“Are you taking vodka in with you?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Wine in the bath is luxurious,” he says. “Vodka in the shower is sad.”

“Well, I am sad, so it works.”

“Enjoy telling imaginary Preston Greene what you really think of him.”








  
  
Chapter Two




How can my phone sound so goddamn happy right now? I grope around for it without opening my eyes. The upbeat tone is punctuated by the sound of it vibrating against the nightstand. Nothing about this agrees with the pounding in my head. 

My hand lands on the phone, and I answer it without looking. “I’ll be down in ten. Get coffee.” I rub the general vicinity of the end button and toss the thing. I may have just told the car warranty people to get me coffee. Honestly, I’ve earned that for all the times I’ve blocked those numbers.

My master’s program was not as difficult as sitting up is right now, but somehow, I drag myself up and wrap my arms around my knees. A groan scrapes out of my throat and threatens to bring with it—

Yep. My head screams at me as I run to the bathroom. Each step rattles my brain against my skull, and throwing up makes it worse. Why is there so much space for my brain to move? I guess my parents knew what they were talking about when they said alcohol kills braincells.

When I’ve emptied my stomach, I stand and rinse my mouth out, then splash water over my face. The hand towel is scratchy, but sinking my face into it is still better than being at the full mercy of the lights. Did I flick the switch on my way in, or was it left on overnight? One hand pulls a scrunchie out of my hair on autopilot, and I put the towel down to see that it’s the green one Preston sent me.

Green is officially the worst color. I’m throwing away every piece of green clothing I own when I get home, and I will lock myself in my apartment every Saint Patrick’s Day. Christmas decor will only be red and gold. James will enjoy shopping for new ornaments with me anyway.

I squish the little symbol of my loss, swing my hand toward the trash can, but decide to keep it. No, I will not be defeated by Preston Greene and this scrunchie. I will wear it as a reminder of why I will work my ass off to beat him. It will be my war paint. I’ll keep it with me until I fling it at him on my way up to accept my Oscar.

Yes. That’s what’s happening.

I rake my hands through my hair and secure it with my new talisman.


      [image: image-placeholder]The lobby is bustling, which is no surprise. It’s filled to the brim with Hollywood’s elite who couldn’t bear the thought of going farther than a few steps at the end of the night. And me. I never manage to think of myself as fitting the title of Hollywood’s elite, but I sure as hell look like them today. Sunglasses, baggy pink crop top, leggings that claim to be for exercise, and flip-flops complete my messy bun look so well a tourist might confuse me for someone worth taking a picture of.

But where is James?

I pull my carry-on toward Starbucks. A thin garment bag is crumpled up inside it, along with the dress it’s supposed to be covering. The excuse that the dress needs to go to the cleaner before its trip to the back corner of my closet, never to be seen again, is already prepared for James’ judgement. I round the corner to find a familiar figure leaning against the wall with two Starbucks cups in hand, but it is not my best-partner-in-crime friend.

Who did I kill in a past life?

I can just walk past him. It is perfectly reasonable for me to not have noticed him. There are a ton of people around. I only did notice him because I was scanning for James. Preston is as nondescript as every other hungover human here, complete with dark designer sunglasses. James would probably still claim Preston is good-looking in a T-shirt and jeans, and the thought makes me instantly annoyed at my friend for the imagined gawking. He’s dealt with me being angry at him for stuff he’s done in my dreams before, so it’s not like this would surprise him.

“Good morning, Mira.”

There are no beats missed as I turn to give Preston my best surprised smile. “Oh, hi. Congratulations on the win.”

“Thanks. Wish you’d come out last night.” His voice is as smooth as his movements when he holds out one of the cups to me.

I glance back and forth between the cup and his face. Even with a neutral expression, his lips tip ever so slightly upward. I want to pinch the corners of them and pull them down. “Preston, last night I accepted drinks from you because the hotel had to have delivered them, and even if you did find a way to poison them, I was somewhat willing to be poisoned. Today, I’m feeling a lot more optimistic, and so, not looking to die.”

“Then you shouldn’t have told me to get you coffee.”

My heart jumps up to my throat. Or I’m going to be sick again. “I did no such thing. I told James to get me coffee. Or possibly the person who was giving me my nine-thousandth final notice that my car warranty is expiring. Not you.”

“Knowing you thought it was James or a spam call does make me feel better that you weren’t particularly warm and friendly.”

“No.” I dig through my purse. My phone hid under the comforter after I threw it, and I only just found it as I was leaving the room, so I didn’t stop to look at the screen. I snag it from amongst an assortment of ChapSticks, and if I had realized what time it was, I’d have known James hadn’t called me. Why am I even awake right now? My jaw drops when I see the call log.

I should have left it off. Instead, after James went to his room, the pity party continued with a drunken phone call to a friend back home. And I guess I managed to switch it off silent. At least I didn’t send anything to the number at the top of my recent calls.

“Ah, Fucking Preston Greene. I’m flattered.” His breath hits my ear from his creeper position over my shoulder, but at least that means he shouldn’t see the rosy proof of my face heating. My body and its absurd reaction to him is my second worst enemy. “And to think, despite that, I did get you coffee.” He reaches it around me.

My massage therapist says I must clench my jaw a lot. I’m going to start billing Preston for those appointments.

“Thanks,” I say without turning around or reaching for the offered beverage, “but I’m kind of particular about my—”

“Brown sugar oat milk latte with an extra shot?”

A long breath blows out of me while I wrap my hand around the cup. He doesn’t let go, though. Our fingers stay there, intertwined, for a moment that no doubt feels much longer than it is. Time is added to my list of enemies because how dare it stretch now when years manage not to change anything as time hops right by.

“You’re welcome,” he says.

“Thank you, Preston.” Now, when I pull the cup, his fingers slip away. I turn and look up at him. My feet haven’t recovered from last night, but I’d suffer the pain of heels right now not to be so much shorter than him. He’s moved the sunglasses to the top of his head now, holding back his mussed, dark waves. His eyes remind me of my plan to dispose of everything green. “Thank you for waking me up too early and stealing my assistant so you can find out what my Starbucks order is.” I take a sip of the beverage in question. It’s been a while since I had the Kristen version. If it was exactly how I prefer it, Preston Greene might have ruined my go-to coffee. This one is decent, but knowing he didn’t get it quite right is satisfying in a really pathetic way.

“I did not steal Kristen. And insider information on you was only a bonus—certainly not the reason I hired her.”

“Mhmm. So, why did you call me at such an ungodly hour?”

“Nine a.m. is hardly—”

“The day after the Oscars, it absolutely is.”

“Well, I wanted to see if I could catch you for breakfast before James hogs you.”

“You mean before James is here to protect me.” I take a sip of my latte. “Well, you succeeded. Thanks for breakfast.” I jiggle the coffee cup.

“Coffee is not a meal.”

“Okay, Mom.” I start to back away. “Oh, I have a question first. Did you send that amenity before you won?” It’ll kill me a little to know he wrote that note beforehand, but that dead little part will turn to coal and light a fire under my ass, the likes of which will propel me to victory.

“Of course not.” His eyes reflect discouragement, but his lips refuse to drop. The audacity to look surprised or hurt by the question is really what gets me, though. He invited me to celebrate his victory the day before, so why not send a taunting ‘gift’ ahead of time too?

I frown. “All right then.”

“That would be really shitty of me.”

“Yeah, it would have.”

“So why do you look disappointed that I didn’t do the shitty thing?”

My smile is genuine now. “I always appreciate when you give me good reasons to dislike you.”

“I don’t think I’ve given you any good rea—”

“Have fun finding a spot for your newest Oscar.” I resume my retreat. “And for shit’s sake, wear a tie next time.”

“Don’t know how to tie one.”

“That’s what YouTube is for.” I book it out of there. Thanks to Preston, I have a couple of extra hours on my day off I wasn’t planning for. Which probably means I’ll go home and get ahead on some work.

Oscars weekend never disappoints.








  
  

Chapter Three


Twelve Years Ago





My black flats stick to the floor with every little step in my awkward attempt at dancing. Cece is more graceful in stilettos than I could be in the comfiest of shoes. Somehow, room seems to be made for her on the crowded dance floor while people wall me in. I’ve never thought I was claustrophobic. I’ve survived Disney World in July. This place is just as hot, humid, and packed. 

Hands land on my waist from behind, and I lean into Morgan as we dance to “Single Ladies.” We probably look like idiots, but I doubt many people here are coherent enough to judge.

“I’m so glad you can finally come out with us!” Cece yells over the music and wraps her arms around both of us, sandwiching me between them.

“Yeah, I can’t believe I’ve been missing out on all this glory.”

Cece releases us, and Morgan turns me toward her to inspect my eyes. “The pre-gaming wore off. This place is not fun sober. I told you!”

“I’m going to get shots.” Cece is eighteen, like me, but unlike me, she is brave enough to use a fake ID. “I’ll meet you in the bathroom.”

“No! I saw the bathroom. It’s not even fit to pee in. I cannot consume something in there.”

“Everyone does it!” Morgan shouts.

Cece nods. “The alcohol kills everything. You’ll be fine.” She elbows her way to the bar, disappearing into the crowd.

“Come on.” Morgan pulls me toward the bathroom, our hands slick.

“I’d rather go cool off for a second first,” I say when we get to the short hallway to the bathroom.

“Well, I actually need to pee, so meet us back here?”

“Sure.”

As I push out to the patio area, I tie my hair up. It must look like crap by now, anyway. The time spent straightening and then curling it was a total waste. Outside, I am quickly reminded that the human body makes sweat to cool it. It’s extremely effective when you step out into twenty-something-degree Wisconsin weather. I shiver and rub my arms as goosebumps spread over them. Don’t need to dress for the weather if you’re just going to run from the car to go inside. The advice seemed sound at the time. It’s the way everyone lives here, but despite being a native Wisconsinite, I’ve always been weak when it comes to low temperatures. Mom is too, and though I'm only half-Cuban, apparently it's enough to thin my blood. It works with my love of sweaters and scarves.

The break from the noise and people is worth potentially freezing for, though. Being seventeen for a semester and a half of college initially felt like I was missing out on so much, but now I’m not sure getting into the bars is important to me.

There are two girls sitting on the concrete floor crying and a couple pressed up against the wall making out. Yeah, going out doesn’t need to be a frequent thing. I sigh and lean against the iron railing that borders the patio. It’s frozen, and I immediately pull back. The chill working its way into my bones will probably be enough to keep me from melting for a while, so I guess it’s safe to head back in.

The door swings open, and a guy comes out with a hand covering one ear and a cellphone pressed to the other. “… Saturday during off-season! I get to have a life!” He listens while he crosses the patio and leans back against the frozen rail I’m standing in front of. “That’s bullshit!”

He’s so close to me that to leave now will look like I’m uncomfortable being two feet away from someone having a fight on the phone. I am, but I’m not sure I want to look like he scared me away. I was here first.

“I am nowhere near losing my position on the team,” he says.

I glance at him from the side of my eye and wonder what sport he plays. The clue of being off-season is lost on me. I don’t know what sport is in or out of season. Wisconsin has enough trouble figuring out what actual season it is—warm one day, snowstorm the next. Whatever sport he plays must give him quite the arm workout because those arms are amazing. He’s not dressed to be outdoors either, in a T-shirt that hugs his body way too well.

“Sure, whatever. Bye.” He slides the phone into his back pocket and drops his head back. “Sorry about that.”

I look around for whoever he’s speaking to now. He turns his head toward me, and his gaze pins me down. 

“Me?” Geez, I sound like a mouse.

“Yeah, this seemed like the least awkward area of the patio.” He tips his head toward the crying girls.

“I’m only slightly less awkward.” Why did I say that? I glance away, mentally kicking myself for managing to be more awkward than the drunk make-out session in the other corner.

He chuckles. “No, I brought the awkward. Nothing like being at a bar on a Saturday night and getting reamed out about grades.”

“Oh, yeah. That must … suck.”

Something about the way I said that makes him scrutinize me. “You don’t sound familiar with the experience.”

“I … um …”

“Have perfect grades?”

“Yes?” Why do I sound like I’m apologizing for that? I guess I don’t want to rub it in his face.

“That’s not a bad thing,” he says as if the apologetic tone bothered him too.

“I know.” Finally, my voice comes out with some confidence.

“What’s your major?”

“English. Yours?” 

“Business Management. Figured that’s useful for almost anything if football doesn’t work out.”

I nod, unable to add anything. Football is a big deal here. To me, it’s always just been an inconvenience when traffic becomes insane on Saturdays.

“My dad thinks there’s no excuse for me doing poorly in English since I speak it.”

At that, I smile. “There’s a little more to it than that.”

“As I’ve tried to explain.”

An awkward silence descends upon us, and I’m about to mutter something unintelligible about going, but he holds his hand out and says, “I’m Ryan.”

“Bella,” I say, putting my frozen palm in his warm grasp.

“Like Swan?”

A chuckle bubbles in my chest. “You don’t strike me as someone who would read or watch Twilight.”

“My little sister’s fault.”

“Right.” I drag out the word.

“Whatever. I’m surprised you even know the reference. Don’t English majors just read stuff by dead Russians?”

Ah, dueling stereotypes.

“Twilight’s popularity made it impossible for a girl who goes by Bella not to read it,” I say. “And I’m into all types of movies.”

He scrunches his lips to the side, and somehow, it’s in that twisted expression that the full force of how attractive his face is hits me. His strong jaw is dusted with stubble as dark as the waves on his head and those eyes … why is this hot football player even talking to me?

“A movie buff?” he says. “I assumed all English majors were book nerds.”

“I am also a book nerd, but funny thing about movies—they have to be written too.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“Mhmm.” Admitting this feels a lot like saying I believe in unicorns. It’s kind of a long shot.

“It’ll be cool to see a name I know in movie credits someday.”

His quick acceptance that my dream will be reality pushes the chill out of my bones. Even a professor who applauded my talent told me not to get my hopes up about Hollywood. Not that a stranger who doesn’t know anything about it or me should outweigh that, but I appreciate the optimism.

“Hey,” he says, “this is kind of bold to ask, but—”

“Bella, what the fuck?” Cece’s heels clack against the concrete as she stomps over to us. “I had to take your shot.”

I roll my eyes and swallow the lump that was building at bold to ask. “You poor thing. I really hope you can forgive me someday.”

“Do I need to save you from this guy?” She points at Ryan but keeps her eyes on me.

“Um, I don’t think so?” I glance at him, and Cece turns to face him too.

“Oh, he’s super hot.”

My eyes widen. “And your filter is broken.”

She turns back to me. “That doesn’t mean you don’t need to be saved.”

“You are correct. I don’t need to be saved because he seems not to be an axe murderer.”

“I’m Ryan, nice to meet you.”

Cece shakes his hand but keeps her eyes narrowed. “Okay, Ryan. I’m going inside because I’m not dressed to be outside. But I will be watching you.”

“I’m sure you’d get to me before I can go get my axe from the car.”

“I would.” She turns to me. “I don’t give a shit about hurting his feelings. Do you really want me to leave you out here?”

“I want you to go drink water, and I’ll catch up with you in just a minute.”

“Fine.” She points to her eyes and then to Ryan as she backs toward the door.

“She’s fun,” Ryan says.

“And now you know you did not pick the least awkward spot on the patio.”

“I picked a great spot.” His smile makes my stomach do stupid things. “So, what I was going to ask you”—my heart is doing stupid things now too—“do you think you could help me with English?” Oh. “I have a paper I’m working on, and it’s hell. The people who volunteer to do tutoring act like jocks are morons. I’d totally owe you.”

It’s such an obvious reason for him to be talking to me that the lump in my throat and butterflies and speeding heart all seem really, really, dumb now. “Oh, uh, yeah. Sure. I’d love to help.”

“Thank you.” He pulls his phone from his back pocket. “What’s your number?”

My heart is still being stupid as I give it to him. Because giving Hot Football Player Ryan my phone number is still kind of insane, even if it’s for academic purposes. My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I grab it, flashing him the screen. “This is you, I guess?”

“Yep. Are you free tomorrow night?” He ends the call and puts his phone away.

“Wow, you waste no time.”

“Or I’ve already wasted a ton of time and need to catch up. I bet you never do that.” 

Isn’t it illegal to irresponsibly wield a smirk like his?

“Nerds procrastinate too, thank you very much. But tomorrow is a holiday.”

His eyebrows pull together. “What?”

“The Oscars. I’m hosting a watch party.”

“Right, those are tomorrow. Can I come to see you nerd out over movies?”

My face heats. “Oh, when I say party, it’s probably not what you would ever consider a party to be.”

“What is your Oscars party like?”

“Just a few friends at my house, and we’re kind of dressing up for the occasion. Apps and champagne and stuff.” My words come out in a speedy jumble.

“Is it a girls’ night?”

“No.” That would have been a good opportunity to lie and stop this madness, though! He’s making my brain work too slowly.

“If I promise to learn to tie a bow tie, can I score an invitation?”

“Ties are not required.” What the hell is happening?

“Well then, if you decide you’re willing to let a potential axe murderer crash the party, text me your address. I’ll bring a bottle of champagne.”

I nod like an idiot, and he goes back inside. What just happened?

Morgan and Cece are at my sides immediately, proving we were in fact being watched. “I saw phones,” Morgan says. “Please tell me you just scored that amazingly hot guy on your birthday.”

“No.”

“Why are you hyperventilating?” Cece asks.

“Because I think I invited him to the Oscars party. Or he invited himself. I don’t know.”

Morgan’s eyes bulge. “Oh my god! Okay, well then, I’m so glad we put off dress shopping until tomorrow, because I’m going to need you to be in a very different kind of dress than you would have bought otherwise.”

“No, no, it’s not like that.” I shake my head like that can stop the momentum this disaster already has.

“It’s gonna be,” Cece says. “It’s gonna be like that. Just you wait.”
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“What part of it’s not like that do you not understand?” Not that my complaints have gotten me anywhere all day, but I keep trying.

Cece continues shaping each long princess curl with tender care. “The part where you don’t think we can make it like that.”

“Maybe I don’t want to score the hot jock.” Because, you know, who wants a gorgeous, tall, athletic type who might even also be nice?

“I’m not trying to get you married, Cinderella. Just some fun.”

“That’s not the kind of fun guys like him want to have with girls like me.” My small stature makes me cute. Not hot. Not beautiful. Always cute. “He’s way too hot to want cute.”

“Honey, you are smokin’.” She turns me toward the mirror to take in her magic. There actually seems to be some dimension to my brown hair as it flows over my shoulders, covering the spaghetti straps of the form-fitting dress. The gold beaded pattern over black fabric is straight out of The Great Gatsby, and the skirt ends perilously high on my thighs. My eyes look bigger than they have any right to, and I’m pretty sure the faint shimmer on my skin is fairy dust.

It's surreal to look like this in the bedroom that used to have beanie babies on the bookshelves.

“Does it all go to hell at midnight? Or are your powers stronger than the fairy godmother’s?”

“This can only be messed up by rough sex.” She winks at me.

“So super permanent. Cool.”

“Oh, come on.” She bustles out of my room. “We’re missing the red carpet.”

I follow her downstairs and slip into sparkly, gold heels. The Oscars are one of the few times I will suffer through pretty shoes. It’s equally as ridiculous as dressing up for Christmas or Thanksgiving at home or a family member’s house, but this is just as important of a holiday. “Anything good?” I ask as we reach Morgan and Stephen.

“Vera Farminga is the only one I noticed in a crazy gown,” Morgan says as she pulls a tray of her signature tiny tacos out of the oven.

“This is such a fun idea.” Cece pours herself a glass of champagne. “Do you do this every year?”

“On a different scale.” The different scale being that it’s always been with my parents, who are out of town this weekend, hence this delightful gathering. The lack of friends I would have wanted to do this with in high school was definitely a contributing factor to my early graduation.

“Well, I’m always down for this kind of party.” Morgan does look like she’s made for this. She ended up being the one to put together the apps and make everything perfect. “As much as the gross college bar scene is fun, this is my jam.”

“But you’re not likely to meet new people at fancy house parties.” Stephen grabs a flute and wiggles his eyebrows conspiratorially. “Is this guy really as hot as Morgan says?” 

“This is a terrible idea,” I say. They’re going to act weird and try to set me up with this poor, unsuspecting guy. “Where’s my phone? I’m telling him I’m sick.”

“You will do no such thing!” Cece snags a cocktail shrimp, and the doorbell confirms that I don’t even have the opportunity.

“Okay, but what if I’m actually sick? Because I might be.” I lay a hand on my stomach. How did I let this happen? Why is he at my house right now?

“You have to let him in,” Stephen says. “I can’t be the only one to have not seen him. Damn my work schedule for making me miss last night!”

I become less stable on my heels as I walk to the front door. Hot Football Player Ryan standing on my front porch with a bottle of champagne in hand is the most ridiculous sight. He does not belong here, where my neighborhood friends would stop by to ask if I could come out to play.

“Hi,” I say. Okay, I made my voice work. Baby steps.

He looks me up and down, and my knees buckle. “You weren’t kidding. I really should have worn a bow tie.” Except to close the top two buttons on his white shirt would be criminal. His throat and the top of his chest should not be hidden. His open black blazer is plenty formal. No bow tie needed.

I gesture him in and swallow back whatever errant emotions are making my brain fuzzy. “I thought you didn’t know how to tie one?”

“That’s what YouTube is for.” He looks around. “I didn’t realize you live in the ’burbs.”

“Yeah, I picked Madison so I could live at home and save up money for grad school.”

“Oh, you’re a local.”

I tilt my head in response to his lofty tone. “I suppose you’re from somewhere very exotic. Italy? Singapore?”

He grins at my jab. “Whitefish Bay.”

“Wow. White Folks Bay. Two whole hours away!”

“You must drive slow. It’s an hour and a half, smartass. So are Mr. and Mrs. Not-Swan home?”

“What?”

“That’s how I have you saved in my phone. ‘Bella Not-Swan.’”

I pop my lips. “So you don’t accidentally text Bella Swan about your English homework?”

“Yep.”

“Okay, then. Well, no. They’re not here.” I lead him to the kitchen. “Ryan, you met Cece …”

He nods to her. “Still scared of you.”

“Good.” She smiles wickedly.

“And this is Morgan and Stephen.”

The former wiggles her fingers at him, and the latter nods in a way that I hope Ryan can’t read as him agreeing about how hot our new guest is. “Nice to meet you.”

“Are you all from Madison?” Ryan asks as he puts the bottle on the counter.

“No.” Morgan takes the bottle to the fridge. Thank God she’s a natural hostess. I’m too frazzled to be useful right now. “They all hail from who-cares-where Wisconsin places, but I’m from Florida.”

“Who moves from Florida to Wisconsin?”

“Ryan,” Cece says, “we ask that all the time.”

Morgan rolls her eyes as she fills two flutes. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.” Ryan takes the glass she offers and hands it to me.

“I, for one, am thankful for your questionable decision-making.” I blow Morgan a kiss, and she flutters her lashes at me.

As I take a sip, she says, “You should try making some questionable decisions,” and I almost choke.

We turn the volume up on the TV when the show starts. The Academy Awards does wonders to calm my nerves. I needed this to focus on instead of Ryan’s presence. Best animated feature is easy enough to predict. Up is only the second animated film in history to be nominated for best picture. Tina Fey begins the presentation of best original screenplay by saying, “Great movies begin with great writing,” earning cheers from my friends and flutes tipped toward me. Her banter with Robert Downey Jr. is golden. She takes the side of what writers want in actors, and the list of things actors want in a script could only be delivered with such deadpan humor by RDJ. When he says, “It’s a collaboration between handsome, gifted people and sickly little mole people,” we all laugh.

“You want to be a sickly little mole person?” Ryan asks.

“Absolutely.”

Cece is still giggling. “You’re going to be an awesome mole person.”

The Hurt Locker wins it, and I do everything I can to subdue my excitement.

Ryan realizes that the same movies are nominated for a lot of the awards, and unsurprisingly, he’s never watched most of them. “Okay, I’ve seen these,” he says when visual effects comes up.

“Which one was your favorite?” I ask.

“District 9.”

Avatar wins, and Ryan claims that was his second favorite from the list.

As the night winds toward the grand finale, Ryan asks which movie I think will win best picture. I blow out a long breath through pursed lips. “I can’t comment. I don’t want to jinx it. But they’re all great. Really, it’s a toss-up.”

“Sounds like a nightmare for gambling.”

I gasp. “We do not bet on the Oscars, Ryan. They are sacred.”

“Okay.” He holds his hands up in defense.

My knees bounce as the award for directing is presented. My heart pounds either because I’m holding my breath or from the anticipation. When Kathryn Bigelow’s name is announced, I leap off the couch. A screech tears out of me, and I jump up and down a couple of times before physics, clumsiness, and stilettos catch up with me, and I fall practically into Ryan’s lap.

“Oh, sorry!” I brace myself on his shoulders, and his hands support my waist. I sniffle and blush and move back to my spot next to him.

“I wouldn’t think The Hurt Locker would be your favorite kind of movie,” he says.

“It is a great film.” A few rapid blinks clear the tears that were threatening to make a fool of me. “More importantly, this is the first time a woman has ever won best director. And it’s for an action-packed war movie! This is monumental.”

Bigelow doesn’t even have time to get back into the audience before she has to come back out to accept the award for best picture. My heart is going to explode.

“Some people think she rode James Cameron’s coattails to get here,” I say. “She was only married to him for two years, and I wish there wasn’t any drama to shadow this, but holy crap, she just beat him for the two biggest awards!” I sit there, awestruck, as the show comes to an end.

Stephen and Cece leave the second it’s over. Morgan starts cleaning up despite my protests. And I sink back against the couch to let the eighty-second Academy Awards settle into me. Since Cece isn’t here to complain, I tie my hair up into a bun.

Ryan leans on the armrest, looking at me like I’m way more interesting than I am. “You’re really into this.”

“I want to be there someday.”

Movies are an escape, but the world in which they’re made is almost as fanciful. The glamor, the lights, the cameras. And award shows are the one time people in the background get to experience it. I wouldn’t want it all the time. There is no envy in me for the actors. But to have some spotlight every once in a while would be a cool Cinderella-esque experience.

“Are you going to cry when you win one?” Ryan asks. “I’ll host my own watch party, bow tie and all, and tell people I know you.”

I laugh through my nose. “It’s not likely to happen.”

“Why not?” His tone is serious, as if this isn’t a pipe dream with a one-in-a-million chance of coming true. I don’t know if he’s the most optimistic person I’ve ever met or delusional.

“It’s really freaking hard,” is the expert summary I come up with.

“Aren’t you going to work really freaking hard for it?”

“Well, yeah but—”

“Then you’ll do it.” He stands, and I rock myself up to my feet to walk him to the door.

I follow him outside—freezing my ass off for the second night in a row—and see the sporty car I hadn’t noticed when he arrived. Yeah, that completes his hot jock thing pretty well. “Let me know if you want to get together or if you just have stuff you want to email me to—”

“It might not work out … you helping me with English.”

The words pop me. Unreasonable expectations I didn’t realize I was harboring whoosh out of me in a gust. “Oh. Okay.” Honestly, I’m surprised he stayed this long. Hollywood’s biggest night is my nerdiest night, which should only be witnessed by people securely attached to me. Not at all appropriate for new acquaintances. It’s not like I even know him, but it still feels wrong that this is the end of my time with him, that we only got a short scene together.

“I’d like to spend more time with you, but studying wouldn’t work out.”

My eyes dart up to his. “What?”

“You’d distract me. Dinner would be nice, though. I’d say a movie too, but that sounds cliche, except it’s you so …”

I press my lips together to keep from laughing. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. I promise I won’t even try to make out with you at a movie. I’m sure you need to focus.”

My mouth goes dry. “Would you want to make out with me when I’m not hyper-focused on a movie?”

He smiles and steps closer to me. My heart jumps into my throat as I look up at him. His lips meet mine in a soft embrace. Rather than being shocked into a rigid stiffness, I melt. I wrap my arms behind his neck, and his lips part mine while his hands slide up my back. He tastes like champagne. That feeling of tiny bubbles effervescing fills me up.

When he pulls back, my lipstick tints his smile. “See. I’d get no work done around you.”

“Don’t underestimate my nerdiness.” I brush my thumb over his lip to remove my makeup. “Or my anxious perfectionism.”

“I guess it’s worth a shot. But either way, dinner?” I nod, and he bites his lip. “I’d kiss you again, but I already feel terrible for keeping you out in the cold. Go inside.”

“I’m not cold.” It’s the truth. In his arms, I’m perfectly warm.

The next kiss is short and sweet. He rubs his hands up and down my arms. “Yes, you are. I’ll text you later.”

“Good night.”

“Good night, Bella.” He gets into the car, and I turn to go back in.

Inside, Morgan is sitting at the counter with two full flutes. “So, The Hurt Locker. Wow.”

“What? Oh, yeah.” Best picture winner should be the only thing I can think about for at least twenty-four hours, but the memory of Ryan’s lips on mine has wiped my brain of anything else.

“I’m kidding. You just spent way too long saying good night to Ryan.” She waves me to sit in front of the other glass. “Tell me everything.”

For the first time since I can remember, I don’t watch the post-show interviews. I mean, I will. Later. But my phone pings with a message from Hot Football Player Ryan, thanking me for having him over, and I can’t help but think magic might not be exclusive to movies.







OEBPS/images/db3a53f1-4fa1-4094-8383-91efb51b5c05.jpeg





OEBPS/images/bee46ab9-072b-4ebc-9d29-f3523693e535.png
Cacno








