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—The Washington Post

    ‘It’s hard to say which aspect of TJ Alexander’s novel is sweeter: the slow-burn romance or the drool-worthy desserts’

—Time

    ‘One of the most intricate and satisfying queer romances in years.
        Fans of Casey McQuiston will be wowed’

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

    ‘A luscious dessert of a novel, a romantic comedy as classic as it is
        modern, as satisfying as it is groundbreaking’

—Camille Perri, author of When Katie Met Cassidy
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Actually, this one’s for me.
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Luna O’Shea cracked her neck in four places before pulling off her headset and tossing it onto her desk. Working from home was usually a godsend, but today Luna felt exhausted, and that last call with Tim had not done her any favors.

Her wildly disorganized boss was the CEO of Papr Tigr, the digital-marketing-slash-advertising firm (or was it advertising-slash-marketing? Luna could never remember) where she had worked remotely for almost five years. Tim was normally a scatterbrained weirdo, but today he’d been in rare form. Luna had spent the last three and a quarter hours walking him through yet another Word document with his very personal, very important log-ins listed in Arial font, despite Luna’s protests that writing all that down in a hackable file and then emailing it back and forth was a bad idea.

Kind of funny how the head of a company that touted itself as being on the cutting edge was so bad with anything digital. Tim pulled a $600,000 yearly salary, and Luna really couldn’t understand why anyone would think he was worth a fraction of that. Lose a zero, maybe, but what did she know? She was just a personal assistant. And today, her job had consisted of babysitting Tim while he anxiously learned how to update and save the doc himself. Her talents had just been wasted on nearly four hours of sixth-grade-level Microsoft Office instruction.

At least she was almost done for the day. She unhooked her phone from its charger and checked her notifications. Simone still hadn’t responded to Luna’s question about dinner plans; she probably already had a dinner date set with her themfriend, Ray. As usual. Luna silently resigned herself to another night of microwaved taquitos and a Kraft single eaten straight out of the wrapper. You know, for calcium.

At first it had been kind of fun for Luna, having the whole apartment to herself when Simone stayed over at Ray’s. But after a few weeks of seeing Simone only when she swung home to grab some clean clothes, all the alone time had lost its appeal. You could have only so many one-person dance parties before it got old. Between that and working from home, Luna could go from one end of the week to the next without speaking to another person in the flesh.

She wondered if Simone would eventually move in with Ray, since they spent so much time together anyway. That would be awesome for them—but a disaster for Luna, who couldn’t possibly cover the entire rent on her salary, and who wasn’t thrilled with the idea of finding a new roomie. She’d gotten comfortable over the years, living with Simone. Sure, Simone was neurotic about keeping the bathroom clean, and she did take up way more than half of the fridge space, but she was a loyal friend and always made sure Luna was eating well. The perks of having a professional chef as a roommate.

If Simone decided to move out of the apartment, Luna would be holding the short end of the stick in more ways than one.

She checked her group chat for some much-needed human interaction, but quickly deflated. Aisha was telling everyone about the house she and Ruth were buying in New Jersey, and the other girls were asking about how many guest rooms the place had and what they planned on doing with the backyard.

Willow: can u fit a pool? i want a pool

Lily: It’s not your house! It’s Aisha’s. Although, Aisha, if you want to put in an herb garden…

Luna tried to compose a suitably cheery message of her own, but the other responses and counterpoints were coming so fast and furious that she couldn’t get a word in edgewise. She was happy for Aisha, truly, but the thought of losing friends to the far-off suburbs was a bummer. Soon Aisha and her wife would be wrapped up in their responsibilities and have no time to hang out. Just like Simone.

Luna slapped her phone screen-down on her desk and said aloud, “That is black-and-white thinking, and I live in a world full of color.” It was one of her many mantras designed to disrupt negative thoughts. Yes, her friends were growing up and going in different directions, but that didn’t mean Luna was being left behind. She was doing fine! Her blood pressure was great. Her pedicure was unchipped. She was a happy, fulfilled person.

She checked the group chat again.

Willow and Sara had moved on to gushing about their new love interests. Apparently, one was a competitive deadlifter and the other had a world record in rock climbing. Abs that you could serve a mezze platter on, Sara declared.

Luna could feel her teeth grinding. She tossed her phone onto her bed, where it bounced once before coming to a stop far out of her reach. “Comparing myself to others does everyone a disservice,” she recited to the ceiling, though she had a hard time believing a word of it.

How could she not compare? Everyone else had relationships and houses and mezze-worthy abs, and what did Luna have? Her last hookup, a well-read barista with good cheekbones and a bad attitude, had fizzled out weeks ago. Luna disliked ghosting on principle, but in Rick’s case, she’d figured leaving his texts on read was the better part of valor.

Luna took a deep, cleansing lion’s breath. It would be more productive to focus on gratitude, she decided. She plucked a sparkly purple journal from one of the shelves above her desk and, uncapping a pen with her teeth, began to jot things down in her stubby script: She had a mother who loved and supported her. She was living her truth as a proud trans woman. She had an amazing group of friends. She lived in New York, like she’d always dreamed of doing. And she had a good, steady job. Even if it is a little frustrating at times, she scrawled.

As if in response, her work laptop pinged.

Luna frowned at the video chat icon bouncing on the screen. Why would Jennifer from HR be calling, and at the end of the day? They didn’t have anything on the calendar.

Maybe it was another Tim-related fire drill. Sometimes he’d close out of a window, think his file was deleted forever, and randomly call whoever he thought might be responsible for a good yell. HR got involved more often than IT.

Luna jammed her headset back over her ears and answered with audio only on her end. Jennifer’s glossy, stick-straight brown hair and wide, pearly smile filled her screen.

“Hi, Jen, I was actually about to log off for the day,” Luna said in her corporate voice, full of false cheer. She doodled a small sun in the margins of her journal. “Is this urgent, or can we circle back first thing tomorrow?” Tomorrow was a Friday, and Luna knew no one really got anything done on Fridays. Whatever the problem was, she could tackle it the following Monday.

“It is quite urgent, actually.” Jennifer mirrored Luna’s tone to perfection. “Oh, would you mind turning on your camera? I can’t see your video.”

Luna grimaced. This fucking company, always asking her to turn on her camera. Like there couldn’t possibly be a good reason as to why she wouldn’t want to stare at her own face for hours on end—and know other people were staring, too. The dysphoria was real sometimes. Part of the joy of working from home was not being perceived in a corporeal way, but video-chatting with actual video was being pushed as part of the whole “corporate culture of Papr Tigr” or whatever. She put her journal back on its shelf with a stifled sigh.

“Sure thing.” She switched her camera on. For fun, she had a cute Zoom background of cartoon bunnies romping through a field of flowers. And there she was, smack-dab in the middle of it, minimal makeup on her pale face—just her usual foundation and a touch of eyeliner—and her blonde hair pulled into a low ponytail so the purple dye that still clung to the last three inches wouldn’t be visible on camera. Lately she’d gotten some comments about how unprofessional her hair looked, even though Quin in finance had a blue streak in hers and she never got shit for it. But Luna was a team player; she could rock a ponytail until the last of the dye job got trimmed. “What’s up?”

Jennifer smiled back from her standard Zoom square, her office wall in the background. “Well, first of all, it’s nice to see your face for once!”

“Haha, yeah.” Luna kept smiling, glancing at the clock in the lower corner of the screen. It was ten minutes past quitting time.

“I wanted to catch you before the end of the day.” Jennifer’s smile did not abate, but it did take on a pitying edge. “These things are never easy for me. I want you to understand this is not personal. It’s just business.”

Luna’s brain shorted out for a second. She could see Jennifer’s mouth moving on the screen, but only a low buzz of static filtered through. She caught a few words, however.

Termination. Effective immediately.

“Wait. What? I’m being fired?” Her face was hot, the rest of her body cold. This could not be happening. “Why?”

“As I was explaining,” Jennifer said, still with that manic, saccharine smile plastered across her face, “the company is going through a lot of changes, and we had to make some tough decisions, one of which was to terminate low-performing positions.”

“But—but my performance has always been good. I just had that review last month—I had great feedback!” Luna tried not to look at her own blotchy face on the screen. It was the last thing she wanted to see.

“I can’t comment on internal documents,” Jennifer said crisply. “I can only tell you this decision is final.”

Luna blinked. On her Zoom square, she blinked right back, surrounded by fluffy bunnies. Oh, this was humiliating. “You made me train those two new assistants that were hired last month. Are you firing them, too? Or is it just me?”

Jennifer’s smile finally dropped. “I also can’t comment on the status of other employees, Luna. You know that.”

The answer was crystal clear, then. Of course they were keeping the younger, inexperienced, cheaper assistants and tossing Luna to the curb. That had probably been the plan all along.

Though—if they needed two of them to cover Luna’s workload, it wasn’t about the money. It was about other stuff. Like who looked more “approachable” on Zoom calls. Who was a better “fit” for the “culture.” All the standard code words for cis.

Her face felt like it was on fire. I will not cry, she told herself. I just won’t.

“Please, I know this must be difficult. It’s hard for me, too. But I am asking you to remain professional,” Jennifer said. She squinted at the screen. “I’m sending all the documentation regarding your severance package to your personal email now. It’s extremely generous, as you’ll see: two extra weeks on top of your final paycheck.”

Generous? That won’t even cover a month’s rent, Luna thought wildly.

Jennifer bulldozed ahead. “I’ve asked IT to lock your work laptop, so in about three minutes it will shut down and you won’t have any more access to company files.”

“You mean Tim’s log-in doc? The one that includes all his personal information, including his Social Security number?” Luna bit out. “By the way, you shouldn’t let him do stuff like that. You’re asking to get hacked. I’ve tried telling him a thousand times.”

Jennifer sniffed. “I shouldn’t have to remind you that if you retain those files, you will be subject to swift legal action.”

“I don’t plan on retaining anything. I’m just letting you know.”

“Well, you make it sound very threatening, Luna,” Jennifer said. “If I’m being honest, this is a big part of the reason why we have to let you go.”

“What, the fact that I’m pointing out very real dangers to the company?”

“No, your whole tone.” Jennifer’s face twisted into a sneer. “It’s a very off-putting tone.”

Luna’s mouth hung open, speechless. She fought the urge to bring up her performance reviews again; she’d always gotten high marks for her cheerful and professional demeanor. But obviously that didn’t matter right now.

“I don’t think I need another three minutes of this,” Luna managed to say once her mouth was back in working order. “Just send me a UPS label and I’ll ship the laptop back to you.”

“Ah.” Jennifer nodded jerkily and pretended to rearrange some papers on her desk. “Right. Do you happen to have the log-in for the UPS account or…?”

“Are you kidding me?” She was actually going to explode. Her blood was boiling. No one else at this terrible company knew what they were doing, and they expected her to help them out while she was booted out the door? “Bye, Jen. Thanks for the opportunity,” she said, sarcasm rolling off every syllable. She slammed her laptop shut. Hot tears welled in her eyes.

Okay. So that was one less thing for the gratitude journal.
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Luna couldn’t stay home alone for one minute more. Her now-bricked laptop sat mockingly on her desk, making her want to scream every time she looked at it. She had to talk to someone about what had just happened. Simone seemed like the obvious candidate.

Luna had enough money saved up to sustain her for a month, maybe two if she was careful, but… not if she was responsible for the entire rent. She thought about how Simone had hardly been home at all lately: her favorite coffee mug was missing from the kitchen cupboard, and her toothbrush had disappeared from their shared bathroom cup weeks ago. At the time, those details seemed harmless, simply proof that Simone was settling into her new relationship. Now Luna wondered if it was more than that. If Simone moved out anytime soon, Luna would be well and truly screwed. That could not happen. Luna would just have to use a combination of logic and guilt to make Simone stay put.

She slipped on her running shoes and hopped on the subway. On the way, Luna mentally rehearsed what she’d say. Please don’t move out was the current thesis statement. Simone was more likely to vibe with direct orders.

Once she got off at her stop, Luna stood on the corner and waited for the light to change, her hands stuffed in the pockets of the hoodie she’d thrown on over her athleisure. Soon it would be too warm for even a light outer layer—the last crisp chill of spring was in the air, but Luna could smell the suffocating heat of summer right behind it. It was hard to breathe just thinking about it.

Shit. What was she going to do about health insurance? Did she have enough bottles of her hormones stockpiled in the medicine cabinet, or would she run out before she found a new job? What if she did find a new job, but her doctor didn’t take her new insurance? Where was she going to find another trans-affirming GP who was accepting new patients? It had taken her months to get an appointment with her current one.

Stop thinking about things you can’t control right now. She concentrated on her destination, the building across the street. It looked stately with its refurbished windows and curving lines now that the exterior renovations were finally finished. Luna had visited a few times since Ray and Simone had gone into business with culinary powerhouse Lisette D’Amboise, she of the many public-access food travelogs and cookbooks. Since the three partners had purchased the building, it was quickly transforming into a brewery and production space. The plan was to shoot their new baking competition show—spearheaded by the new production company they’d formed with old coworkers from Pim Gladly’s The Discerning Chef—right there on the top floor, then rent it out for events in the future.

The older lady in a gray security uniform at the front entrance recognized Luna, and as before, Luna gave Simone’s name as the reason for her visit. The guard made a murmured consultation on her walkie-talkie before waving Luna in. Beyond the spare entrance sat huge silver brewing vats and a gleaming network of pipes. Luna could see workers scuttling around behind the glass walls, connecting machinery and bolting stuff down. She ignored the shiny new freight elevator, which was packed with people and equipment, and made her way to the wrought-iron spiral staircase, now sporting a fresh coat of black paint. She climbed up to the third floor, where the television studio was situated.

That, too, was a beehive of activity. Luna recognized a few of Simone’s coworkers from her previous visits, but they either didn’t notice her or were too busy to say hello. They ducked in and out of sight with cameras and lights and endless black boxes with silver trim. Construction workers carried huge rectangles of bare plywood and heavy coils of electrical cords. One person raced by with a towering layer cake—three tiers, all bedecked in lilac buttercream. Luna longingly watched it go.

“It’s not real,” a familiar voice said at her side. “It’s just a prop that’ll sit in the background.”

“Simone!” Luna whipped her head to the side to find her roommate wearing dust-covered overalls and a wide grin. “There you are. You’re really letting them put a plastic cake in the background?”

“Otherwise we’ll get ants,” Simone said with a roll of her eyes, which meant she was probably repeating something Ray had said. She gave Luna an arm’s-length sort of hug to save her from the dust. “Sorry I’m so dirty; I can’t avoid it in this place. What’s up?”

Luna tried to think of a way to break the news. Her carefully practiced request flew from her mind. I got canned today; do you think you can pump the brakes on your amazingly perfect relationship so I don’t end up homeless? was the only thought running through her head. She needed to reword it just a tad, couch it in a positive light. Anything could have a positive light if you tried hard enough.

“Well, the thing is—”

A tall, lanky shadow sidled in from out of nowhere, gravitating to Simone’s side like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Hey, babe, do you know where Petey is?” Ray was also covered in plaster dust, with the addition of paint spatters on their forearms.

“I haven’t seen him since lunch,” Simone said, tipping her face toward them for their usual hello.

Ray dropped a kiss on her cheek. “No worries, I’ll track him down.” They finally saw Luna behind Simone. “Oh, hey, Luna. How’s it going?”

“Uh.” Luna found herself tongue-tied again. Ray was a sweetheart, but they weren’t exactly close friends. It was going to be embarrassing enough explaining her termination to Simone. She wasn’t really looking to double her audience. “It’s going,” she finally managed with a watery smile.

“Cool.” Ray’s answering grin was its usual cheery sunshine. They turned the full force of it back to Simone. “Whose turn is it to make dinner tonight, mine or yours?”

“Mine,” Simone said with a wicked little upturn at the corner of her mouth. “You made breakfast, remember?”

It was obviously some inside joke, both of them looking at each other with an air of mischief usually reserved for cats and cream. Luna would never begrudge them their happiness, but she wasn’t really in the mood to watch them do their mating dance. Not to mention Simone hadn’t found the time to text Luna back about dinner when she’d clearly already made plans, which kind of stung.

Well, no sense in getting angry about it. Luna cleared her throat loudly, capturing Ray and Simone’s attention once more. “Working late again?”

“Yeah, long days.” Simone shrugged, then patted Ray’s arm, not seeming to care about whether the paint splotches were dry or not. “Go find Petey. I’ll catch up in a second.”

Ray gave her another kiss, this time on the lips, which Simone accepted with a pleased smile. Luna studied a nearby stack of pans still in their plastic casings to give them a bit of privacy.

“Bye, ladies,” Ray said as they loped away. “Nice seeing you, Luna!”

“Mm-hm, yep. Bye.” Luna gave a half-hearted wave at their retreating back. She saw Simone watching her with narrowed eyes.

“Is everything okay?” Simone asked. “You seem… off.”

Luna shifted uncomfortably on her feet, stuffing her hands into her hoodie pockets again. “Actually, I—”

Before Luna could finish, a frazzled-looking woman with long braids walked by at a fast clip, checking the smartwatch on her wrist as she went. “Lisette’s here for the production meeting, Simone. You coming?”

“I thought that was tomorrow,” Simone called after her.

The woman did not stop, getting farther and farther away. “It got pushed up. I sent an update.” She sounded like she was at the end of her rope. Luna could relate.

Simone took her phone from her pocket and checked it with a groan. “I’ll be right there, Delilah,” she said to her retreating form.

Delilah made a distracted sound of acknowledgment before disappearing around a corner. Luna hoped that Delilah’s day would improve; someone’s should.

Simone turned to Luna with a grimace. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see your text until just now either. I haven’t had one minute to pause, you know? We start shooting in a few months—I don’t know how we’re going to get it all done in time.” She started walking backward in the same direction as Delilah. “I swear I want to hear what you have to say. Can you just hang out here for, like, half an hour? Maybe less?”

Luna gave her a weak smile. “Yeah. Sure. Go to your meeting.”

Simone gave her an apologetic thumbs-up before spinning around and jogging to catch up with her coworker.

So that went well, Luna thought with a sigh. Now she just had to kill some time. She stood awkwardly against a wall so she would be out of the way as much as possible, what with the steady stream of people brushing by. Surrounded by people, yet totally alone. It was hard not to feel abandoned.

Don’t be dramatic; she’ll be back before you know it, Luna told herself. She paced a few steps away and was nearly beaned in the head by a boom mic as someone passed by. She was saved only by her quick reflexes, ducking at the last moment and scowling at the sound guy’s mumbled apology. Her already frayed nerves were at the breaking point.

She needed to find a calmer environment. Maybe do a little yogic breathing. She slipped through the knots of people and stacks of stuff and entered a blissfully quiet corridor filled with nothing but bare shelves. A few other people were obviously taking advantage of the peaceful spot: a girl wearing a headset checking her phone and two other women holding a whispered conversation. Perfect. Luna leaned back against a bare piece of wall and breathed.

The quiet did not last long.

No sooner had Luna finished taking a single meditative breath—in for seven seconds, hold for seven seconds, out for yet another seven seconds—than a man dressed all in black came careening down the hallway in a cloud of vape smoke that smelled faintly of coffee. He was extremely white, almost ghostly, and his hair was the sort of tousled black waves that reminded Luna of tragic poets. Although it was hard to tell from the timeless aesthetic, Luna estimated he was about her age: twenty-seven, maybe a year or two older. In the hand not occupied with his e-cigarette, his cell phone vibrated aggressively. Before he could come within a few yards of Luna, his progress was stopped by the girl with the headset.

“Oh, sir, you can’t use that in here,” she said, pointing to where his hand clutched the slim vape pen.

“Would you pretend to be my girlfriend for fifteen minutes?” he replied. If the clothes and the hair and the general European bearing hadn’t been enough, the accent made it clear that he was French. His phone continued to buzz.

The girl visibly recoiled. “Uh,” she said. “No?”

The Frenchman sucked his teeth and whipped his head around. His gaze landed on Luna, then skipped right over her—rude—to the two ladies who were chatting off to the side.

“You there,” he called to them. “Do you have fifteen minutes to pretend to be my girlfriend?”

The two women stared at him, then at each other.

“Which of us are you talking to?” one said.

At the same time, the other said, “I’m married.”

Luna wondered if she should call security, but if the guy had gotten past the walkie-talkie guard, he probably knew someone here. Plus, she wanted to see how this would play out. It was like watching a train wreck. Kind of comforting, actually, after the day she’d had.

“Both. Either.” He sucked on his vape pen and expelled a Starbucks-scented cloud toward the ceiling. “Only for a few minutes; I am sure your husband would not mind.”

“Wife,” the woman corrected with a glower.

Sensing that he’d lost any goodwill he might have had from that corner, he turned back to the girl with the headset. “I will pay you one thousand American dollars,” he said, “if you pretend. Just fifteen minutes.”

Luna’s eyes widened. A thousand dollars? Who the hell was this guy?

“You really have to put that away,” the headset girl said, gesturing to his vape pen. “It’s the law. We could get fined.”

“Yes, yes, I’m doing it.” The guy shoved his e-cig into the pocket of his black leather jacket. “Is that a no, then?”

“A hard no.” The girl stalked off with her clipboard clutched in her hand. The other two women also drifted away, shooting judgey glances at him as they went.

Luna watched them go, then looked back at the Frenchman. He was much, much closer now, staring up into her face with huge, dark brown eyes. She gave a startled jolt. Maybe it should have made her uncomfortable, being left alone with an unhinged vaper who was propositioning strangers, but the lure of a thousand dollars was enough to keep her where she was.

“You’re really offering that much money? For real?” she asked.

He tipped his head in acknowledgment. “I do not know the exact exchange rate, but I did not think it would be such an”—he glanced in the direction the other women had gone—“insulting sum.”

“I don’t think it was the number that was insulting.” Luna peered at him. “Why do you need a pretend girlfriend for fifteen minutes?”

The guy ran a hand through the back of his unruly hair. His phone stopped vibrating for one glorious moment before starting up again, as insistent as before. “It is a long story,” he said. “And I do not have time.” His accent made the words sound languid and slapdash. French was mostly a language of mumbles, in Luna’s opinion, and not nearly as romantic as English speakers made it out to be.

Now that he was closer, Luna could see he was pretty short. Most people were, from Luna’s six-foot-something vantage point, but from a distance he had seemed taller. Must have been the outsized anxiety.

The man checked his phone’s screen and muttered something in French that sounded like a cuss word. All of a sudden, Luna realized that she knew him.

Well, not personally, but she knew of him. Ray and Simone had mentioned that Lisette had a grandson who was trans and that Lisette was super chill about it. How many French-speaking short kings could there be in this neck of the woods?

“I’ll do it,” she blurted out.

He looked up from his phone, his face a mask of confusion. “You will?”

“I’ve worked harder for less.” She offered her hand, all business. “Luna O’Shea.”

The Frenchman transferred his phone to his left hand and extended his right for a handshake. It was firm without being painful, just a touch of machismo. “Jean-Pierre Dominique Gabriel Aubert-Treffle,” he said. “A pleasure.”

Luna frowned. Aubert-Treffle? The sound of it tickled her brain. Where did she know that name from?

Still holding her hand, Jean-Pierre held up his phone. It was buzzing with an incoming FaceTime call. The caller ID had no photo and said only Papi.

“Fifteen minutes or the length of this phone call, whichever is shorter,” Jean-Pierre said in a grave tone. “All you need to do is go along with what I say, and afterward I will transfer the money to you. You can watch me do it on my phone. Do we have a deal?”

“Sure,” Luna said, trying to sound casual, like she made a thousand dollars every day by pretending to be someone’s girlfriend. “Sounds fair.”

Jean-Pierre’s hand tightened a little on hers. “My grandfather,” he muttered, waving the phone, “that is who is calling. He might— He can be insulting, too. He may see you and say, ah, cruel things.”

Luna made a face. “Because I’m trans?”

“I did not want to assume,” Jean-Pierre said quickly.

“Well, you’d be right, because I am.”

“I only say this to warn you. He may notice, he may not. He has not been the most understanding of my own situation.” What a delicate way to call someone a complete asshole. “Are you sure you agree to this, now that you know?”

Luna considered the number of times someone had been a jerk to her for free. At least this way, she’d be making bank.

She slipped her hand from their prolonged handshake. The phone kept on buzzing. “I’m still game,” she said. “Let’s chat with your granddaddy.” She pulled her hair out of her ponytail and finger-combed a few strands to artfully frame her face. If she was going to be on a video call with a weirdo dickhead, she was at least going to look cute doing it.

Jean-Pierre positioned himself at Luna’s side, holding his phone out at arm’s length so the camera would capture them both. He took a deep, shaky breath. His face was even paler than before, which Luna thought was concerning. The boy needed to eat some carbs.

Too late to back out now. Jean-Pierre tapped the answer button on the phone.

A man’s frowning face filled the screen. A face Luna instantly recognized.
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Bonjour, Papi,” Jean-Pierre said.

“Uh,” Luna added, not too helpfully. It wasn’t her fault, really. Jean-Pierre should have mentioned that his grandpa was famous.

There, on Jean-Pierre’s phone, scowling at her with the full force of his French distaste, was Chef Henri Aubert-Treffle. His gray-streaked beard was neatly trimmed, and his eyes were cold, exactly as he looked on TV. He was known—and feared—as the angriest man in the culinary world. His prime-time cable show, If You Can’t Handle the Heat, had been running for decades. It was one of those shows that Luna had watched in reruns late at night with her mom when nothing else was on. It consisted mostly of Chef Henri screaming at hapless cooks who couldn’t possibly meet his high standards.

There was another show he did, Luna recalled, where he tasted different dishes blindfolded and eviscerated them without mercy. In a super-fucked-up twist, half of the cooks were precocious children who ended up in tears when faced with the torrent of nasty comments. The guy was like a cross between a New York Times restaurant critic and Satan, if Satan had opinions on soufflés.

And now here he was, staring at Luna with a sour expression that she was already very familiar with. Except this time, there would be no cut to a commercial break.

Jean-Pierre cleared his throat and gestured between Luna and his phone. In English, he said, “Luna, this is my grandfather.” Switching to French, he introduced Luna to Chef Henri. Luna caught only her own name, but whatever else Jean-Pierre said had Henri’s bushy eyebrows winging upward.

Henri asked something in a demanding tone, also in French, and Jean-Pierre responded with heated words, and soon they were volleying back and forth louder and faster. Luna wasn’t sure what to do, so she just kind of stood there with a tense smile plastered across her face. A thousand dollars is a lot of money, she reminded herself.

Chef Henri addressed Luna then, sounding just like he did on Handle the Heat when a contestant overcooked the fish: “Est-ce bien vrai? Vous êtes amoureuse de mon petit-fils?”

Luna didn’t know much French, but she did know the lyrics to the entire Moulin Rouge! soundtrack. Plus her Spanish was decent and her Italian passable, and since French was basically those two languages mashed up with a bunch of letters ignored, she could more or less figure out what he meant. Something about love?

“Well, I…” she began.

“Elle ne parle pas français,” Jean-Pierre said sharply. “Can we please speak English?”

“If we must,” Chef Henri said. His accent was even more pronounced than Jean-Pierre’s. His steely eyes fell on Luna again.

She gave the phone a tentative wave. “Hello. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

Henri’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. Luna withstood his scrutiny, not letting her picture-perfect customer-service smile slip. If he was going to say something nasty, now would be the time.

Finally, Henri looked back to Jean-Pierre and said, “She is too pretty for you.”

Luna fought the urge to slump in relief against Jean-Pierre’s side. Passing as cis was not usually her goal, but in this situation, she would take it as a win. She covered her nervousness with a light laugh. “That’s so sweet of you to say.”

“I am not sweet,” he said, swinging his laser focus back on Luna. “I am confused. Why have I not heard of you before? How long has this been going on, supposedly?”

“Oh, a long time. Like, months.” Luna looked to Jean-Pierre for guidance. “It’s been… how many months?”

“So many,” Jean-Pierre offered.

“And yet it still feels like we just met!” Luna grinned a bit too forcefully. “You know how it is. Exciting young love. That’s us.”

“And how did you meet?” Henri asked in the same way a hard-boiled detective might ask for an alibi.

Luna gave Jean-Pierre a questioning glance, her eyes flying wide. He seemed as lost as she was. Why hadn’t they spent five seconds before answering this call to discuss their fake dating history?

“It is, um, quite the story,” Jean-Pierre said.

“Such a story.” Luna nodded. “See, I live here. In New York.” She stared at Jean-Pierre, silently pleading for him to help fill in the blanks. This was shaping up to be the worst round of Mad Libs in human history.

“And I was visiting. To check in on one of the restaurants. As a favor to Maman,” Jean-Pierre said haltingly.

“Which restaurant?” Henri demanded.

“Le Cloître.” No hesitation there. “She worried that the head chef was, how to say, cutting corners.”

“And my roommate, she sometimes does restaurant reviews. Or did, at her last job,” Luna jumped in. She’d never heard of Lew Clet or whatever it was called, but it sounded fancy. And she didn’t even have to lie about Simone’s previous gig. The best lies had a dash of truth; she’d read that somewhere. “So I was there with her, having dinner.”

Jean-Pierre gave her a sappy look, which was probably just channeling his relief. “I saw Luna from across the room…”

“He sent over a bottle of wine,” Luna improvised.

“She was very impressed.”

“Hard not to be.”

“After her friend left, we sat at the bar and talked for a bit.”

“And we had so much in common!”

“Like.” Jean-Pierre raised his brows at Luna in question. “Art?”

“Yes, we both love art. And”—Luna’s mind helpfully supplied that the body she was squished up against felt pretty firm under all those black clothes—“fitness. We’re both really into fitness.”

“And food,” Jean-Pierre offered.

“Right, food. You got to eat.” Luna laughed. “Like, that’s a no-brainer.”

“So you consider yourself a gourmand?” Henri asked Luna.

She nodded frantically. “Oh, yeah. I live for food.” This was a tiny exaggeration since Luna didn’t even know how to fry an egg, but it felt like the right thing to say to a man whose entire life was dedicated to cooking.

“That works out nicely, seeing as this one”—he gestured at Jean-Pierre—“comes from a long line of chefs on both sides.”

Luna fought the urge to frown. Henri seemed to be going to great lengths not to say Jean-Pierre’s name.

“I have told Luna all about Papa’s Michelin star and Maman’s many restaurants,” Jean-Pierre said. “She knows.”

“She knows about us, yet we know nothing of her. She does not even speak your language,” Henri grumbled. “How serious can this so-called relationship be?”

“It’s very serious. I just didn’t want to mention it before we were ready. It is bad luck to rush these things.” Jean-Pierre wrapped an arm around Luna’s shoulders, bringing their heads closer together in their little rectangle on the screen. “Do you really think I would travel all the way to New York for a mere fling?”

“I think you might travel to New York to see that D’Amboise woman,” Henri said. “Is your grandmother not there to star in yet another vapid little pastry show? You cannot fool me so easily.”

Jean-Pierre made a considering noise in his throat. “Is Grand-mère in town? I was not aware.” To Luna, he said as an aside, “My grandmother from my mother’s side; I have been meaning to introduce you, of course.” Then, turning back to the phone: “I told you, I am here to see Luna.” It was odd hearing her name in his voice, with its rolling syllables from the back of his tongue.

Chef Henri glared at them both, his gray eyes narrowing to the thinnest slits. “If you and this girl are actually in love—”

“We are,” Luna said with what she hoped was a convincing smile. She wrapped an arm around Jean-Pierre’s waist for emphasis. The phone wouldn’t catch the gesture, of course, but it was the atmosphere that counted. “Deeply. Hopelessly. He’s the cream in my coffee. He’s the air that I breathe.”

Jean-Pierre gave her a silent look that she assumed meant she should tone it down.

Henri’s face, meanwhile, took on a gleeful cast. “Ah, I see, I see. Well! Shouldn’t your very serious partner support you in the upcoming culinary test?” he said to Jean-Pierre.

“Luna has been nothing but supportive, Papi,” Jean-Pierre said, moving his hand to the small of Luna’s back and giving her a warning pat there. “Haven’t you, darling?”

Luna, who had zero idea what they were talking about, gushed readily. “Absolutely! I tell Jean-Pierre every night when we video-chat, ‘I support you, sweetie.’ ” She was very proud of herself; mentioning details made their story more believable. Probably.

“Cheering you on from afar, yes, that is one thing. But if you are truly a committed couple, then shouldn’t you take the test together?” Henri gave them a sharklike smile, teeth bared. “After all, it sounds like she is practically family. And this is a family matter.”

A chill ran down Luna’s spine. None of this made any sense to her, but it sounded like a threat. They weren’t fooling him at all. He was calling their bluff.

Jean-Pierre, for his part, doubled down. “What an excellent idea. Luna has already been helping me prepare, of course, so it makes sense for us to face your test together. Why not?”

“Yes, why not?” Henri sneered.

Luna could think of a dozen reasons why not off the top of her head, number one being she didn’t know these people and didn’t need to get involved in their drama. She turned up the wattage on her smile. Only a few more minutes, and then she could take her grand and go.

“What do you think, darling? Will you take the test as well?” Jean-Pierre’s hand gave her hip a little pinch.

Luna jumped. “Sure!” She batted his hand away discreetly.

“Wonderful. Since there will be two of you in the kitchen, you can complete the menu much faster,” Henri drawled. “Let’s deduct, shall we say, two hours from your allotted time?”

“That’s perfectly fine,” Jean-Pierre said, though his face was scrunched up in a way that said the opposite.

“Good.”

“Great.”

“Super.”

“Parfait.”

They might have gone back and forth all day and into the night, but Luna broke the stalemate. She had a good work ethic—despite what her erstwhile employer might have thought—and she was determined to finish strong. She glanced at her own phone; the fifteen minutes were almost up. “It was a pleasure to meet you, sir,” she said, beaming at Jean-Pierre’s screen, “but we should get going.”

“Ah, yes, young love.” Henri gave them a sarcastic-sounding air kiss. “Farewell.”

“Au revoir.”

Jean-Pierre ended the call, waited one second, then heaved a loud groan.

Luna extracted herself from Jean-Pierre’s side as quickly as she could without seeming too rude. It wasn’t that she thought he was gross or anything; he was just a total stranger. Although the coffee smell that clung to his clothes wasn’t half bad. It was really making Luna crave an oat milk latte.

More important things, she reminded herself.

“What was he talking about? What culinary test?”

Jean-Pierre pocketed his phone and rubbed at his eyes. He muttered something in French to himself.

“Hey, come on.” She placed her hand on his elbow, feeling the creak of his leather jacket under her fingertips. “What does it all mean?”

Jean-Pierre turned to her with a strange look. “It means,” he said, “that we are stuck together for longer than fifteen minutes.”
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Before Luna could question Jean-Pierre further, Lisette D’Amboise herself whisked into the hall, clearly fresh from her meeting with the production staff.

It was the first time Luna had seen her in the flesh, and she was exactly what she’d expected. She wore her trademark black sack dress and had her long silver hair swept into a stylish chignon. A large statement pendant hung from her neck, and her heels made sharp clicks on the concrete floor. Her eyes fell on Jean-Pierre right away, lighting up at the sight of him.

“Ah, mon chéri!” She floated toward him with her arms outstretched, rattling off a lot of surprised, questioning French. No doubt she had not expected this visit.

“Bonjour, Grand-mère.” Though he was short, his grandma was downright tiny, which meant Jean-Pierre had to duck so she could kiss both his cheeks. He answered her in rapid, agitated French. Lisette responded in kind, and soon they were locked in an incredibly loud argument. It seemed to be a pattern with this guy.

Luna tried her best to tiptoe away from the domestic dispute, but Jean-Pierre pinned her in place with a look. “You, stay right there,” he said.

Luna stayed. Normally she would be more than ready to defy some stranger’s order, but she realized she should stick around, if only for her payout. One thousand dollars would really pad her unemployment fund. Not to mention the conversation that continued between Jean-Pierre and his grandmother was pretty mesmerizing. If Luna concentrated, she could catch the meaning of perhaps every fifth word.

Simone sidled up alongside Luna, munching on popcorn from a gigantic zip-top bag. “Who’s the shouty goth?” she asked, tossing another handful into her mouth. She shook the bag in Luna’s direction in the universal gesture of offering.

“Oh, that’s Jean-Pierre, Lisette’s grandson.” Luna reached without looking and took a handful. The popcorn was slightly spicy and a little sweet on her tongue. “That’s really good. What is it?”

“Sriracha kettle corn. If I’m going to work late, I’m going to have snacks.” Simone popped another fluffy piece into her mouth. She looked faintly impressed at something Lisette said, and Luna couldn’t take the suspense anymore.

“Hey, you speak French, right? What are they saying?”

“Well, just then Lisette called him a silly boy with more money than sense.” Simone chowed down on more popcorn. “Now he’s saying it’s all Henri’s fault that he’s in this mess. Whoa—Henri? Like, Chef Henri? From If You Can’t Handle the Heat?”

“Yeah, apparently that’s Jean-Pierre’s grandpa from his father’s side.” Luna helped herself to more of the kettle corn.

“Okay, uh.” Simone tried to concentrate on the back-and-forth tennis match that was the French conversation. “All right, Jean-Pierre is explaining that Henri is going to write him out of his will unless he passes some test.” She listened intently to the passionate plea that Jean-Pierre seemed to be making. Her eyes widened in recognition. “Okay, I get it now. He has to cook The Menu.”

Luna raised a brow. “The Menu?”

Simone nodded, not looking away from the action. “See, there’s a special menu at Henri’s flagship restaurant that’s super famous and complicated. We spent a week in culinary school studying a single element of one dish. It’s a whole thing. Millionaires are on the waiting list for years to get a table. Everyone on that side of the family knows the recipes except Jean-Pierre, I guess. Sounds like he can’t cook much at all, really. And he came here to ask Lisette to coach him so he can pass the test. It’s all tied to his inheritance, apparently.”

Lisette asked a heated question, which Jean-Pierre answered just as heatedly.

Simone helpfully translated: “Lisette asked whether she’s even allowed to help under the terms of Henri’s weird test, and Jean-Pierre is saying, ‘Of course not, no family members can. I’m not even supposed to be talking to you about it. I had hoped to come here in secret’—oh, this is getting juicy—‘but Mother must have seen the plane ticket on my credit card and told Grandpa, so I had to come up with a good excuse for visiting New York.’ ”

Jean-Pierre pointed in Luna’s direction, which made Luna startle. She paused mid-chew, her cheek full of popcorn like a squirrel.

Again, Simone translated Jean-Pierre’s words. “ ‘Now Grandpa thinks I am practically engaged to this girl, and she will have to take the test with me if I have a chance of—’ Oh my god, Luna, what have you gotten yourself into?”

Luna swallowed hastily. “I don’t know,” she whisper-hissed at her. “He offered me a thousand dollars! It was just supposed to be a few minutes of my time.”

Lisette lowered her voice to say a few choice words to her grandson, accompanied by adamant hand gestures. Both Simone and Luna leaned closer to listen, though in Luna’s case, she was listening only for the vibe, not the content.

Simone provided that in spades: “Wow, she’s letting him have it. Um, it’s kind of hard to translate. Basically: while she would normally be happy to teach Jean-Pierre how to cook, she is not thrilled that he’s only showing an interest because of Henri’s bullshit—paraphrasing, she made it sound much nicer. Plus, she’s a very busy woman, which is completely true, and she—” Simone stifled a laugh in the crook of her arm.

“What?” Luna pressed.

“She thinks Henri’s signature menu is garbage. She says the people willing to pay thousands of dollars for nine tiny pretentious courses are fools, and Henri is the biggest fool of them all. She doesn’t want to waste her time teaching him how to cook food like that.”

Lisette pointed emphatically in Luna’s direction as she continued speaking, and this time Luna was ready for it. She gave Jean-Pierre and his morose eyes a cheery wave.

“Now she’s telling him off for dragging ‘some poor girl’ into his mess,” Simone said. “Which I guess is you.”

“Honestly, it’s just an honor to be recognized.” Luna dug around in the zip-top bag and ate another fistful of kettle corn.

Lisette seemed to finally reach the end of her diatribe. She quieted and visibly softened, reaching up to frame Jean-Pierre’s angular face with her thin hands. Her murmurs sounded sweet and warm.

“Aww.” Simone, who had only recently gotten in touch with the more tender emotions, gave a sappy smile. “She’s saying she loves him and is proud of him no matter what, but she can’t in good conscience help prolong this farce. She hopes he understands.”

A fire lit up Jean-Pierre’s dark eyes, and his jaw took on a steely determination. He took Lisette’s hands in his and gently peeled them from his cheeks. “If that is how you feel,” he said in English, “so be it. I will just have to do it on my own.” His piercing gaze caught Luna’s and held it. “Mademoiselle, I will give you an additional $100,000 and a trip to Paris if you continue the charade with me.”

Luna choked on her popcorn.
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The security guard tried to wish Luna a good day as Luna hustled out of the building at a fast clip. She managed to register the farewell and call a goodbye of her own over her shoulder only at the last second, just before the glass doors of the entrance fell shut behind her. Through them, she could see Jean-Pierre rocketing down the spiral staircase to catch up with her.

She hurried a little faster and gave thanks for the fact that she was wearing gym shoes. Plus, her longer legs meant she could probably get a decent chunk of distance between them. Tall girls keep winning.

“Luna, wait, please!” Jean-Pierre’s voice followed her down the sidewalk as he pushed through the doors. “Where are you going?”

“Far away from here.” She focused on reaching the corner, where she could cross the street and make a beeline for the subway.

“Why would you want to do a thing like that?” He must have been faster than he looked, because Luna could hear him right behind her.

She stopped and whirled, her hands on her hips. Jean-Pierre was, as she’d sensed, much too close, his big Victorian ghost-child eyes going wide as he moved back a step to get out of her personal space.

“If you think I’m going to get involved in this family feud you’ve got going on,” she said, “think again.”

Jean-Pierre stared at her, barely winded, his hair still artfully falling over his brow. By contrast, Luna could feel her heart hammering away somewhere in her throat. She was covered in a light sweat, and not the dewy, attractive kind.

“But I have not even sent you the money that is owed,” he pointed out. “Will you at least give me the few minutes it takes to do that while I make my case?”

Luna hesitated. A thousand dollars was nothing to sneeze at, but every instinct she had was telling her to walk away, that it wasn’t worth any amount of money to get wrapped up in his family drama.

Her desire to pay the next month’s rent won out. “Fine,” she said. “Talk fast.”

Jean-Pierre whipped his cell phone from the pocket of his leather jacket and began swiping. “Of course. Do you have this app?” He showed her the icon.

“Yeah.” She retrieved her own phone to pull up her money-transfer QR code. “So what’s the deal with your grandpa? He’s making you cook a bunch of stuff before he puts you in his will?”

“I am his only male grandchild, you see.” Jean-Pierre made a face. “I know. So old-fashioned. Yet he insists this is how our family has always done things.”

“Seriously?” Luna stared at him. “Your family has always forced its heirs to cook secret recipes? You can hear how bullshit that sounds, right?”

He shrugged, then tapped his phone to Luna’s in a way that made her imagine the phones were kissing. Their devices pinged happily. “I honestly do not understand his reasoning, but he has always been, ah, eccentric. I must do this if I am to inherit not just his restaurants but the entire estate. Houses, horses, cars—you should see these cars he owns. Stocks, bonds, savings accounts, the family antiques… It’s not a small thing, his will.”

“But why test you at all? Does he expect you to be in the kitchen cooking all day once he’s gone?” She checked her phone’s screen as she spoke. One thousand American dollars added to her account, as promised. Jean-Pierre’s number had also been added to her contacts, along with his full name. It barely fit on the screen.

Jean-Pierre barked a harsh laugh. “Non, non, he knows I have no talent for food. I think that is why he is being so stubborn about all this. He would love nothing more than to leave everything to someone else, but there are no other men available. My father has apparently refused to inherit his restaurants, as he already has his own to manage.” He scoffed. “I must prove myself a worthy heir. This outdated notion of birthright. It has only made problems, eh?”

Luna knew she was grasping at straws, but she asked anyway. “What about your parents? Can’t your dad get him to see reason? Someone’s got to be able to explain to Henri that this is way too wild, even for him.”

“My parents.” Jean-Pierre looked to the side, licking his lips like he needed to prepare them for his next words. “We are not exactly close.”

“No?” Luna was taken aback. “Didn’t you say you were doing favors for your mom when we had our fake meet-cute?”

“Our…?”

“How we met! Or how we said we met. You told your grandpa you were here in New York to do something for your mom, so I assumed you got along,” Luna said.

“Ah. That.” Jean-Pierre waved an unaffected hand through the air. “I work with my parents, yes. I am their—hm—operations man, the one who helps the business parts run smoothly. But my mother and father are quite busy; we all have our own lives, you see? I may go from one end of the month to the next without speaking to them. They leave me to my own devices, as they say.”

Luna scrunched up her nose. She and her own mom were so close, they spoke on the phone nearly every day. The majority of those calls involved Luna’s mom trying to weasel out every fact she could about Luna’s love life, with the best of intentions, of course. In fact, Luna was probably going to miss the window for their usual after-work phone call; it was a Thursday, so her mom would have her aerial gymnastics class that evening. Luna couldn’t imagine working for her mother while her mother simultaneously ignored her as a person.

“So your folks are completely fine with Grandpa Henri making you jump through hoops to get into his will?”

“Oh, they find it all very vulgar,” Jean-Pierre said, his voice as light as Simone’s pastry. “They would rather one or both of us call a truce—that is probably why Maman felt it necessary to gossip with Papi about my comings and goings, I’m sure.” He laughed like it was a big joke. “My parents have a point; this is all very silly, these, ah, hoops of my grandfather’s.”

“So why even agree to take the culinary test? You obviously don’t need the money that badly.” Luna waved her phone in the air, the dollar amount still glowing on the screen.

“It is not about the money.” Jean-Pierre paused, his brow crinkling in thought. “All right, it is somewhat about the money. But more importantly, it is about my grandfather losing and myself winning. He does not believe I can do it, which means I must.”

Luna shook her head. “See, this type of macho BS does not call to me, to be honest. I really don’t think I should get involved in this.”

Jean-Pierre regarded her closely. “Not even if I paid you a hundred thousand dollars?”

Luna opened her mouth, closed it, raised a finger in the air and shook it a couple of times. It was the kind of money that could change her life. Her amorphous daydream of becoming a certified yoga instructor and opening a queer-friendly mindfulness retreat in the Catskills suddenly didn’t seem so out of reach.

A hundred grand wouldn’t buy a sprawling mountain property, but it would be a start.

Luna was reminded of Tim at Papr Tigr, earning six times that absurd amount for every year his butt was in his fancy CEO chair when he couldn’t even open a Word doc. She licked her lips. The situation was already ridiculous; why not up the ante?

“Make it six hundred and I’d consider it,” she said, knowing there was no way in hell—

“All right,” Jean-Pierre said. “Six, then.”

Luna goldfished for another moment before recovering herself. “You’re honestly willing to pay me that kind of money? You’re that rich?”

“Well, I don’t know what the going rate is to pretend to be someone’s lover,” he said with a little heat. “If you say six, I say that is fair. I can afford it.”

Luna’s world tilted and rebalanced. Six hundred thousand dollars was an inconceivable amount of money. Life-changing times six. “What would I have to do? Take this culinary test with you?”

“Yes, and come to Paris with me to do so. All expenses paid, naturally.”

“Naturally,” Luna echoed.

“And continue pretending to be my lover.”

Luna squished up her face in a cringe. “Can we just say ‘girlfriend’ like normal people?” Lover sounded so… tragic black-and-white film with a weird ambiguous ending.

Jean-Pierre rolled his eyes. “Yes, fine, as American as you please.”

God, he was annoying. Luna wasn’t sure she could pretend to be his friend, let alone his devoted girlfriend. It was a lot of money, and sure, she’d always wanted to see Paris, but…

“Can I think about it?” she asked. Her hand went to her forehead; she felt a little dizzy. “It’s a lot to take in, you know?”

“Certainly!” Jean-Pierre grabbed her free hand and held it between them. “Take all the time you need. There is no rush.”

It was at that moment that Luna looked over the sharp point of Jean-Pierre’s shoulder and noticed a gaggle of people rounding the corner armed with news cameras, microphones, and long telephoto lenses on their Nikons. The brewery studio was situated on the tip of a triangular block, so the crowd must have come from the back of the building, where the service entrance was.

Luna squinted at the approaching mass of people. “What’s all that?”

Jean-Pierre turned to look, still clutching her hand in his. At the first sight of his face, the crew sprang to life, shouting things in both English and French, all while surging forward in their direction, their cameras at the ready. Some were repeating his name, although Luna was pretty sure a couple of them were mistakenly calling him Jean-Pierre D’Amboise instead of Aubert-Treffle.

“Ah.” Jean-Pierre turned back to her, his eyes wide. “There is actually some rush.”

“What? Why?”

“Journalistes, the paparazzi.” Taking a firmer hold of her hand, he began tugging her down the sidewalk, leading her away from the cameras. “They follow my grandmother religiously.”

“Really?” Luna looked over her shoulder and was immediately blinded by a flash. “Lisette is that famous?”
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