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To my parents

To aro and ace people everywhere—and the kaleidoscope of love in their hearts






CHAPTER 1
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I really wish I was anywhere but here. I shouldn’t have finished my book on the break. Now it’s all I can think about. Why did it have to end on such a big cliffhanger? And how is she ever going to save—

“Congratulations on your Grammy nomination.” The reporter’s voice snaps me back to the present. Nestled behind a vase with colorful flowers, her phone hums on the glass table, recording our conversation. The evening sunlight spills through the floor-to-ceiling windows, casting warm light across my skin. “You’re a great lyricist, Sassy.”

Sassy. I’m still getting used to people calling me by my stage name instead of Sasha.

Not too long ago, Sassy was just part of my social media handle.

“Thank you! I’m so honored.” I squirm in my seat and readjust my skirt, trying to ignore the burning sensation on my thighs. Whatever fabric this skirt is made of has been giving me a rash all day. All I want is to jump off this chair and scratch my butt.

I usually don’t mind doing press (especially when it involves cuddling puppies), but this is my ninth interview today. I’ve been up since five AM, my back aches, and I need sleep. Also, for some reason, every interviewer I’ve met today had veneers, which is totally fine—I just had never noticed before, and now I can’t stop thinking about it.

I mean, what even happens to people’s teeth after they get veneers? They can never brush their teeth again, only the veneer. Do they just decay? It can’t be worth it, can it?

“Less than two years ago, you were an ordinary girl filming videos in her room, and now your debut album has hit number one on the charts and you’re nominated for five Grammys.” Something about the way she says ordinary girl makes annoyance bubble up inside me, as if there’s something fundamentally wrong about existing in anonymity. “What would you—or rather, the girl from two years ago say if she could see you now?” Her veneers glint at me when she smiles.

“Oh! If my past self could talk to my current self, we’d probably both be shocked that someone figured out time travel without creating a paradox.” I’m joking, but from her expression, it didn’t land. “Sorry. Um, I guess, if the Sasha from back then could see me now … she’d probably swear. Like, are you fucking for real? Then my moms would tell me off for cursing.” I crack my knuckles. The truth is, everything happened so fast that I’m still not sure how my life has changed. I feel the same, though I’ve started to notice how things around me do not. “I guess, if you had asked me—well, her, Past Me—she would have thought I’d be halfway through college by now. I wanted to study music.”

College. A thread of guilt weaves into my thoughts when my best friend’s face flashes through my mind. Mia and I promised we’d go to college together. I don’t regret releasing the album, but I was looking forward to rooming with her.

Sometimes I feel like I did something wrong or let her down. I don’t know why, exactly. All I know is that I don’t want things to change … more than they already have.

I started posting my music online when I turned eighteen. Mia and my sister Sonia dared me to, but I never thought anything would come of it. It wasn’t fame that I was seeking, but connection. I wanted to share something that I enjoyed and meant a lot to me with others who might feel the same.

Then one day I woke up to thousands of notifications—one of my songs had gone viral. I don’t know how the hell it made it onto the Billboard charts, but before I knew it, a major label was sliding into my DMs and offering me a record deal. Everything spiraled from there—my album debuted at number one, I gained ten million listeners in a few months, and I was opening for artists whose faces I had only seen online.

It’s strange. Making music is all I ever wanted. I’ve earned enough money to live comfortably for years. My sister can get into a good middle school, and my moms can retire if they want to. But when people say being famous is a whirlwind, they’re wrong. It’s more like being stuck inside a centrifuge. Fame spins you out of your orbit. I feel like an untethered balloon, floating up and away from everyone.

I know I’m lucky, but … sometimes I hate it.

“You’ve always wanted to be a singer then. What inspires you to write?” the reporter asks.

I don’t know, man. Right now I only feel inspired to scratch my butt. I have to force myself not to tear off my skirt right then and there.

“Oh, that’s a great question, um—” I sculpt my lips into a smile and pretend to be deep in thought. Whenever I’m asked this, I’m supposed to say love, because that’s what my first album is all about. Falling in love and falling apart for the first time.

Marissa, my manager, throws me a piercing look from the catering table as she takes a slow sip from her large coffee. She’s probably the closest person I have in my life right now, if closeness is determined by the amount of time we spend together. Sometimes Marissa is the only person who can reach into the centrifuge and keep me grounded before I spin out of control.

“I’d say life inspires me,” I say. I can hear Marissa sigh, but the reporter doesn’t seem to notice. “I find inspiration in many things. Things I see or like, things that I feel—”

“Things you feel … for a certain someone?” The reporter leans forward, her eyes gleaming with curiosity. Here we go again. “Your fans have theories as to who your first single, ‘Summer Blues,’ is about.” Her smile widens. “Tell me, will we ever meet the boyfriend?”

“Summer Blues,” the song that started it all, is about falling in love with your academic rival turned best friend, but things go south, and you break up in front of a fast-food restaurant. Everyone has been trying to figure out who it’s about ever since it went viral. People have started looking for clues and Easter eggs in my videos and dissecting the lyrics of my other songs. Everyone wants to meet the boyfriend. What they don’t know is that there is no boyfriend. The song is about an anime ship. An immaculate ship, but that’s beside the point.

“Will I ever tell? Probably not.” I mirror her smile in the way I’ve been trained to do. Three seconds of eye contact, grin, look down, repeat. “But there are a lot of theories out there, and I do read them!”

“Can you at least tell us how the love story is going now?” She presses. “Is he still around? Has he listened to ‘Summer Blues’? Would you consider getting back together?”

I consider my answer for a second. “I mean, does it matter?” I stare at her with renewed intensity. Why does everything have to revolve around my love life?

In moments like these, I feel like an impostor. Like making it this far has been a fluke and people only like my music because of who it’s supposed to be about.

I mean, I’m not even straight.

“So sorry, that’s all the time we have,” Marissa interjects, approaching us before the reporter can make sense of my words. Bummer. I wanted to hear her answer. But at least I’m free.

Free from the centrifuge.

For the next three months, I don’t have to follow anyone’s schedule, and I can fall back on my own routine. I still have to give a speech at my old high school tomorrow as part of their “notable alumni initiative,” and I’m supposed to have three new demos for my label by the new year, but writing is my favorite part of the process. I get to be creative. I get to be myself.

I get to breathe.

There’s a spring in my step as I head to my dressing room and change into an oversized hoodie and soft sweatpants. A sigh escapes me as I kick the itchy skirt away; it’s like I’m shape-shifting, shedding Sassy’s skin and reclaiming my own. I’m Sasha again.

Marissa offers to drop me off at home, but I convince her to take a detour to the local Yogurtland. No one eats Froyo anymore, but my throat feels raw after a day of nonstop talking, and I need my fix. I can already taste it: medium cup, original tart with multiple scoops of Oreo—

“Fuck me. It’s closed?” I lean out the window, the night air tousling my dark brown hair as I stare at the sign on the door. It looks like it’s been out of business for a while. My heart sinks a little. I can’t remember the last time I was here, but if I had known it was going to close, I would have committed it to memory. “When did this happen?”

I could swear I was just here. Okay, maybe it was last year, but still. Mom graduated and we all came here to celebrate. She went back to college to get her master’s in her forties, and Mamá looked so proud taking pictures of her with her physics diploma. Sonia and I ran into the store and grabbed her a cup of vanilla tart with sliced strawberries and granola—her favorite.

“I will be dramatic about this.” I slump against the car’s leather seat.

Marissa veers onto the exit toward my neighborhood, the familiar layout of the mall springing into view. There’s a group of teenagers sitting outside a 7-Eleven wearing jackets with my high school’s mascot, but I don’t recognize their faces. I briefly wonder if they’ll be attending my speech tomorrow.

The thought makes my chest tighten a little. I don’t know if it’s me, or because all of my friends have already gone off to college, but something about coming home feels different this time.

“What happens to people’s teeth when they get veneers?” I ask.

“Why?” Marissa frowns. “Do you want to get veneers?”

“No—”

“You’re nineteen.” She arches an eyebrow. “No fillers. No veneers. No fake boobs. Your contract doesn’t allow it. You can do Botox, but personally I’d wait. You do frown a lot, but you can just learn to move your face less. We can run it by your coach—”

“Chill. I wasn’t planning to.” I nudge her playfully. Marissa cares, but sometimes she cares too much. Her hazel eyes look like melted caramel, but there’s a sharpness to her gaze when it hardens, like she’s about to cut you open.

“I have them,” she says. “Veneers.”

“Are your teeth all right?” I turn to look at her. Her pale cheeks are colored pink by the night breeze sneaking in through the window as she flashes a practiced grin. I’ve never noticed, because they look so natural, and Marissa’s smile is so effortless. But if you look close enough, there’s an unnatural shine about them, like they’re too symmetrical, too perfect. “Man, everything is an illusion.”

Marissa studies me, as if she’s worried about my mental health.

“Don’t give me that look. I’m just sleep-deprived.” I shift my gaze out the window and unbuckle my seatbelt when she pulls up to my house. It’s not a lie. I’ve been sleep-deprived since I signed the record deal. Every day it’s been go-go-go. Which is fine; I’m a go-go-go person, too, when it comes to doing what I love, but it’s catching up to me. The past few months have been a series of trips for music videos and press events. This is the first time I’ve been home for more than a few days since the album released, which is weird. The last time I actually lived here, I wasn’t even famous.

As Marissa parks in front of my driveway, I take a good look at my house, making sure that it hadn’t changed in some way while I was gone. The outside is weathered and in need of paint, but I like how it adds a homey vibe, as if letting you know it’s been lived in. My sister’s bike is strapped to the porch, and a bunch of heat-resistant plants add a splash of color. Through the kitchen window, the faded yellow curtains with duck prints have lost their luster, but Mom would never replace them because it was the first thing she and Mamá bought for the house.

“Want me to come in?” Marissa asks when I don’t show any signs of vacating her car. “I know your moms aren’t back from their trip yet. We can rehearse your speech for tomorrow and keep watching that show we started on the plane.”

“I’m okay.” I’m not, though. I hate the fact that my house is the only one without any lights on inside. Marissa says I should look into buying a bigger place in a better neighborhood, but I’ve been putting it off. Humans are the heart of a house. To leave this place would be like ripping out its heart.

Marissa kills the engine and steps out. I give her a look when she unearths the spare key from one of the cactus pots. “What are you doing?”

“Making sure you eat dinner and brush your veneer-less teeth.” She opens the door and motions for me to get in. “It’s my job as your manager, so come on. Dinnertime.”

How she knows where the spare key is, I don’t know. She pretty much knows everything about me, even though I don’t know much about her, except that she’s sort of corporate America–coded, and she decided to become a manager after serving as her sorority’s president. When my label introduced me to her, I wasn’t sure we were going to vibe at all, but I can’t deny she’s good at what she does. She’s taught me so much about this industry that I don’t think I could have survived the last year without her. She’s like my guardian angel, if guardian angels had two smartphones and a caffeine addiction. A few months ago, this famous YouTuber wouldn’t leave me alone at a party, so I punched him when he tried to put his hands on me. Marissa showed up ten minutes after I panic-called her and threatened to have him blacklisted if he so much as sent me a DM again.

Inside the house, the living room feels frozen in time. The couch is a mess of blankets because everyone in my family gets cold while watching movies, and the kitchen is spotless but littered with electronics—the noisy toaster, an air fryer we’ve never used, and Sonia’s school laptop that she always leaves in the most random places. The faint smell of something sweet still lingers in the air, enveloping me like a ghost hug.

It’s home. It just feels empty without them.

“Are they having fun in Spain?” Marissa asks. She doesn’t take off her shoes when she comes in, and I’m too tired to nag her. I guess this makes me a people pleaser, and I hate it, but no matter how hard I try, I don’t know how to be anything but nice.

“Yeah. They should be back home soon.” I show her the picture Mom sent me this morning. She, Mamá, and Sonia are currently visiting la Alhambra de Granada, standing in front of a dazzling palace as they smile at the camera.

Mamá grew up in Spain—she’s from León, but she lived in Málaga during middle school and high school before moving to the US. She and Mom have taken Sonia and me to visit a few times over the years. We didn’t have the chance to travel much growing up, so now that I can afford it, I want to spoil them as much as I can. This trip was my idea, actually. Mamá hadn’t seen her childhood friends in a long time, and I wanted to surprise her. I would have come with them had it not been for the Grammy nominations. Suddenly it became really important for my label that I film a music video, and before I knew it, I had multiple talk shows and interviews lined up.

I didn’t want my family to miss the trip, so I told them to go without me this time.

We can always travel together some other time.

It’s not a big deal.

Really, it’s not. It comes with the job.

Doesn’t mean I’m not sad, though.

“Are we cooking or are we ordering?” Marissa plops down on the couch and turns on the TV.

“I could go for some pizza.” The tightness in my chest eases a little. At least she’s here.

I muster the will to take a shower while Marissa orders food, allowing the water to wash the exhaustion off my body. I’m halfway through putting on some lotion and moisturizing when I see three missed calls from Mia, and I remember that I promised her we’d FaceTime today. But I’m so tired from doing press that I don’t think I can manage more than monosyllabic responses, so I collapse onto my bed like a corpse in a murder scene and shoot her a text.


ME

i’m officially deceased. a zombie. raincheck?



MIA


oh, okay. don’t worry! was gonna text you to reschedule anyway.



Oh. I guess I don’t need to feel guilty then. We’re both busy these days.

MIA


you’ll never guess what happened today

ME

did you trip while carrying poop samples at the lab again?



MIA


AHHH. Sash. don’t remind me. it was an accident.



I wait for Mia to send another message and tell me about her day, but she’s a caller, not a texter, and after five minutes I realize she must have gone away and forgotten.

A breeze slips through the window, brushing against my skin, and jolts me back to reality. I should dry my hair and do my skin care, but it’s too late. I made the mistake of grabbing my phone, and now I’m melting into the bed, sucked into a black hole where I’m unable to do anything but scroll.

I hate this. I just have to get up and meet Marissa in the living room, but I’m too exhausted. I think about calling my moms, but they’re probably still asleep.

Instead, I search the veneer question (they have pores, so I guess your teeth don’t decay) before inevitably going to my social media. My new music video comes out in a few weeks and people are counting down the minutes until its release. They think it’ll contain clues about the boyfriend’s identity, and my current relationship status. I don’t like reading these, but I always cave. Even though I know it’s not good for me, I just have to know what they’re saying.

@sassysnailpolish she must be the one who broke up with him. in midnight moonlight, sassy mentions she made a difficult choice and left someone behind. that means she initiated the breakup.

Yeah, no, “Midnight Moonlight” was inspired by the journey of a character I like.

@sassyseyelash and they didn’t get along at all at some point … like, the lyrics “tell me, was this fate or war? I go to sleep and I’m still chasing dreams through bloodstained streets.” HELLO? Enemies to lovers.

Yeah … that one’s about a fantasy book.

Sometimes I feel like my fans are treasure hunting, although I’m not sure what the prize is if they figure it out.

If they figure me out.

It’s like we’re friends, in some weird, parasocial way. Whenever I feel alone, I remind myself that there are thousands of people who like me, just a click away. Their love echoes so loudly it reaches me through the screen … even when it feels a little smothering.

I used to reply to every comment under my videos, until it became impossible. Now my label has to approve what I post, so I try to connect with my fans in other ways. I go live as often as I can, and when I see someone saying something nice about my music, I scroll through their posts to catch a glimpse of who they are. I hate being a lurker, but at least it doesn’t feel so one-way. Some of them create amazing art and covers, so I try to support them by making anonymous donations if they have a link in their bio.

I love that they try to see me through me. Even if they miss.

But maybe I’m a kaleidoscope. Maybe everyone who looks at me sees a different girl.

leviackermanscravat okay, am I the only one that thinks that sassy is aroace-spec? she’s left us many hints. a thread.

I sit up on the bed, a gasp clawing its way out of my throat. What? Is this … are they joking? My thumb hovers over the screen, heart thudding, hesitating for a moment before I muster the courage to open the thread.

leviackermanscravat what do we know about Sassy? she loves books, TV, and anime. the lyrics in MM, SB, and TMoYaI are all consistent with character plotlines in some of her favorite stories.

leviackermanscravat in one of her first videos, you can see the edge of what looks like an aroace flag in the corner of her room. see screenshot.

leviackermanscravat also remember when she went Live and we all watched Saiki K? (that’s how she ended up dying her hair pastel pink, but I digress). in this video she jokingly mentioned she related to him because of the way he approached relationships. Saiki K is rumored to be aroace-spec.

leviackermanscravat also, notice how she always avoids talking about her relationship status in interviews? even though her album is about love, she’s never once stated that it’s based on personal experience, that’s just what we’ve *assumed*

sashasdiscardedtoenails we’ve also assumed her songs were about a guy. she could be gay. in her song YHIM she says “not a single word was heard, I regret leaving you,” but if you think about it for a second, “I regret leaving her” rhymes better. it’s a clue.

leviackermanscravat why not aroace?

sashasdiscardedtoenails she writes love songs. what are the odds that she’s aromantic and asexual?

Except that’s exactly what I am. I’m an aromantic, asexual girl who loves romance. Just not when it’s about me.

I crack my knuckles, rereading the words if only to make sure I haven’t imagined them. Someone has seen me. Not Sassy. But Sasha, the real me.

Heat shoots to my face. I don’t know if I should be terrified or relieved. Maybe it’s both, I wonder, as I tap on the like button, hiding behind the anonymity of my private, anonymous account I use for lurking. I’m not sure what moves me to do it. Maybe it’s my own way of telling myself that it’s okay to be me, even if people don’t get to see it.

I like being aroace, but sometimes I feel like the world won’t love me back. I’ve heard some aroace people have a period of mourning once they realize they might never fall in love, but I’ve never craved it in the way I saw my friends crave it, as if being single were a disease to be cured. I don’t know if that makes me weird—to love romance while simultaneously not wanting it for myself.

I’m not sure when I first realized it. Well, I do, but I don’t like to think about it.

It just became impossible to ignore when everyone around me became sex-crazed and partner-crazed during high school. I wasn’t, but compulsory heterosexuality fools everyone, and I was convinced that I needed to give it a try to keep up. It being relationships and sex.

So I did. But no matter how long I waited for the butterflies, they never came.

There are a few people who know, like my moms, my best friend Mia, and Marissa.

My fingers trace the outline of a friendship bracelet that no longer sits around my wrist.

And Kai.

It’s not like I’ve tried to keep it a secret. It’s just … with how crazy things have been since I released the album, it never seemed like the right moment to come out publicly. There was always something to announce, something to release, and it felt like my sexuality didn’t fit into the mix.

Why should it even? It’s my personal life. But now everyone has assumed I’m straight because of the guy everyone thinks the album is about.

“You’re still not dressed?” Marissa breezes into my room and leans against the threshold, the smell of cheese and tomato sauce wafting up from downstairs. She raises an eyebrow, a quizzical expression on her face as she finds me huddled in bed, draped in a bathrobe while water trickles from the towel around my hair and onto the sheets. “Guess what. I’ve found a new K-drama to watch.”

I yawn. “I’m actually kinda tired…”

“It’s enemies to lovers.”

“Okay, I’m listening.” I lean on my elbows and sit up.

“No phones allowed. You’ll read the spoilers.” Which, fair. I tend to panic and look at spoilers when we’re watching stuff together, and I accidentally end up telling her. “Hey, I ordered three-cheese pizza in the end. I didn’t feel like having pineapple. Is that okay?” She disappears downstairs, her voice echoing through the walls.

She knows I don’t like three-cheese pizza, but she does. It’s okay. She drove me home after all. I fish for some sweatpants and a T-shirt before following her to the living room. A notification flashes across my screen when I lock my phone, then the battery dies. I’m too distracted to charge it or check what it was.

That is my first mistake.






CHAPTER 2
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I know something’s up the moment I waltz into the kitchen in the morning. Marissa’s on the phone, her mouth pinched as she takes a sip from her triple-shot espresso instead of her usual matcha latte, as if she needs the extra energy to deal with people’s bullshit.

“M-ning.” I fish for a piece of toast, spreading on some olive oil. My heart slams against my rib cage when my manager doesn’t lift her gaze.

“She’s here. I’ll ring you back,” she mumbles into the phone, then hangs up and turns to me. Her eyes roam over my face with an icy stare. It steals the air from my lungs. “Did you come out on social media last night without telling me?”

“What?” I settle into the seat beside her, but the tension in her voice wraps around the air. “I’m being serious … what?”

She hands me her phone. The words Sassy, aroace, and coming out are trending across multiple platforms. My stomach sinks as I browse through a barrage of posts. Shit. Did I like that post from my main account? People are taking it as a soft launch now. Fuck. Not just that. I forgot to charge my phone last night, so I didn’t even find out until this morning. That’s long enough for everyone to make a big deal out of it.

“Oh.” A faint ringing sound takes over my ears, building into a screech as I run upstairs and rip my phone from where it’s charging. There it is, in plain sight. The post from last night that has been shared and reposted across social media thousands of times. How could I let this happen?

My throat closes up as I read through some of the comments on a video someone’s made.

sassysearring what does aroace mean? that her body count is 0?

alphawolf69 i could change that free of charge

sassyspiercings you’re fucking disgusting. @sassy, don’t listen. you’re so valid. welcome to the community!

muscles_muscles there is no way she’s ace … look at the way she dresses.

sassyslilfreckle good for her! what flavor of aro and ace is she though? hope she shares it with us.

sassyspiercings she DOES NOT owe us an explanation?

sassysdiscardedtoenails wdym good for her. i would kms. being in love is the best feeling in the world? she’s probably going to be alone forever. i’d feel sorry for her if it’s true.

sassyslefteyebrow wait then who are her songs about?

randomuser_987234 yeah, she lied. it’d be one thing if her songs were written by others, but they’re hers.

Shock runs through me like a heated wire. It’s not just the stereotypes that irk me. Will people stop listening to my music when they discover there’s no boyfriend, no love story behind them?

My finger hovers over the screen. I don’t know what to do. My first instinct is to call my moms, but I don’t want them to worry. Knowing them, they’ll cut the trip short and come home early. Besides, I’m an adult. I can vote. I can drive, although I don’t have my license yet and driving stresses the shit out of me. I make my own money. I can figure this out alone. And I already know what they’d tell me. Mamá would say, “What’s done is done. What matters is what you do from now on.” Mom would hug me and tell me to look at it objectively. How it’s not a big deal. That at the end of the day we’re all living on a rock floating in space that exists inside a multiverse. My sister Sonia would drag me out of the house and we’d ride our bikes until sunset.

“I liked it by accident.” I take a deep breath and bury my face in my hands. “Shit. I thought I was using my private account.”

“Oh! Okay. Yeah. No. I thought so, too.” Relief washes over Marissa’s features. “We can work with that. I got a rather panicked call from the label this morning. You know they don’t like it when we do things without checking in with them first.”

I shift in my seat. I don’t see how my sexuality is anyone’s business. Especially my label’s. Most of them are cis straight men, so I don’t know if they’d even get it. One time I mentioned the word aromantic in a meeting and an exec thought I meant aromatic. Somehow that’s how the special edition of my album ended up smelling like strawberries.

“What do we do?” I don’t like the way my voice shakes.

I didn’t want to come out like this, but maybe … maybe it’s not a big deal. Maybe I can handle this.

If only my heart could stop beating out of my chest and get the message.

“We tell the truth.” Marissa squeezes my hand across the table. “Just post a video explaining the situation. It’ll blow over in a week. Besides, we don’t want this to take attention away from the Grammys or your new music video.”

I nod, willing my body to stop shaking. I don’t want my aroace identity to eclipse my music, either, or for people to start asking me inappropriate questions like Are you a virgin? (no), Do you hate sex? (I don’t, but I don’t want it, either), So you’ve never been in a relationship? (I have).

In some weird way, I feel like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. It’s not the way I would have wanted to tell, but I might as well come out. If I don’t, I’ll have to deny it, and I don’t want to lie to my fans. Or myself.

I already tried that, and it almost killed me.

“We’ll just say that you liked that post by mistake, and that it doesn’t mean anything,” Marissa says. “People are just making assumptions about your sexuality and that’s not okay.”

Wait, huh? My expression hardens. “I don’t want to lie about my sexuality.”

“You’re not lying. You’re just not sharing it.” Her voice carries a hint of concern. “Sasha, no one’s entitled to an explanation about your private life. You set the terms, not them.”

“Yeah, that’s true. But sooner or later I will have to tell.”

“Why?”

“Because—” My voice quivers with a mix of anxiety and anticipation. Because I want to, I realize. There aren’t that many ace celebrities to begin with, let alone aroace ones. Our identities are often erased, infantilized, or minimized. But maybe I could help change that. Most of all, I want to be seen for who I am. I don’t want to hide.

The last time I did, I lost my best friend.

My thoughts drift back to Kai, the hurt in his eyes during our last conversation.

“Okay, but why does it have to be now?” Marissa’s brow furrows. “I mean, I’d say, wait a couple of years, and if you still feel the same way, once your career is more established, we can—”

“What do you mean, if I still feel the same?” My hand twists around the edge of the table. Where’s this coming from? When I came out to her, she was nothing but supportive.

“I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.” A flash of regret crosses her face. “Shit. That was the wrong thing to say. I apologize. I’m just thinking about you, and what this could mean for your career.” She passes me her phone. “I didn’t want to show you this because people are being aphobic but…”

One of her tabs is open on her socials, another one on a press article: “Sassy might have come out, but her fans are left looking for answers. Was the boyfriend fake all along?”

The comments are no better.

sassyisanicon does it mean that her songs are fake? there’s no boyfriend

untouchedgrass i mean, good for her. but I feel kinda lied to … all these theories for nothing

sassyisanicon yeah, like what’s the point of looking for clues in her songs if their love story was never real? her songs are just songs now. greatest love story of all time … a lie.

sassyspiercings are y’all idiots? first off, she could be gray- or demiromantic and in love. still aroace. she could be in a relationship. still aroace. but that’s besides the point. who the fuck cares? do you know how harmful it is to speculate about someone’s sexuality?

My stomach sours, and I feel like throwing up. I … I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to be who they want me to be.

Marissa squeezes my shoulder. “You’ve worked so hard for this. If you want to come out, I won’t stop you, but personally, I’d wait. Don’t upset your fandom. And I mean, it’s a victimless crime. You can still be you. We don’t want things to change, right? And there’s the Grammys…”

Honestly, fuck the Grammys. It’s my fans I care about. What if I come out, and people hate me because I gave the impression that my songs were about a guy? Will they be disappointed? Will they stop listening to my music? Are they right? Did I lie? Should I apologize?

I have to choose. My music or my sexuality.



A victimless crime.

My throat closes up with a mixture of nerves and nostalgia as I stand on a makeshift podium in my old high school gym. After I threw up twice, Marissa had to give me an emergency clonazepam so I would be able to attend this event, but it’ll wear off soon, and I’m worried I’ll plunge into the depths of anxiety in front of everyone.

Around me, the stage is decorated with fairy lights that twinkle under the cold lights overhead. It makes me wish I could put on my sunglasses to deal with the brightness. I risk a peek behind me, where a screen reads WELCOME BACK, SASSY!

Back. My heart sinks, and memories come rushing through me. Making theater props for Macbeth with Kai and Mia. Kai was always good at making jewelry with a glue gun, and he made the three of us friendship bracelets. Mine broke long ago, but I still carry it in my overnight bag. Skipping PE and sneaking out through the old fire exit with Kai. Playing chess during math class with Mia, our phones hidden in our pencil cases.

It feels so fresh in my mind, but all that’s left of those moments are the memories. Mia is in college in New York, and Kai is … honestly, I don’t know where he is. He blocked me on everything.

“Although you might know her as Sassy, Sasha was a student here just a few years ago.” Ms. Williams, my former theater teacher, wears a proud smile as she turns to me. “What would you say is the key to success?”

Rows of chairs stretch out before me, filled with eager faces I don’t recognize. I pull at the edge of my ponytail and twist a strand of hair around my finger. The air is electric with anticipation, as if they expect me to reveal some fundamental truth that will change the course of their lives.

“Well, the key to success is to always be yourself.” I gaze out at the crowd, but the words get stuck in my throat. “Don’t be afraid to show the world who you are.”

Ha, isn’t this shit ironic.

I didn’t even write this speech.

And I just put out a video saying that I liked that post by accident.


“Hey, I wanted to clear the air. I liked that post by mistake! I was jetlagged and scrolling on my phone. I just flew home after shooting the music video for ‘Midnight Moonlight.’ We’ve been working really hard on it, so I hope y’all will tune in to watch it when it premieres! And maybe, just maybe, I’ll have a surprise for you soon?”



I’ve never wanted to delete a video so fast after posting. Or my entire account. I just don’t want to be perceived right now. I technically didn’t say I wasn’t aroace, but I also didn’t say I was.

“Always be yourself.” Ms. Williams snaps me out of my reverie. She looks at the crowd of students. “Such great advice. It’s hard to remember that when you’re young. Don’t compromise who you are for someone else. Although Sasha here has always been vocal about who she is. I remember, as a student, her passion was inspiring.” She gives me a complicit smile. By passion she probably means how I used to ditch class and hide in the music room so I could play the grand piano. She often caught me and scolded me, but she always helped me figure out difficult parts in my arrangements. “That’s how you got so successful, my dear.” She leans forward and squeezes my hand, her eyes shining with pride.

Always be yourself. I want to laugh. I can’t be myself and have a career, apparently.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. It’s probably Mia. She’s called me like five times today, but I haven’t had time to call her back yet. I’m assuming she’s read the news.

“Never mind. You know, I’m actually lying.” The words come out before I can stop them. It’s always like this when I’m nervous. My heart just cracks open. “And I think we all know I am.” Whispers echo across the gym, and people pull out their phones to record. “I went to school here, so can I be honest with you? The key to success is just plain luck. And sure, talent. But there are plenty of talented folks who don’t make it. And plenty of average people who do, just because they’re lucky and privileged. I’m privileged. I’m white and I have a family who was able to support me financially. I started on social media for fun, and I had the time to be creative. My music going viral was luck. I’m sure there are other people out there who are far more talented than I am. So in a way, I’m a fraud, I guess. Most people who get famous are, so don’t look up to them.”

The crowd laughs. They don’t know I mean it. I’m a fraud. This morning I realized that. Seeing how people would react if I came out. Without the drama behind my private life, without people wanting to meet the boyfriend, I wouldn’t have a career at all. It’s not my music that’s good; it’s the tea.

“I don’t have any advice to give you. I really don’t. I’m just a few years older than you, and I’m still trying to figure things out. But if you’re lucky enough to get a chance to do what you love, don’t waste it. As my mom says, life has no meaning until you find your own. It’s like staring at a blank canvas. It means nothing until you paint it. So, I guess … my advice would be to paint your own canvas and find out what it means. Don’t let society tell you what your painting should look like.”

The crowd erupts into cheers. I tense at the sea of phones pointed at my face, and I can feel Marissa’s presence behind me, drilling a hole through my skull. She hates it when I go off-script.

After the speech, I’m escorted to a meet and greet at the other end of the gym. A red carpet has been laid out, and a couple of chairs and a table wait there for people to take pictures with me. Usually I enjoy these events. It gives me an opportunity to interact with fans face-to-face. But today it feels like I’m standing on a precipice, and the crowd is closing in, as if they want to push me over the edge. When did I become so known that casual meet and greets became a scene from a zombie movie?

“Oh my God, I love you.” A girl squeals as she hands me a pencil case to sign. Noises buzz around me, and I have to focus to understand what she’s saying. “‘Summer Blues’ is like … my favorite song of all time.”

“Thanks!” I pose for a selfie. “Are you a junior?”

“Senior.”

“Do you still have Mr. Smith for history?”

“Is it true that the boyfriend used to go to our school?” another girl asks out of the blue. “Or is he another singer? My friends and I have a theory.”

“Um, well—” My cheeks burn. On instinct, my eyes dart around the gym, searching for the out-of-service fire exit. It used to be my way to sneak out undetected, but I guess the undetected part is impossible now. All I see in front of me is an overwhelming wall of excited faces staring right at me. The way everyone’s energy seems to converge on me is suffocating.

“Wait, is it … true that you’re aroace?” a guy asks. Instinctively, I look for Marissa for reassurance, but she left to go to the bathroom. “It was everywhere this morning.”

“For real?” A group of girls snickers, throwing a not-so-subtle look in my direction. I gulp, peeling my eyes away.

“I liked the post by mistake.” My throat tightens. I sound like a broken record. There’s no end to the line of people waiting to see me. I’m cocooned in a storm of noise, and the air feels so hot around me. I motion as if to stand up from my chair. Beside me, my two bodyguards perk up. “Guys, mind if I take a little water break—”

“There’s no boyfriend? It’s all made-up?” The look of disappointment on the student’s face makes my heart sink. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

“I—”

Fuck, I did not prepare for this. I don’t know what to say. The centrifuge is spinning too fast. I can’t make it stop. I can’t catch my breath.

The overhead lights make my skull pulse, and my palms grow clammy as the sea of people press closer. I hate this. I just need a moment. One moment to breathe and I’ll be fine.

“Okay … give Sassy some breathing room, guys.” One of my bodyguards (I wish I could remember his name, but I only met him an hour before this event) steps forward, forcing the crowd to move back.

“No, it’s okay, I just need a moment—”

The room begins to spin around me. Then, as if echoing the loudness of my thoughts, the shrill wail of the fire alarm breaks through the frantic screams.

What?

I glance around, searching for the source of the commotion. There’s no smoke, but the teachers begin to evacuate the cramped gym. Is this a drill? A false alarm?

Panic courses through me as the sprinklers go off. Cold water splatters against my skin, seeping through my clothes. My guards flank me, rushing to escort me outside as students run for the exit, shielding themselves from the downpour. Bodies slam against me as I’m pushed toward the door, and the weight in my chest doubles, an anchor slowing me down until I can’t move. There are so many people … everywhere. I just need a moment to be alone. Through my peripheral vision, I catch a glimpse of the out-of-service fire exit. It dawns on me then that I have free will, and no one is paying attention to that door.

I could just … leave.

My feet come to a halt, and I make a split-second decision. Ignoring the shouts of my bodyguards, I turn and push through the throng of people in the opposite direction. Water pelts me until I’m drenched and shivering, but my mind is focused on one thing—the out-of-service fire escape on the other side.

I yank the door open, stepping into an unlit stairwell, the coolness of the metal railing beneath my shaking hands a soothing relief. The sprinklers haven’t gone off here. My heart races as I remember the layout of the school. I take the stairs two at a time, the echo of the alarm getting lost in the background. I don’t know what I’m doing, or where I’m going, but the adrenaline coursing through me pushes me forward. Marissa is probably frantic right now. I can’t bring myself to care.

As I reach the ground floor, I push through the door and burst into the open air. The pungent smell of garbage hits me, but relief washes over me. I’m alone.

I lean against the brick wall, struggling against my soaked clothes. My chest heaves as I push out ragged breaths, willing my legs to stop shaking. I want to scream or kick something, but I can’t move, I can’t think, so I just slide to the ground and hide my face between my knees, making myself small until the world stops pulsing in my ears.

I’m not sure how long I stay like that.

When I look up finally, I spy the 7-Eleven across the road, where Kai and I used to buy snacks and accidentally got drunk on White Claws once.

Kai. The name spears through me like a dagger to the heart. So many of the pivotal moments that make me me are ones I shared with him and Mia. It’s been over two years since I’ve seen him. Mia used to be the one who filled me in on his life, but that was before she left for college. I have no idea where he is or what he’s been doing, but it’s no wonder he hates me—

“Hey,” a voice says behind me.

For a moment, time stands still, frozen in a thread-thin spell. I don’t move. I don’t turn. That voice …

“Kai?” I whip around, if only to confirm I’m not experiencing some sort of auditory hallucination. But there he is, standing right in front of me in dark jeans and a leather jacket.

As if I’ve summoned him from a dream. Or a nightmare.

“Sash.”

I shoot to my feet. Reality comes into focus, and my chest floods with a blend of emotions—shock, lingering hurt, a touch of fond annoyance. Kai flashes a smirk, his voice deeper and more guarded than I remember. It still carries a sense of familiarity. It anchors me to the ground, and suddenly I’m no longer spinning. There’s just me and him, standing between the garbage cans.

My eyes rove down his figure. Back then, my five foot seven was almost on par with his five ten, but now he towers over me, at least a head taller. His features have sharpened, his full cheeks replaced by a more mature, V-shaped face with multiple silver piercings across his earlobes, bringing out the deep golden undertones of his light brown skin. His hair, faded in the back, falls across his forehead in dark brown waves and is tied back in a tiny ponytail. But the intensity in his eyes remains.

“Long time no see,” he says.

My feet edge forward, my arms opening slightly, as if reaching for a hug, but I force myself to stay put. The last time we spoke, it wasn’t pretty. We both said things. The memory is fresh, wounds that haven’t healed yet.

I don’t know why or how he’s here right now. Whether he still hates me.

Kai’s voice breaks the stunned silence. “I know. I’ve gotten so much hotter since you last saw me, but I did not trigger the fire alarm just for us to get caught.”

“Wait, you pulled the fire alarm?” I’m trying to keep up, but moving through the static in my brain feels like wading through mud. “How are you even here?”

“I was in the neighborhood.” He shrugs. “I go to college nearby.”

I want to ask him what his major is, but I’m still reeling from how he seemingly popped up out of nowhere. Also, what the fuck does he mean by I was in the neighborhood?

“We gotta run” is all I manage to say. It won’t take long for Marissa and my bodyguards to find me. “I’m pretty sure there are paparazzi by the main entrance. I don’t want them to find me.”

I can’t go back to the wall of people and noise.

“Yeah, your makeup is running and you kinda look like the raccoon that used to hide in your backyard,” Kai jokes, but his body language betrays his nerves. His sneaker taps an anxious rhythm against the ground, and his dark brown eyes flit about, scanning our surroundings.

“It’s been a long day.” I roll my eyes. Always so direct. Some things never change.

“Sasha, you look like you haven’t slept in days.” Kai’s eyes cloud with worry, and I fight the urge to turn around. My hair is plastered across my forehead, and there are shadows under my eyes from the sleep I still need to catch up on.

“You coming or what?” I say, stomping forward.

“Coming? Coming where?”

“I don’t know.” I stop in my tracks, scanning the road. I have no idea where I’m going. All I know is that I need to leave. My heart will give out if I stay here a minute longer.

“How about some Froyo?” Kai holds his hand out to me and grins. There’s a certain fondness to it. The corners of his lips twitch, revealing the dimple that forms near his cheek.

I used to poke it with my finger.

As we step onto the main street, I spot a motorbike parked away from the garbage cans. I recognize it immediately. His grandpa’s bike—vintage, with a polished chrome finish, gray paint and shining spokes. Kai used to dream of owning it one day. It always felt like a distant fantasy, but he must have gotten his license at some point.

“Sash?” Kai tosses me a helmet, but a thousand questions flit through my mind. I don’t know where we stand, or what the hell he wants from me, but every doubt in my body is overrun by the quiet reassurance of his presence beside me.

“You’d better not kill us.” When I take his hand, it feels both familiar and terrifying. I return his shit-eating grin. “What’s up with the fuckboy hair anyway?”

“It’s called style. You should try it sometime.”






CHAPTER 3
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Kai’s grandpa’s artisanal ice cream shop is a hidden gem, tucked away in the corner of a quiet street in Sherman Oaks. It’s closed today, so it’s just us there, silence pooling around us like a stormy cloud. I take in the space, the sweet smell of cones wrapping around the air, but not much has changed since I was last here. The interior is a blend of modern and rustic, walls adorned with framed photos of Kai’s family—his grandpa, in his youth, back home in Brazil. He grew up in a small town in Minas Gerais before he met his wife in Belo Horizonte. They ended up moving to LA, where they eventually settled and had three kids. After Kai’s grandma passed, Kai’s aunt and uncle moved to São Paulo, but Kai’s dad fell in love with a woman from California, so he stayed here, and a few years later they had Kai. There are pictures of baby Kai on the wall, too, messily eating an açaí bowl, next to another one where Kai’s family is holding an award the store won.

Glass shelves line one side, displaying toppings in jars, and a long wooden counter stretches across the room. Apart from the ice cream and açaí bowl selections, there are two gleaming frozen yogurt machines. Behind the counter, a chalkboard menu lists the top flavor selections and combos. A pang of nostalgia spears me when my eyes stumble upon SASHA’S FROYO among the recommendations. His grandpa named a combo after me when Kai and I became friends and started coming here to do our homework. I thought they would have changed it after we broke up.

I turn around to face Kai, but his back is to me as he plops down on a cushioned chair. We didn’t speak on the way here. I didn’t have any energy left, and I’m still struggling to catch up.

The AC sparks to life, making me shiver in my wet clothes. Or maybe it’s the memories trapped in this place, prickling my skin like a thousand needles.

“We’re cool to chill here for a bit.” Kai takes off his aviator jacket and leaves it on the seat next to his, a silent invitation. It means You can have it in Kai-speak. I slip the jacket around my shoulders, not thinking too much of it, or the smell of green apples that lingers in the fabric.

“How’s your grandpa?” I ask. “The shop seems to be doing great.”

Kai’s parents went through a messy divorce when he was twelve, so his grandpa took him in. Things settled eventually, but he continued living with him.

“He’s good. He injured his back, though, so he’s letting me borrow his bike while he heals.” When we make eye contact, Kai looks away. He rises to his feet and gestures toward the counter. “Want something to eat?”

“Sure.” Irritation curdles in my belly. Why is he acting like nothing happened between us? “I’ll have some Froyo, if that’s okay? Plain—”

“Plain tart. Mango. Doce de leite. Crumbled Oreos. I remember,” he says, his back to me. The moment stretches into a charged silence, punctuated by the sound of the machine as it whirs to life, spitting swirls of yogurt into a cup. Everything about this place looks the same, but it no longer brings me the comfort it once did. Back then, it was a second home. Now it’s a ghost town. We can’t go back to the way things were, no matter how much I wish we could.

“Kai…” I hesitate. “What were you doing at our school today?”

I don’t want to upset this fragile balance, but I need to know. Why did he show up out of nowhere, acting as if I hadn’t broken his heart?

“Told you. I was in the neighborhood.” He rubs the back of his neck and goes to the back of the shop to get a scoop of brigadeiro ice cream in a cup for himself. But it’s in the air. He knows. I know. We need to talk about it. About why we haven’t spoken in two years.

Kai, Mia, and I went to the same elementary and middle school, but while Mia and I gravitated toward each other, Kai was the kind of kid who liked to do his own thing. We didn’t become friends until high school, when the three of us were paired together for a school project.

Kai and I bonded fast, or more like battled for dominance over the project. We had the same dry humor, the same nihilistic way of seeing life. He was ridiculously passionate about art. So much so that he inspired me to take the plunge and start writing music. We’d often skip class and I’d play guitar while he drew. We got drunk together for the first time. We smoked weed together and both hated it. We were the demon on each other’s shoulder, as Mia would put it.

Kai was the person I could always talk to about anything. We’d wait for manga leaks on school nights, and I’d hide my phone under my pillow so my moms couldn’t tell I was talking to him. One time I called him at three AM and told him about the latest Wikipedia hole I’d gone down (holographic principle), and we stayed up talking until our alarms rang.

When he asked me out years later, my initial reaction was shock, because this was Kai. I had no idea he felt this way about me. Or about anyone. It never crossed my mind that he was interested in someone, let alone me.

I said yes, because I felt comfortable with him, and I assumed that’s what a crush was supposed to feel like. Someone you want to hang out with forever. And Kai was handsome, I knew that objectively. He could have anyone he wanted, but he wanted me, and I loved spending time with him.

He was my first everything—my first date, my first kiss, my first time. In the beginning, it all felt like we were still us. I thought being in love meant feeling happy and comfortable. But as the months went on, the more he fell in love with me, the more obvious it became that I didn’t feel the same way. I loved him, just not like he did. I’d jump in front of a car to save his life, but there were no butterflies in my stomach when he kissed me.

I thought there was something wrong with me, that I was ruining things between us somehow. I became withdrawn, and my grades dropped, so my moms took me to therapy. They were worried. But I got really lucky with my therapist. She has an asexual daughter, and she introduced me to the concepts of asexuality and aromanticism. She helped me understand that I don’t need to be changed. And that there’s joy in being aroace. That my empathy and my humanity are the best part of me, and they have nothing to do with the way I experience romantic attraction.

The day Kai first told me I love you was the day I came out to him.

You’re heartless. The last text he ever sent me is etched into my memory. I deleted our conversations a long time ago, but I still think about texting him sometimes. When something good happens, my first instinct is to tell Mia and Kai. But I could never muster the courage to do it. I thought it was selfish, to want him back as a friend when he loved me as his girlfriend.

But now Kai is in front of me, and this might be my only chance to make things right.

“I—” My heart squeezes. I don’t know where to start. Sorry I couldn’t love you in the way you needed me to? Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner?

“Sasha, I’m sorry.” Kai picks at a napkin until it’s nothing but shreds, his eyes blazing with an intensity that startles me. “For the way I ended things. I was hurt.” I blink. Is he apologizing? Why? “I should have heard you out. I didn’t mean to—”

“No, I…” My voice shakes. “I shouldn’t have agreed to date you when I wasn’t sure of … I just didn’t know better. I didn’t know what I was supposed to feel. I hurt you.”

“But you were hurting, too. I failed to see that.” He glances at me, his gaze sharp. “I guess … a part of me was upset that you didn’t tell me. About what you were going through. I was still your best friend.”

“I was afraid to lose you if I told you.”

And I did.

A few months after our falling out, I started posting my music online, the songs I had written before, and new ones. I guess it was my way of dissociating after losing my best friend.

I wonder … In a universe where I’m not aroace, what are we? What are we doing right now? Would we still be here, having ice cream together? Except, maybe, in that universe, we go home together. In that universe, we’re in love, and I never have to say goodbye.

Kai smiles sadly, and my heart drops like a boulder. I want to tell him that I never did anything I didn’t want to do. And I loved him. I really did.

I’ve always hated the expression more than friends, as if romantic love were one step above friendship. If you ask me, friendship is just as valid as romance. It’s steady, reliable, unconditional.

Us not dating will never mean I love him any less.

We eat our frozen treats, quietly talking about a show we’re both watching. I don’t know where this leaves us, or if this is the last time we’ll ever speak. But I’m glad that at least he doesn’t hate me anymore.

“So, you stayed in LA for college?” I ask, noting the pin on his jacket. I trail my fingers across its surface, a flicker of anxiety still coursing through me. Why was he at our school today?

“Yeah.” He lets out a long sigh, sweeping his hair back with a faraway look. Something’s off with him, but I don’t know what it is, or how to ask him.

“What’s your major?”

“Computer science.” He presses his lips into a hard line.

“Oh.” I must have made a face, because Kai’s eyebrows rise in surprise.

“What, you didn’t think I’d make the cut?”

“No, it’s just…” I bite my lip. “Don’t you draw anymore?”

It never occurred to me that Kai would go to college for something other than art or creative writing, the same way that I couldn’t picture my life if it didn’t revolve around music. I still remember when Mamá got me my first keyboard. I spent an entire summer teaching myself how to play piano through video tutorials, and I would skip sleep to learn about song production. The happiness it brought me was all-consuming, unavoidable.

It always happens when I’m about to go into the thing.

The thing isn’t something I enter willingly. It possesses me, and I’m at its creative mercy. I don’t know exactly how it works, but whenever I like something a lot, it brings me so much joy, it consumes my every thought, and the only outlet I have for it is to turn it into music, notes, lyrics.

It’s the same for Kai and art. Or at least it used to be.

“It’s okay.” He winces. “I … I don’t draw much these days, not like before. It just made more sense. I want to be able to help out my grandpa when he retires. Art was going to be a dead end anyway.”

A thread of guilt unravels through me. Maybe not everyone gets to follow their dreams, but it hurts to see the disappointment in his eyes. Mia used to joke that Kai came with a notebook, as if it was a natural extension of his body. One time he got the flu and stopped attending school for a week. When he came back, he had written ten chapters of a fantasy novel and drawn the first chapter from scratch. He was the one who got me into anime, actually. He used to look so happy talking about his favorite characters and plot theories.

Used to. Because the Kai in front of you is not the Kai you used to know anymore, I remind myself.

“I just wanted to see you.” Kai’s voice is barely a whisper, but it booms with the force of a hundred cannonballs. “You asked me why I came to our old school today. I guess I was worried. I saw your name trending this morning, the whole aroace thing…”

“And you got war flashbacks?”

He rolls his eyes, but his lips twitch with laughter. “You’re still such an idiot.”

“You shouldn’t be surprised.”

“I miss you,” he blurts out, and I freeze. Kai’s eyes search my face, as if he’s waiting for me to say it back, but I can’t. That would make this too real. I don’t want to hurt him again. “I miss my best friend, not my girlfriend. I’ve been wanting to talk to you for a while.”

“Why didn’t you?”

I would have picked up the phone.

“Because it’s not your responsibility to forgive me. And you seem busy these days.” His voice is tinged with resignation. I’m not that busy, I almost say, but the truth is I am. “A few weeks ago, I got a newsletter from our school. It said that you were going to be giving a speech. I got curious. I wasn’t expecting to talk to you. I just wanted to see you. But then you were onstage, and it was obvious you could use some air.”

“Obvious?” I stiffen. Marissa’s disappointed face flashes through my mind.

“Obvious to anyone who knows you. You kept tightening your ponytail and scratching the back of your hand. You used to do that before exams you hadn’t studied for.”

Oh. Back then, he used to squeeze my hands to calm me down, and he got me a fidget spinner I still play with.

“So you pulled the fire alarm?”

“You’re welcome.” He shoves a bite of ice cream into his mouth. It looks tasty, so I steal a spoonful. He doesn’t fight me.

“Are you insane?” I raise an eyebrow.

“You would have done the same thing.”

Fuck, he does know me. He still knows me.

“Friends?” Kai holds out his hand to me across the table, a hopeful look in his eyes.

“Friends.” I shake his hand. His touch is rough but comforting, distant yet familiar. We can’t go back to what we were, but maybe we can build something new, even if we’ll never be as close as we used to be. “Friends who let each other get another scoop of ice cream? This is delicious.”

“Sure. There’s still some left. Check the fridge in the back.”

I jump from my chair and walk to the counter, sneaking a $50 bill into the tip jar when Kai isn’t looking. He won’t let me pay, but I don’t want to abuse his and his grandpa’s kindness. My phone rings, vibrating close to the edge of the table. Kai spares a look at the screen.

“If it says Marissa, don’t pick up. She’s my manager,” I tell him with a twinge of guilt. Marissa is probably worried, although I did text to tell her I was okay, and she has my location. I’m just not ready to go back yet. Back to being Sassy.

Kai glances at the caller ID. “It’s Mia. She wants to FaceTime.”

“Can you text her that I’ll call her back tonight—?”

“Oh. Kai? Long time.” Before I know what’s happening, Mia’s voice echoes through the shop.

I turn around sharply, only to find Kai pointing my phone at his face and waving at a confused Mia. “Hey, Mimi. How are you doing? Anything happen?”

I pierce him with a glare. Motherfucker—

“Uh. Sorry, I may have dialed your number by mistake,” Mia stutters. She’s clearly panicking. “I was just—”

“Hey, Mia.” I slide into frame and smack Kai in the head. “Ignore this asshole.”

“Am I hallucinating?” Mia presses her face against the screen. “What the—?”

I give Mia a look that’s supposed to be girl code for I’ll tell you later. She must be going through a whirlwind of emotions right now. She and Kai are still friends, but they’re nowhere near as close as she and I are. When Kai and I broke up, she sort of got caught in the middle.

“Whose jacket is that?” Mia’s got that look in her eye, as if she wants to reach through the screen and shake some answers out of me. “And Sash, why is your hair wet? Also, wait, you still haven’t told me about that post—”

I chuckle softly. “How long do you have?”

“I was going on a date, but it’s canceled.” Mia settles down with a tub of mint chocolate chip ice cream from her mini fridge. “I’m listening.”

“Oh my God, you’re eating toothpaste again?” Kai whines.

“It’s mint. Mint!” Mia points her spoon at the screen. It’s one of her favorites, the golden one we stole from an award ceremony I took her to.

I can’t help my smile. For a minute, it’s like we’re in high school, and Mia, Kai, and I are doing homework over FaceTime, fighting over who got the equation right.

Something in my chest warms, and I feel more alive than I have in the past two years.






CHAPTER 4
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“Don’t be a stranger?” I tell Kai, my voice uneasy as he pulls over in front of my house. I slide off the bike and feel the rough pavement under my shoes.

“You have a visitor.” The look in his eyes is cryptic. It’s not until I turn that I spot Marissa, standing by the doorway, her arms crossed as she studies us. “Bye, Sash. See you around.” With a nod, he revs the engine and lowers the visor on his helmet.

My heart thuds when Marissa throws me an accusatory glance. I don’t want to hear about how running from the meet and greet wasn’t responsible. I know already. And even if I didn’t, this is stupid. She works for me, and I texted her to say a friend had picked me up. But she remains silent until Kai has driven away, the roar of his bike fading into the distance.

“So, there’s an explanation.” I brush past her into the house, tossing my shoes by the entrance.

“Does your explanation have a name?” she asks, walking in without taking her shoes off again. “Who is he?”

“Kai.”

“Your … ex Kai?” The lines on her forehead almost knit together.

I exhale, the tension in my shoulders releasing in a slow, measured breath. “I ran into him.”

“Before or after you escaped from the meet and greet?”

“I had nothing to do with the fire alarm going off. I got soaked, and I didn’t want to get photographed like that. Kai did me a favor and drove me away from there.”

It’s half the truth. But at least it’s not a lie.

Marissa pauses, her expression hardening. “Does he know … about you?”

About me? It takes me a moment to get what she’s asking.

Does he know you’re aroace? Is he going to be a problem?

“Yes, he does. But no, he won’t need an NDA. If he wanted to out me, he’s had two years to do it.” I don’t know why I feel so annoyed at her. I told her that Kai and I had dated. I told her how difficult it was for me to come out. Maybe that’s why her reaction this morning hurt me.

Wait a couple of years, and if you still feel the same …

I don’t like it when people assume being aro or ace is temporary. Sexuality is fluid, sure, but it’s the inherent subtext that aromanticism and asexuality are something that should be changed. Like, there’s no telling if I’ll ever fall in love, or experience sexual attraction—some people on the aroace spectrum do—but I shouldn’t have to think of it as a wish or a relieving expectation. Something that will make me fit in better. If it happens, cool. If it doesn’t happen, cool.

Marissa trails behind me into the kitchen, her usual chattiness replaced by uncharacteristic silence. “If you say we can trust him, I trust him,” she says finally, but her voice lacks warmth.

“Really?” I cock an eyebrow. This is new. The first advice she ever gave me was not to trust anyone in this industry.

“Don’t pull that disappearing act again, though. It could cost us concert tickets. You know, our goal is still for you to go on tour next year.” Her voice is firm, and I guess this is her way of saying she was worried about me. Before I can stop her, she pulls me into a hug, shoulders slumping against my frame. “You know I’m just looking out for you, right? It’s my job.”

“I know,” I say. She only wants the best for me.

“All right. I’m leaving, but I left some sushi in the fridge in case you get hungry. I know you’re too lazy to cook.” She attempts to lighten the mood, but the comment still stings.

“I’m not lazy.” Sometimes my brain just shuts down, like a computer that’s about to overheat, and simple tasks like cooking become hard to do. A few years ago I used to be obsessed with cooking. I would try out different recipes and make dinner for Sonia while our moms were at work, and I’d help her with homework before studying, showering, doing the laundry, and working on my music, but lately it’s like my brain won’t cooperate.

“Don’t take it personally. It happens to everyone in this business. Laziness is a side effect of fame,” she goes on. “If it bothers you, just try harder.”

“I already am.” My hands curl into fists. I want to eat healthy, I want to cook, and I want to take better care of myself, but I can’t conjure up the energy. I feel like my soul is so exhausted, resting makes no difference.

Take showering. It’s supposed to be relaxing, but there are so many little related tasks that it drains me. Change clothes, get in the shower, go from dry to wet, then wet to dry. Moisturize, dry and style my hair, clean my hairbrush, put on new clothes and discard the old ones. Put everything away and mop the floor. Plus the feeling of wet hair touching any part of my body makes me want to crawl out of my skin. By the time I’m done, I’m even more tired than before.

My therapist says I could be on the autistic spectrum based on things I’ve been sharing with her and is worried about me burning out. She wanted to talk more about it, but I haven’t had time to schedule an appointment with her in over two months. I haven’t told anyone yet—part of me worries I’m going to be brushed off. I can picture Marissa rolling her eyes and telling me to “power through it,” and my moms will tell me some variation of “You’re just unique.”

Another part of me is afraid to discover that Sasha, the real me, doesn’t fit what’s expected of Sassy. Time spent on understanding myself means less time spent on her, and Sassy is not allowed to struggle.

This time, Marissa really does go home, and it’s just me in an empty house. I need to get better at being alone, so in a way, this is a necessary test. As I move through the rooms, the quiet seems to echo around me, amplifying every creak of the floorboards. I like being by myself, but with other people in the house. I don’t think I enjoy being alone alone.

I settle in bed to watch a show, but the silence sticks to the walls, punctuated only by the sound of my tablet in the background.

My mind wanders to Kai, to the look on his face when he asked me to be friends again. Did he really mean it? Can we be friends like we used to?

I don’t know anything about him anymore. It shocked me to hear he had stopped drawing and writing, and as much as I wanted to know why, I’ve been out of his life for so long, I don’t have the right to ask. Besides, he blocked me everywhere after our breakup. Well, everywhere except on Spotify. I guess he forgot, or maybe he didn’t care. It’s not like I could reach out through there.

I would listen to his playlists sometimes, though, trying to get a glimpse of how he was doing, wondering if he still listened to epic music when he wanted to drown out his thoughts, or made travel playlists whenever he was excited about a trip because he likes walking around feeling as if he’s in a movie. My music was never among his choices—I doubt he’s listened to my album, but sometimes a song would play that I also really liked, even if he didn’t know, and I’d smile, like despite everything, we were still connected somehow.

Dragging myself off the bed, I dig through the depths of my closet until I find a neglected box. Two years ago I hid it so I’d never have to look at it again, but I couldn’t bring myself to throw it away. Inside there are keepsakes, like the ticket stubs from the movie Kai and I went to see on our first date. The heart-shaped shell Mia and I found on the beach. The crumpled-up notes that Kai, Mia, and I used to pass in class. The Levi Ackerman plushie Kai got me for my birthday. It came with an Erwin Smith plushie companion, but I lost him, and I’ve had a feeling that my Levi plushie hates me ever since.

It smells musty, but I hold it close, a mix of emotions stirring in my chest. They say nostalgia is bittersweet, but right now it feels overwhelmingly bitter. I don’t know how Kai and I can even begin to pick up where we left off when that chapter of my life closed a long time ago.

My phone lights up with a FaceTime from Mia, ripping me from my thoughts.

“Finally! You picked up on the first try!” She smiles at the screen.

“¿Todo bien? ¿Es super tarde on the East Coast, no?” I scramble back to the bed. With the lights turned off, I look like a blob speaking Spanglish.

“¿Eh? Pero si es muy pronto, just five AM,” she says. Mia’s family on her mom’s side is Puerto Rican, so growing up we used to switch between Spanish and English a lot. My mood lifts hearing her voice. She stands in front of her window, looking stylish in her workout clothes, a light blue shirt accentuating her soft bronze skin as she ties her hair into a ponytail.

“Exactly, it’s five AM. That’s not early in the morning, it’s late at night,” I grumble. Mia is an early bird, but she’s knocked out cold by eight PM. As for me, the idea of waking up at five AM makes me want to commit arson. “Are you going to the lab?” I ask, curious about her latest internship. Mia wants to become a microbiologist, and recently she’s been interested in learning more about how gut bacteria influence the immune system, which leaves me in awe every time she tells me about her classes. She’s literally the coolest person ever.

“I’m going on a run with Jason. He’s running a marathon soon. I signed up with him.”

“You barfed all over my shoes the last time you tried to run a marathon,” I remind her. “And you hate running.”

“Details, details.” She waves a hand. “I wasn’t going to sign up—I’m pretty swamped, but he asked me a few times, and I guess I could use some exercise after studying all week.”

“You don’t have to pick up a hobby you don’t like just for him, Mimi.”

“I won’t, don’t worry. It’s normal to take an interest in each other’s hobbies when you’re seeing someone. It’s a good way to get to know them better.”

She’s right, but I don’t see him picking up any of her hobbies in return, which bothers me somehow. Jason is Mia’s situationship. They met during her internship this summer—she tripped carrying some samples and they almost landed on him. It was kind of a meet-cute, but with some biohazard. I’m not sure what Mia sees in him. Maybe it’s because I haven’t met Jason in person, and maybe I’ll change my mind when I do, but based on his social media, he’s an average white dude with all the personality of an NPC—no offense to the NPC. Sometimes he’ll post a shirtless picture with a lengthy philosophy caption that he proceeds to mansplain to his followers in painstaking detail and with an alarming amount of typos. I don’t know how the fuck he got into NYU, although I do remember Mia saying he has rich parents.

“Is it getting serious?” I ask, switching to Spanish. She’s been hanging out with him a lot lately, which is fine. It’s just … suddenly most of our conversations revolve around this guy.

There’s a pause, and Mia’s lips press into a line. “For now we’re just getting to know each other,” she says before flashing a bright smile. “I’m having fun.”

“That’s great, Mimi. You deserve fun.”

“Oh, he told me this thing the other day when we were kissing—”

“Nooo! Mimi, please spare me.” I laugh. “I don’t want to know.”

“Seriously, though, you don’t miss kissing?” she asks. “Or sex? I know you’re not attracted to anyone that way, and that’s totally fine—”

“I can’t remember the last time I thought about it. But that’s a me thing, not an ace thing.” When I shrug, she makes a face. “I don’t know. Remember that comment I read that I told you about? The one that equated sex to pizza? Some people crave pizza whenever they get hungry. Others only want a slice if their partner makes it. Some people hate pizza, even when they’re hungry, so they don’t want to have it. Others like me don’t crave pizza at all, although they don’t necessarily hate it. It’s just not something I find myself wanting to have.”

“But what if you get hungry?”

“I don’t know, girl, I make my own food?”

Her laughter rings through the screen, and I relax against the pillows. Mia is the person I’ve talked to the most about my asexuality and aromanticism. She never judges me, and although we experience attraction differently, I love that we trust each other to share these things with one another.

“What about…” She sighs, her voice dropping all of a sudden. “Do you ever wish you had someone?”

“Like a partner?”

“Yeah, I mean, I don’t know. Just someone. Your person. All my friends here are in relationships.” She fidgets with the string of her jacket. “Sometimes I think it’d be nice to have a boyfriend. Someone to cuddle with at night.”

Her admission gives me pause. This is new. I’ve never heard Mia say she wants a boyfriend. She’s had a couple of crushes over the years, but she was too busy studying and always wanted to keep things casual.

“You can hug a pillow. Or a weighted plushie. That’s what I do,” I suggest, half serious, half joking. “Kind of the same thing, to be honest. And at least the pillow doesn’t steal your blanket.” Mia laughs and rolls her eyes, then throws me a teasing look. “What? You know I’m right. You don’t need anyone.”

“I don’t need anyone, but maybe I want … I don’t know…” She shakes her head. “Never mind. I’m just sleepy. So, where do you and Kai stand? I was so confused when he picked up.”

It’s my turn to sigh. “I don’t know. I haven’t had time to process seeing him yet. But even if we never speak again, I’m glad we were able to clear the air.”

I’m glad we forgave each other, or at least started to.

“Just be careful.” Her lips twist. “And I doubt it’s the last time you’ll speak.”

I scoff. “I’m not gonna fall in love with him or something.”

“I know, I know. It’s not you falling in love that I’m worried about,” she says. “I just don’t want to see either of you hurting.”

I don’t want to hurt Kai, either, but I wish I could keep him in my life somehow. I’ve missed him. Maybe that makes me selfish.

“Let’s talk about something else.” I shift under the covers, placing the phone next to me while I lay on my pillow. I love being aroace, but sometimes I feel like it’s a curse as much as it is a blessing. Everything around me keeps reminding me that life would be easier if I wasn’t.

“All right, let’s.” Mia places her phone on her vanity while she does her makeup. “What’s new with you?”

“Not much. I had to do press. Followed by doing press. More press. What about you?”

“Studying. Followed by studying. More studying…” She applies concealer under her eyes.

“How’s your internship?”

“I’ll tell you some other time. My brain is fried.”

There’s a long pause neither of us fills. I chalk it up to both of us being sleepy, but it’s been happening more and more lately, these silences. It’s like we’re running out of things to say.

I’d be lying if I said it doesn’t worry me.

“I’m sorry we didn’t get to go to college together, Mimi,” I blurt out. If I had, we would be making memories together instead of telling each other about the memories we made with other people.

Mia gives me a long, hard look I don’t know how to interpret. “College is only a few more years. We can move in together afterward. I’m not staying in New York.”

“I’d love that.” I smile, pushing away the unease in my chest. I can already picture us in a two-bedroom apartment, decorating our couch with too many plushies, driving to the grocery store at midnight, taking turns to make dinner, sorting through our laundry because we always end up wearing each other’s clothes.

“Gotta go. Jason’s here.” She grins and waves at me. “Love you! I’ll call you tomorrow, okay? Just pick up! It always takes me like, five tries.”

“Okay, I’ll try. Love—” The call ends, and I’m left staring at my own reflection on the screen.

Be careful. Mia’s words ring across the darkness. Maybe it’s the exhaustion, or maybe it’s that comment someone left me, about how aroace people are bound to die alone, but I can’t keep my mind from spiraling. I thought being aro just meant not having a romantic partner, not that it would mean being alone. How can I be alone when I have my friends and family? But lately it feels like everyone I care about is drifting away. It’s just me and my work, and everyone else is on the periphery.

Is this what the rest of my life is going to look like? If the only way to keep someone in my life, to build together, is to be in love, does it mean I’ll never be someone’s priority?

Dread fills my stomach, so I push myself to my elbows and reach for my phone. I may not run in real life like Mia, but I can definitely run from my thoughts.

Let’s see. A new chapter of a manga I’m following should be dropping right about now—

I sit up, my stomach sinking when I come face-to-face with a panel of my favorite character, dead on the battleground. All other thoughts are cast from my mind as I scan the pages. No! This can’t be! It’s so tragic.

Glimpses of a melody flit through my head, and I briefly wonder if I should record it before I forget. My creative process is kind of weird, but when I latch on to a story or a character and imagine what it must feel like to be them, to experience their pain, their happiness—a rush of emotions flows through me, and music and lyrics pour out.

I pull out my guitar and play a few chords, turning my train of thought into a song. And then, through some dark magic, or a primordial black hole that dilates time in a way I’m not aware of, I lose track of how long I spend jotting down ideas. When my phone dings again, it’s 4:04 AM.

Fuck. There goes my sleep schedule. I should probably—

A DM request appears on my private account. Only a few people know this is me—I have a Pokémon as a profile picture, and I don’t even use my real name.

@KAIOLIVEIRA


HAVE YOU READ THE CHAPTER

@DITTOTHEDIVA

how did you find this account?



My heart thuds. I thought Kai had blocked me on everything.

@KAIOLIVEIRA


THERE IS NO TIME. HAVE YOU READ THE CHAPTER?



I snort. Maybe he’s not an art major, but if there’s someone who’d be up this late on a weekday waiting for a chapter to drop, it’s Kai.


@DITTOTHEDIVA

i have, and i have a theory. hear me out.



@KAIOLIVEIRA


actually, do you just want to grab lunch tomorrow? i have a theory too

@DITTOTHEDIVA

don’t you have class?



@KAIOLIVEIRA


this is more important.



I’m about to heart the message, but my fingers stop short of hitting Send.

Be careful. Mia’s words ring in my ears like an omen.

Maybe I shouldn’t hang out with him so soon. Is it selfish of me to want to be close again if romance is out of the question? Am I complicating things? Should I just let this friendship fade into nothing? Am I supposed to just fade into nothing? Is this what it means to be aroace? To disappear in everyone else’s noise?

@KAIOLIVEIRA


it’s totally okay if you’re busy. i forgot you’re famous now.



I am, which is an added layer of complexity I didn’t even consider. Deep down, I know what I have to do, so I draw in a long breath and steady my fingers before they fly over the keyboard.






CHAPTER 5
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Shirley’s music studio is my safe haven, a home away from home. The walls are lined with sound-absorbing panels and wooden accents that give the space a cozy vibe. A large window overlooks the city, with just enough light filtering through the thick curtains and the faint hum of Los Angeles barely audible outside like a distant heartbeat.

Shirley’s awards are on displays near the door, facing the recording booth, and a giant mixing desk sits in the middle of the room, cluttered with a few monitors and synthesizers, an array of cables running in every direction across the floor.

I’ve been working with Shirley since my first album, and they’re like an older sibling to me. When I signed with my label, I was worried about working with new people. For so long my music had just been me in my room. But Shirley and I clicked immediately. They understand me, my soul, my music, and what each song needs.

They’ve rolled up the sleeves of their shirt, revealing the few tattoos that adorn their deep brown skin as they type something into the computer. They’ve got a new one on the back of their hand, I notice, and it makes me realize it’s been a while since I last saw them. Shirley works all over the world, and I’ve been doing press and shooting music videos for the past few months. But now that my second album is in the works, we can finally spend time together again.

“I’ve missed you, Ley,” I say. The room smells faintly of the peppermint tea in their mug. It was one of the first things we bonded over—our love for tea. They always bring me new ones from their trips, and I do the same.

Shirley turns to me, caught by surprise.

“I’ve missed you, too, little S. I’m happy that we can work together again.” Their smile is warm and familiar as they offer me my own mug. “All right. Let’s go over that sample you sent me last night.”

I sit on one of their rocking chairs with my knees up and take a slow sip.

“Don’t judge it too harshly. It’s a work in progress.” I reach for my phone and hit Play. Notes cascade over the room—it’s a soft ballad with little production, letting my voice and the guitar take the spotlight.

“Definitely worth working on.” Shirley breathes out. “My heart hurts in a good way.”

“Really? You don’t think the bridge is too boring?”

“It could be better, but no, I don’t think it’s boring. The tempo felt a little slow, but if you’re worried about it dragging…” Shirley props their chin under their hand. “Let’s try this.”

They march over to a keyboard, adjusting a few settings before selecting a bright, percussive piano sound. They tweak it for a bit, but their lips purse, unconvinced.

“I was thinking of adding violins? Strings could add some momentum. I’m going for a dramatic effect here, but subtle,” I say. “I think it goes well with the theme of the song.”

We spend the next couple of hours translating our thoughts into notes. There’s an energy caught in the air, a pulse of excitement from knowing we’re about to dive into something new, something exciting (a whole new album!) and for a moment, the world slows. At least today, the centrifuge isn’t trying to spin me out of my orbit.

“Speaking of themes,” Shirley says, taking a bite of their tuna poke during our lunch break. “What inspired these lyrics? It’s quite a sad song.”

The death of a character I love and my inability to sleep thinking about it.

But I can’t tell them that. Or, well, I can. I just don’t know how. I’m pretty sure the other people they work with all have amazing stories that inspire their music.

“Um, I guess I’ve been thinking about death lately.”

Shirley stops eating and turns slowly toward me.

“As in, the death of … moments,” I clarify. “Ever think of the last time you did something, but you didn’t realize it was going to be the last time? Like, when you were a kid, when was the last time you played with your favorite toy, or went to your best friend’s house? Life is full of these last moments, these small deaths, but we don’t notice them until they’ve happened. I guess this song is about that.”

“I see. Like not knowing when it’s the last time you’re ever going to see someone.”

“Yeah,” I say, mindlessly strumming my guitar. “And if you had known, would you have done something different? Would you have said something else?”

When I look at Shirley, their eyes have dimmed, and there is a heaviness to their face, like I’ve conjured up a bad memory.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” I put my guitar aside when they tear up a little.

“Why are you apologizing?” They reach for a tissue. “You haven’t done anything wrong!”

“I made you cry!” I didn’t mean to upset them.

“They’re not sad tears! They are healthy tears. The song just brought up memories.” They breathe out and shake their head. “When I was a senior in high school my best friend got into a car accident, and he almost didn’t make it. I kept replaying that moment in my mind, the last time I saw him. I couldn’t remember what I said to him. I didn’t know that I might be saying goodbye. It tore me apart. Luckily, he pulled through.”

“Is he okay?”

“It was years ago. He made a full recovery. He’s fine now. But we’ve lost touch.”

“Why? What happened?” I ask. Shirley’s eyes widen, as if taken aback. I stiffen—did I overstep? Maybe this is personal. “If you feel comfortable sharing it. You don’t have to, though.”

“Nothing happened, really.” They shrug. “Sometimes friendships are like that. People change and grow apart, but the love remains. We have different lives, but it makes me happy to know he’s happy.”

An uneasy feeling swirls in my gut. Is that what awaits me, too? Is everyone I love going to leave eventually? Friendship has always felt like this permanent footprint in my heart.

“You okay? You look tired,” they say.

I’m always tired, I want to say. But this time it’s my fault. I stayed up until sunrise writing a demo. Just me and my guitar in an empty house with an audience of plushies.

My attention is stolen when my phone rings.

Kai.

I chew on my lip, hesitating before ignoring the call. I told him I was busy today and couldn’t hang out, which isn’t a lie, but it isn’t the truth, either. Mia’s right. I need to be careful. Restarting our friendship means opening myself up to the possibility that I could hurt us both.

He could walk out of my life again.

“Who was that?” Shirley catches a glimpse of the caller ID before I hit Decline. “Who’s Kai? A date?”

I blink a few times, processing. Date?

Oh, right, I haven’t told Shirley I’m aroace. I didn’t know them as well when we started working on my first album, so I’ve been vague about my inspirations when they ask about my songs. They’ve never pressured me to disclose anything I wasn’t ready to share, either.

It’s not that I don’t want them to know. I just didn’t know what to tell them. Hey, Shirley, what’s your favorite Taylor era? By the way, I’m aroace, and all my love songs are made-up.

But the thing is, I trust them. When I’m in their studio, I’m home. I’ve missed our sessions like someone misses breathing when they’re underwater. I don’t want to work on a new album without them getting to know the real me.

“Kai’s one of my best friends. We used to date, but we broke up when I realized I was—”

My phone rings again. A cold shiver runs up my spine when Marissa’s name flashes across the screen. I pick up before wondering why she’s calling.

“Hey, girlie,” she starts. I stiffen. She only calls me girlie when there’s bad news. “Can you meet me at your place for a quick meeting?”

“Sure. Um, is everything okay?”

“Maybe it’s best if we talk about this in person? Bring Kai with you.”

“Kai?” I frown. What’s going on?

“See you in an hour?” In the background, I hear the sound of her clicker, then a car door being opened. “I’m heading there now.”

She hangs up before I can tell her I’m at the studio and I can’t just leave.

“Is everything okay?” Shirley’s eyes are sympathetic. They scoot closer to me.

“Yeah. No. I don’t know.” I shake my head, trying to recalibrate my thoughts. “I might have to go. I don’t know what’s going on.”

A text from Marissa comes through. It’s a link to a press article.

My body turns to ice when I read the headline: THE IDENTITY OF THE BOYFRIEND REVEALED: MEET KAI OLIVEIRA, SASSY’S ON-AND-OFF BOYFRIEND. Below, there’s a picture of me and Kai in his grandpa’s shop, taken from the opposite building, followed by another one of us riding his motorcycle.

I can hear my own ragged breathing as I clutch my phone. How did they even know where we were? I didn’t tell anyone. Did someone follow us?


According to multiple sources, Sassy and Kai dated in high school before calling it quits, but they reconnected thanks to her music. Kai Oliveira, 20, is an aspiring artist, and a current undergrad student at—



A call from Kai flashes across the screen, obscuring the rest of the article.

“Sasha, what’s going on?” His voice crackles in and out of reception, as if he’s rushing somewhere. “Everyone in class was asking me if I’m dating Sassy.”

“There’s an article about us. I had nothing to do with it.” I’m not sure when I’ve started pacing around the studio, but I stop in my tracks when Kai doesn’t say anything. “I’m sorry. I’ll fix it.”

Kai’s voice softens. “Sasha, are you okay?”

“I am, and I’m sorry. This is really unfair to you.” I swallow hard. We just became friends again. I don’t want to lose him due to some stupid rumor. “Can we meet?”

“It may take me a second to leave campus without being followed, but I’ll figure it out.”

Behind me, Shirley taps my shoulder, a worried but understanding look in their eyes.

“Hey, my car is parked downstairs. I can drive you if you need a ride,” they say.



Shirley’s car smells like lavender and eucalyptus, and they have cute crystals hanging from the rearview mirror, plus the seats heat up, but none of that manages to soothe me. The moment we make it to Kai’s campus, I peek out the window. A row of trees and bushes frames the entrance of his department’s building, squirrels dashing across the branches while people sit on the grass.

Students walk in and out through a sleek set of glass doors, but none of them are Kai. Where is he? His class finished fifteen minutes ago. I can’t step out and fetch him because it would only cause more of a media frenzy.

“I’m sorry to drag you into this.” I turn to Shirley. “We were supposed to be working, and I made today all about me.”

“Shit happens. I asked if you needed a ride, remember?” Shirley looks out the window with a faraway look. “I guess it comes with the job. This is what it’s like … to be this famous.” Their expression wavers. “Can I ask you something personal? Is it worth it? This level of exposure.”

The question catches me by surprise. Is the centrifuge worth it? I mean, I’m doing what I love, and I don’t have to work a nine-to-five for the rest of my life. It’s just … you can’t turn it off. Ever.

Kai texts me a moment later. on my way out.

I exhale in relief, sinking back against my seat.

“Is Kai the guy?” Shirley questions, their eyes curious. “Did you write the album about him?”

“He’s not,” I say. “There’s no boyfriend.”

Shirley’s brow pinches into a frown, but they don’t look as surprised as I thought they’d be. “Is it PR?”

“No, just—people assumed my album was about a guy I dated. But it’s not. The entire album is dedicated to fictional characters or stories I love. I get inspiration from the books and shows I enjoy.”

I only hope the anxiety I feel does not show on my face. Shirley’s the first person I’ve opened up to about this. It’s different from Mia, who knew from the start, or Marissa, who kept asking me questions until I answered. Shirley’s never pressured me, but they’re an essential part of my music. They deserve to know.

“For real?” Shirley’s mouth opens slightly in disbelief.

“You think I’m weird.” I turn away, unable to look them in the eye. I feel like I’ve just ripped out my heart and handed it to them. “If you’re mad that I didn’t tell you, I’m so—”

“No, I think that’s dope!” Shirley elbows me. “Sasha, you’re an amazing songwriter.”

The pressure in my chest eases. “Don’t you feel betrayed? We’ve been working together for a while, and I’ve only just told you.”

“So? I don’t tell you everything about me.”

“But it’s an album about love from someone who’s never been in love.”

“And?” Shirley says, then their face goes blank. “Wait, so you and Kai dated? But you … didn’t love each other?”

“I loved him, just not like that,” I admit. “I mean, I’m—”

Suddenly a cacophony of shouted questions fills the air outside. I can hardly catch a glimpse of Kai exiting the building before paparazzi surge forward and surround him.

“Oh, shit.” Shirley stiffens.

“Where’d they come from?” My heart races. They have materialized seemingly out of thin air, their camera flashes bursting like a barrage of fireworks.

This is my fault. Fame comes at a price, but I should be the one to pay it, not Kai.

“I’ll get him,” I say, but Shirley stops me before I can open the door.

“You’ll make it worse.” Their brow furrows as they look outside. It’s the first time I’ve seen them this serious, but they’re not wrong. If I get out, it will confirm the news. Why else would I be here?

It doesn’t matter if it isn’t true.

Shirley glances at an overnight bag sitting in the back of the car. “I have an idea.”



Shirley didn’t tell me much about their plan. They just grabbed the bag and told me to trust them, and to text Kai their number. It’s been thirty minutes and I have no news from them. The paparazzi are still stationed outside the building, and I’m stuck in the car.

Students my age whizz past the car on scooters. I fetch a mask from my backpack and tug it tight around my face, feeling invisible eyes on the back of my neck, but no one seems to recognize me through the dark windows.

I hate that I can’t do anything. That I didn’t see this coming. I should have just stayed at the meet and greet. I pull at the end of my ponytail until my scalp hurts. I don’t know how Shirley expects to sneak Kai past the press, but—

“We’re back in one piece!” Shirley gets back into the car with a camouflaged Kai behind them.

Well, camouflaged might be the wrong word. Kai’s wearing a shark onesie, his face concealed by a row of fluffy teeth and a mask.

“Ley, you’re a genius.”

“We got lucky. I had the shark onesie in here from a video my friends and I filmed a while ago. I figured no one would expect Kai to walk out in a ridiculous outfit, so they didn’t pay attention to us.”

“Thank you for the rescue.” Kai lowers his mask and the shark hoodie and breathes out a sigh of relief.

“Are you okay?” I ask, leaning into the back seat to hug him. I give Shirley a quick squeeze, too. “Thank you.”

“I’m okay,” Kai says. “If it came down to it, I could have jumped out a window—”

I huff. “Don’t pull a Mr. Rodriguez again.”

“You still remember that?”

“Wait, what’s a Mr. Rodriguez?” Shirley asks.

“Our friend Mia took this baking class, and Kai wanted to try one of the cinnamon rolls she made, so he tried to climb up the window while our teacher, Mr. Rodriguez, went to the bathroom.”

“The plan was for Mia to hand me one, then I was going to jump out the window before our teacher could come back, but…” Kai looks down in embarrassment.

“His foot got caught on the curtains, which swung him back into the room, and he crashed onto the counter. It sent everyone’s cinnamon rolls flying.”

My expression threatens to waver. I still remember those hazy evenings after school—the weight of my backpack bumping against my waist as Kai, Mia, and I walked home, sharing whatever Mia had baked, the sky turning into a blend of soft blue and pink.

“Those cinnamon rolls were worth the rolled ankle.” Kai throws me a challenging look, but he smiles, as if caught in the memory as well.

“I can see why you two are friends,” Shirley says, before turning to Kai. “I’m Shirley, by the way. I work with Sasha.”

“They’re my producer. Literally the best in the world.”

“Kai.” He shakes their hand as best he can in the shark onesie, then looks between us, relaxing against the heated seat. “Sash, can you please catch me the fuck up?”



Marissa and Kai sit on opposite ends of my kitchen table, engrossed in their phones. I text Shirley to thank them for driving us and to apologize again for having to cancel our session.

“Would you like something to drink?” I ask Kai and Marissa. Silence spreads like specks of dust in the air. I hate it. I feel like I’ve done something wrong, and I’m about to get scolded. “I’m going to make some tea.”

“Let me help,” Kai says, getting up to rummage through my cabinets. I give him a look. “I still know where everything is. I can help.”

“What if I rearranged my cabinets?”

He smirks. “As if you’d get rid of the system.”

“The system?” Marissa raises an eyebrow.

“Sasha likes to stack her favorite cups in a specific order, right?” he says, looking at me for confirmation. “She chooses a different cup depending on her mood.”

He remembered. I give him a small smile.

Right now my nerves are shot, so I reach for the sturdiest cups—they conserve heat better, so I can warm up my hands. They also have less of a chance of breaking. It makes me feel more in control of my surroundings somehow.

“Anyway.” Marissa clears her throat and places an iPad on the table. “So, here’s the tea. The paps took some pictures of you, and the press must have done some digging. They’re running a story about how Sasha’s first album is about you, Kai.”

“It’s not though.” The urgency in my voice makes me sound pathetic, but that’s where we’re at. I don’t know if Kai has even listened to my album.

“I know it’s not about me. It’s so obvious they’re songs about your favorite stories,” he says, tilting his head at me. “You act like I don’t know your favorite movies. Or like we didn’t watch half of those shows together. Take ‘Birds of the Same Sky.’ That song is a Pride and Prejudice modern AU.” He winces. “I still remember when you and Mia both dressed up as Darcy for Halloween and your wig fell into the toilet.”

“Wait, you’ve listened to my album?”

“Of course.” His voice softens. His gaze shifts, a flicker of realization crossing his face. “I mean, it was playing everywhere. It’s not like I could escape it.”

“The thing is, you two dated,” Marissa says. “And the press has proof. They’ve found some old pictures of you.” She types something on her iPad and hands it to us. There’s another article with pictures of Kai, Mia, and me building props for our theater class. Kai’s sitting behind me, his arms wrapped around my waist.

“Who leaked that?” He bristles, and something blazes over his face, as if he’s remembering the moment in the picture.

Marissa shrugs. “It could be that one of your classmates posted it a while ago, and they just found it. They knew where to look.”

“Hmm. So this is what it feels like to be doxed.” Kai’s voice is laced with humor, but the slight arch of his eyebrows betrays his unease.

“I’m so sorry.” I’m starting to sound like a broken record, but I can’t help it. Yesterday was a mistake. If I had just come back to the meet and greet and done my job, none of this would have happened.

“Sasha, it’s not your fault,” he says. “You didn’t leak the pictures.”

“We can’t go back in time, either,” Marissa says. “But this could be an opportunity for both of you. If we play our cards right.”

“If we play our cards right … how?” I frown. There’s a look on Marissa’s face that I can’t read.

“Well, since the information is already out there…” She looks between us. “We could just go along with it?” Her fingers fly over her iPad, producing an NDA. “This is a relationship agreement. The label wanted me to float the idea your way a while ago, but I told them no, because I knew what you’d say. Initially they wanted an actor or another singer for the part, but all things considered—”

“Part? What part?” My mind reels. My label has been wanting me to what? Fake-date? I turn toward Marissa, anger surging inside of me.

“A love interest.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

“Because I didn’t want you to worry over shit like this. That’s my job as your manager. To take some of the burden off you.” Marissa regards me with a quizzical expression. “Remember how we talked about your next album being all about shedding your teenage-girl persona? Well, demographically, it’s been hard to brand you as a more mature artist because everyone is still hung up on your love story. And a way to make people lose interest would be to give them what they want. Date for a while, break up, and release an album.”

“Absolutely not.” I shake my head. I don’t want to involve Kai in my mess. We just got back on speaking terms, and the main reason we fell out of touch is because we dated in the first place. Also, if I do this … aren’t I just betraying myself? Why should I have to pretend to be someone I’m not?

Kai scratches his head and looks away, his shoulders hunching uncomfortably. The thought strikes me—I don’t even know if he’s single.

“Wait, do you have a girlfriend?” I ask. “If you’re seeing someone, I’ll explain it to her.”

This seems to make Kai laugh. “No, I’m not seeing … anyone.”

“Perfect,” Marissa says. She grins at a frozen Kai, passing him a digital pen. “The idea would be for you two to date, or rather, pretend to date, for six months. After which we’ll stage a breakup and you’ll be free. It would be a mutually beneficial agreement. Kai, you’d get compensated for your time, of course. 10K a month. Also, I understand you want to be a writer of sorts—”

Kai tenses. “I—”

“This could help with exposure. And we’d put you in touch with some agents and publishers. As long as you help Sassy out. You’d do that for her, right?”

Silence stretches as Kai scans the document. His expression is unreadable.

“We need a minute,” I say, voice flat. “Can we be alone?”

Marissa’s brows knit before she pastes a smile on her face. “Of course.” With a nod, she walks out, closing the kitchen door behind her to give us some privacy.

Kai’s eyes remain on the door until Marissa is out of earshot. “Does she know you’re not straight?”

“She does.”

“Then why is she doing this? I thought you wanted to come out.” There’s something accusatory in his gaze, or maybe it’s my own guilt reflected in his eyes. “It’s not that you have to … it’s just, there’s no boyfriend, is there? Your album is all about your favorite stories and characters. Why can’t you say that?”

“It’s complicated. Marissa says if I come out, it will alienate my fanbase.” I turn my back to him to place the teapot on the stove. I don’t know why I feel the need to explain, why I feel so exposed.

“Your manager doesn’t know everything—”

“Except that she does. She really does know everything. Didn’t you read some of the comments people left when they thought I had come out?”

Kai goes quiet, and the only sound left in the room is the boiling water. I’m not ashamed of being who I am, but I don’t want to be hated, either.

“Look, it would be different if I had mentioned my music is made-up from the start, or that I’m aroace,” I say. I should have clarified things when I first went viral. I just never expected people to take my music so literally, and everything happened so fast that I didn’t know how. “But I let this narrative about the boyfriend grow, and now it’s out of my hands. If I tell my fans there’s no guy, they’ll feel like I lied to them.”

They might leave me. And I wouldn’t blame them. Just like I couldn’t blame Kai when he left. But I don’t want to lose them, or my career. And I get why people like the idea of the boyfriend, the same way I love romance in the shows I watch. Fiction fills in the gaps of a disappointing reality. But the difference is, I’m not a fictional character.

“Maybe I’m not ready to come out yet.” My hands clench around the mug. I hate myself for admitting it. I thought I was over it, but I still care what people think.

“Okay, then I’m down,” Kai blurts out.

“What?” I stammer. At first, I’m not sure I’ve heard him right.

“Let’s do this. Let’s date. Or fake-date.” His eyes shine with determination. My throat dries. Why is he doing this? “Six months, right? It’s not that long. Sixty K is enough money that my family wouldn’t have to help me pay for tuition, and I could help my grandpa save for retirement. Or I could maybe, I don’t know, go back to drawing and writing. Part-time.”

I know him well enough to know this isn’t about any of those things, at least not completely. He’s doing it for me. I just can’t figure out why. Why he’d willingly throw himself into the centrifuge.

“Kai, I’m not going to fall in love with you—”

His eyes narrow. “Is that why you think I want to do this? Because I want to get back together? I don’t see you that way anymore.”

His words are resolute, and I can tell he means them, but he hesitates, as if there’s something else he wants to say. Despite everything, I believe him. I know Kai, and I know how he used to look at me, like I was oxygen and he needed me to keep breathing. The way he’s looking at me now, those aren’t the eyes of someone who’s in love.

“Then why are you doing this?”

A playful grin dances across his lips. “It’ll be fun.”

“Fun?” I scoff. None of this sounds fun.

“It’s you and me. We make everything fun.”

A pang goes through my heart. I can’t believe I’m considering this. But even if we ignore the rumors, people will still think Kai is the boyfriend, and they’ll continue bothering him. At least this way he can get some money out of it.

I bite the inside of my cheek, retrieve the teapot from the stove, and grab a mug for him. Two mugs, not just one. One for me, and one for him.

Because Kai is here. I’m not alone. And he wants to do this. At least for a while.

The day will come when I’m totally alone forever, but that day isn’t today. Maybe I’m just making excuses because I want to keep him in my life. Why else would he stay? He’s not my family. He’s not my boyfriend anymore. Without the veil of romance, I’m just Sasha. Not somebody’s favorite artist. Not somebody’s girlfriend. I’m just me. Is that enough on its own?

Mia’s words run through my mind. Be careful.

Being aroace doesn’t mean I want to be alone. Is it so wrong not to want to be alone?

“Friends who’re contractually obligated to date?” I say, passing him a mug.

Kai takes it. “Friends who’re contractually obligated to date.”






CHAPTER 6
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I don’t know why lying makes me sick, but every time I let myself feel guilty about something, shame seeps into me like poison. It’s like my body is trying to punish me for being a bad person. If I lose my career because I lied about myself, I probably deserve it.

I trudge downstairs, shivering despite the weighted blanket I keep wrapped around myself. The exhaustion and stress turned into a fever that hasn’t broken in two days. A puff of cold air hits my face when I open the fridge, empty except for some yogurt and bananas and a row of smoothies.

My stomach growls uncomfortably. I can’t remember the last time I ate, but I was supposed to pick up groceries today. My family is returning in two days, and I promised them I’d get some food.

I texted Marissa and she said not to worry about it, that she would ask someone to get groceries for me, but I still feel bad. Grocery shopping is a love language. I like to get little treats my family isn’t expecting, like those chocolate sprinkles Sonia snacks on while we play Mario Kart, or a new type of cheese my moms might want to try.

I pick up my guitar and flop on the couch, strumming absentmindedly. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t relieved that I’m out of commission for a couple of days. Thanksgiving is right around the corner, and Marissa wanted me and Kai to be seen shopping together at Whole Foods so she could call the paparazzi on us.

WHOLESOME FOOD, WHOLESOME LOVE. KASSY SPENDS THANKSGIVING TOGETHER! I can almost see the headlines.

My family doesn’t really celebrate Thanksgiving. Normally, my moms will order pizza and we’ll watch movies or play board games. Kai used to come over during the weekend for our annual movie marathon. I still remember the time we watched multiple seasons of Haikyū!! in a day and spent hours trying to knock over a water bottle with a volleyball in his backyard. He ended up hitting himself in the face with the ball, and I laughed so hard that I was sore for days.

We’re obviously not doing that this year. I haven’t seen him since we signed the contract, and we haven’t been texting much, considering all I’ve been able to focus on is sleeping.

The doorbell rings, a half-broken, shrill sound that echoes across the living room. It’s probably Marissa’s assistant. I put on a mask before cracking the door.

“Hey.” Kai stands on my doorstep, juggling several armfuls of groceries. “You stink of Vicks VapoRub.” He wrinkles his nose.

I crane my neck to meet his gaze, pulling my blanket cocoon closer. Why is he here? Maybe he forgot I was sick.

“Your manager said you weren’t feeling well,” he continues. “You need food, and your moms are coming back from their trip tomorrow, aren’t they? So don’t fight me.” Kai brushes past me before taking off his shoes and heading for the kitchen. My mind feels foggy as I follow him, trying to process. He got me food.

“They’re coming back the day after tomorrow,” I manage to say. Emotions swirl in my chest, leaving me at a loss for words. “Thank you.”

“No need,” Kai says, unpacking the food. “This is the tofu your mom likes, isn’t it? The not-too-soft, not-too-hard one?”

I don’t know how he remembers that. “Yeah.”

“Your fridge is giving me depression.” His face twists into a scowl as he peruses the empty shelves before throwing me a look over his shoulder. “This is what I would think of if someone asked me to draw the feeling of sadness.” His expression turns stern. “Is this all you’ve been eating while sick?”

“No.”

I mean, it’s not a lie. I also had some sushi Marissa left, and some cereal. It’s not that I’m trying to be a health nut. I just can’t muster up the energy to cook lately, no matter how I try, and everything feels wrong in my mouth. Bananas, smoothies, and yogurt are things I don’t get tired of having, plus they’re cold and nutritious and have familiar flavors.

“I’ll make us something. Easy to eat, I promise.” Kai turns to me. “You can shower while I organize these, if you need to.” He reveals two steaming containers of soup from a paper bag. The smell of rice and chicken envelops me, making my mouth water. Kai rummages through the cabinets like it’s second nature. Like he’s home, not at the place of the girl who dumped him two years ago.

The knot in my chest tightens. How can he still care about me this way? Why’s he doing this?

“Sash?” He waves a hand at me when he catches me staring. “Sounds good?”

“Um?”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Before I can react, he moves closer, placing the back of his hand on my forehead. “You have a fever. When was the last time you took your temperature?”

“I’m fine,” I say, turning away. I don’t need him to take care of me. I can handle it.

There’s something different about the way he touches me now, though. When we were dating, he would be so dramatic if we were more than five feet apart. But when Kai touches me now, it’s calm. A wave crashing on the shore, coming and going.

I tread upstairs to shower, leaving him alone in the kitchen. By the time I come back, dressed in a fresh set of pajamas and my hair tied in a loose ponytail, my fever is down a little.

I half expect him to be gone by how silent the house is. It wouldn’t be the first time Kai left without saying anything, but he’s still in the living room, drawing on his tablet.

“How are you feeling?” Kai’s head pops up from the couch. The blankets are folded and put away, a game is queued up on the TV, and there are two bowls on the table, steam swirling like tiny clouds.

“I’m okay.” I sink into my seat, cradling the warm bowl between my palms. A blend of rice, veggies, and chicken coats my tongue when I take a bite, and I’m instantly taken back to the countless sleepovers we had at his place. Mia, Kai, and I would huddle together in his basement to pull all-nighters before finals. Sometimes Kai’s grandpa would cook for us, sharing embarrassing stories of Kai when he was little.

“Did Vô Oliveira cook this?” I ask, but it’s clear the moment I taste it. His grandpa made this. “Canja de galinha, right? I still remember.”

“He heard you weren’t feeling well.” Kai shrugs and looks away. “He knows you love his cooking. You know how he is.”

A weight settles on my chest. I haven’t even asked Kai what he’s told him, or his parents, what story he’s spun for them. He’s suddenly in the headlines, dating the girl that broke his heart. Does his family think we’re together again?

“Have you seen that video of Toad yelling-singing one of your songs?” Kai points a finger at the TV. “It’s hilarious.”

“Does your family know?” I grip my bowl until my fingertips burn from the heat. I shouldn’t be this blunt, but the voice inside my mind is screaming You’re a bad person. “Do they think we’re back together, or do they know … about the contract?”

“They know,” he says matter-of-factly. “They’d be suspicious if I suddenly made sixty thousand dollars out of nowhere. They’d think I was mixed up in some shady business.”

“This is some shady business.” I fidget with the edge of my blanket. “Does your grandpa hate me?”

Did he hate me then, when we broke up?

I lower my head and focus on picking at the lint on the blanket. I can’t bring myself to look up at Kai. You’re a bad person.

“You’re not easy to hate, Sash.” Kai’s voice is soft, laced with a hint of something unspoken. The air between us thickens with whatever it is. I steal a sideways glance at him as he fumbles for his tablet and begins sketching again.

“What are you drawing?” I ask, if only to break the silence before it settles.

The character he’s doing line art for looks like some sort of vigilante. He’s wearing a gadget around his arm, standing in the rain, completely soaked as he watches the sunrise.

“Oh, um. An original character.” His grip tightens around his digital pen. “It’s not really good. I don’t know if I’ll ever publish it.”

I guess our creative process is different. Kai keeps his art close to his heart, no matter how bad he wants to share it with the world. For me, the idea of sharing my art with my fans makes my stomach flutter. But Kai’s art is like a piece of himself that will only be worthy of being shared when it’s perfect.

“Who’s he?” I ask. “He reminds me of that dude, what’s his name? Spider-Punk?”

Kai’s face lights up. “He was one of my inspirations! I love this color palette, and I’m trying to make these lines irregular on purpose to showcase his mental health. He just lost his partner. Love of his life. They went through a lot together.”

“Can I see her?”

“Not a she,” he says. Oh? That’s new. Before I can ask him to show me, he sighs and puts the pen down. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t think people will like this art style. It’s too niche.”

I shrug. “I like your art style.”

Maybe it’s not for everyone, but it’s interesting, and it draws you in. Every line and color jumps off the page, like they’re forcing emotions out of you.

“Yeah, but you’re weird.”

“Huh?” I lean away on the couch so I can shove his shoulder with my foot. “And? Being weird is awesome. If you ask me, it’s better to make interesting art.”

“I need to draw in a way that everyone will like.” He slumps against the cushions. “Otherwise the story will get overshadowed by the way I draw the characters.”

“I disagree. I think it will make your story stand out.”

“The pile of rejections sitting in my inbox would disagree.”

“Well, fuck rejections. You have me now. Just go for it.”

“You?” Kai stills for a moment, his expression a blend of amusement and confusion.

“Well, yeah. I mean, the contract.” I straighten on my seat. “Since you’re already getting attention anyway, you might as well get something out of it. Let’s promote your art. Start posting it on your social media. Make art for weird people.”

He winces. “I don’t want to mooch off your fame.”

“You won’t.” I bump my shoulder against his. “What I’m saying is that if anyone deserves a platform, it’s you. There are people out there who will love your art.”

“I don’t know, Sash.” I expect him to reply with a witty remark, but he just shakes his head and reaches for the remote, tossing his tablet aside.

It’s strange. We’re falling back on our old routines, trying to recapture the essence of the people we used to be, but I also feel like I don’t know him anymore. I don’t know why or when his confidence went away, because I wasn’t there to witness it, or to help him through it.

He queues up the video of Toad screaming my first single, “Summer Blues.” I take another spoonful of soup as the video starts. An unexpected fit of laughter claws its way up my throat, making me choke on my food.

“Fuck you,” I say, trying to breathe through my coughs when he chuckles.

“I’ll get you some water.” Kai rises to his feet. He looks over his shoulder and smirks, mimicking Toad’s voice. “Suuuummer bluuues.”

I throw a pillow at him, but I’m short on reflexes and he’s fast at scurrying to the kitchen. The doorbell rings before I can settle back on the couch. Maybe Marissa did send someone to get me groceries. I don’t know where I’m going to store more food. The fridge is already full to the brim—

“¡Por fin!” is all I hear, spinning around in time to see my little sister slipping past me as she throws herself at the floor. “Casa. Casita. Te he extrañado tanto … I smell like plane.”

My moms appear behind her, hauling two giant suitcases toward the door. The frown lines on Mamá’s brows deepen as she tries to get Sonia’s suitcase’s loopy wheel to roll. Mom abandons her suitcase on the porch and throws her arms open for a hug.

“Mom?” I say, torn between confusion and joy. “Mamá?”

My heart drops to my stomach. They’re not supposed to be home yet. Before I can ask, they both wrap me in a hug so tight that I immediately feel ten pounds lighter. For the first time since I got back to LA, I feel at home. The way Mom’s eyes crease with fondness when she looks at me is home. The faint scent of Mamá’s perfume, a subtle blend of jasmine and sandalwood, is home.

“You were sick and home alone. You really thought we wouldn’t come home earlier?” Mom squeezes me against her. “I missed you too much.”

Mamá touches my forehead. Her manicured nails feel cold against my skin. “Your temperature doesn’t seem too bad,” she says. “¿Te tomaste algo para la fiebre?”

“Oh? You made food?” Mom spots the steaming bowls in the living room. “I missed your cooking! You hadn’t cooked in a while.”

“What are you playing?” Sonia kicks off her shoes and plops down on the couch.

Fuck. Kai—

“Hey, guys, so Kai—”

“Oh, there’ll be time to talk about him.” Mamá gives me the look—the one that makes me feel small enough to fit in a shoebox. “What were you thinking? Getting into a PR contract? This isn’t you, Sasha.” She switches to Spanish, and it lands as fast and painful as an arrow piercing my chest. She’s right. None of this is me. My eyes well up with tears, but I disguise them behind a sniffle.

I told them about the contract over the phone so they wouldn’t freak out when they saw the headlines. I explained that things sort of spiraled, and Marissa suggested we make the best out of a bad situation. I just didn’t have an answer when they asked me why I did it. Honestly, I don’t know. When I’m out there, onstage, I’m not Sasha. I’m Sassy. In a way, she protects me. So, I guess it’s my job to protect her as well, the girl people think I am.

“I know he’s a good kid,” Mom says, gentler than Mamá, as she fidgets with the bracelet around her wrist. I made it for her when I was a kid, and she still wears it, the pink beads contrasting against her rich brown skin. “But I’m a little wary about this whole thing. You should never feel pressured to come out, but I wouldn’t want you to pretend to be someone you’re not. It never ends well.”

“Yes,” Mamá backs her up. “And I don’t like that there’s money involved—”

The floorboards creak with Kai’s steps as he reappears from the kitchen with a glass of water.

“Eh … long time no see.” He scratches his head. “Liza, Esme.”

My moms freeze. Mamá’s eyes widen, and she curses in Spanish under her breath.

“Kai!” Sonia jumps from the couch and into Kai’s arms. “I’ve missed you. You stopped coming over.”

My heart shrinks. My sister’s always loved Kai and how he used to spoil her. Kai is an only child, and most of his extended family lives in Brazil, so he loved spending time with Sonia. She’s almost nine, but she was only six when Kai and I broke up. I told her he was busy with exams. I didn’t want to tell her she was never going to see him again.

“I know, and I’m sorry. It was my fault. I’ve missed you, too, Soni.” Kai smiles and spins my sister around, his voice catching a little. “You’re so tall. Look at you!”

“Your hair is long!” Sonia tries to reach for the end of Kai’s tiny ponytail. “I can’t decide if it suits you, though. Can I style it?”

“Sure, sure.” Kai puts her down, then sweeps his gaze between me and my moms and squares his shoulders. “Some other time, though. I should leave. Just came to check in on Sasha.”

Mom stands between him and the door. “That’s so thoughtful, Kai. Thank you for stopping by.”

Mom has the softest heart. She’s an empath through and through, but even I can see her reluctance, a certain distance in her voice, like she wants to protect me.

“It’s no problem.” Kai walks toward the door.

“Actually, Kai’s grandpa cooked for us,” I say, pointing at the two bowls sitting by the table. “And Kai stocked our fridge. We were about to start eating.”

It feels unfair to kick him out like this.

Mom and Mamá share a look, and Mamá sighs. “Okay, why don’t you guys get started while we shower and unpack, and we’ll join you in an hour?”

“And tell Mr. Oliveira thank you,” Mom goes on. “We’ll make sure to stop by and bring him something in return.”

“Let’s play Rainbow Road.” Sonia’s quick, reaching for the controller.

“Soni, you have to unpack, too,” Mom says.

Sonia shrugs. “Unpacking is a social construct.”

“Ah, she’s learned that recently,” I say when Kai fights a puff of laughter behind his fist. “Last month she said homework is a social construct.”

“Sonia,” Mamá says again. “Don’t forget you’re still grounded.”

“Grounded?” I ask.

Mamá sighs. “On our last day in Spain, your sister called some kid on the street a colonizer.”

“He literally cut the line in front of me and got the last free churro. I regret nothing.” Sonia flops on the couch and reaches for one of the controllers. “Anyway, asking a girl to unpack is sexist.” Sonia waves her controller from side to side. “If I were a boy, I’d be allowed to play Rainbow Road. It expands my imagination instead of teaching me to do chores.”

“Soni, o vienes aquí ahora mismo o te quedas sin videojuegos una semana.” Mamá threatens to confiscate Sonia’s games for a week. My sister puts the controller down and acquiesces with a grunt. She knows it’s time to run when Mamá switches to Spanish.

Mamá, Esme, is my biological mom. She had me via donor before she met Mom, Liza, with the help of a male friend she has in Spain. I don’t remember life before Mom, though. She’s always been there. They met when I was three thanks to Mia’s mom, who was friends with them both, and they got married when I was five. I have a vague memory of their wedding, them wearing princess gowns and holding my hands as I waddled to the altar with the rings.

I remember thinking there was something sad about weddings, and that’s the reason people get emotional. I thought guests were there to say goodbye to my moms because they were never going to see them again once we became a family, as if Mom had chosen us instead of them. Obviously, I don’t think that now, but I still have this overwhelming feeling that there’s loss tied with joy.

I want to have what my moms have one day. Not because they fell in love, but because they built a home together. I want that. A home. A found family. I just don’t know if that’s in the cards for me as an aroace person.

“Don’t leave before we play Mario Kart,” Sonia tells Kai.

“I won’t.” Kai shakes pinkies with Sonia. “But I won’t show mercy.”

“Is that supposed to scare me?” When Sonia smiles, there’s a gap between her teeth, and I realize she must have lost a baby tooth while I was gone. The thought stirs something in my chest. When did life start going by so fast? When I was little, each month felt like a lifetime. Is this how it’s going to be for the rest of my life?

Soon she’ll be the same age I was when she was born. Mom had Sonia when I was eleven, through the same donor as Mamá. We both have the same nose that scrunches when we frown, the same deep brown, almond-shaped eyes, the same lopsided smile. She’s Black, like Mom, with medium brown skin and warm golden undertones, while Mamá and I are white with olive undertones. I have dark brown hair with 2B waves, and Sonia has beautiful 3C curls. One of my favorite childhood memories is of Mom teaching me how to care for and do Sonia’s hair in different styles.

I swallow down the lump in my throat. It feels like it was yesterday; the memories closest to my heart still feel so fresh in my mind.

The rest of the day passes in a blur. Kai and I watch TV for an hour until Sonia stumbles into the living room and demands we race her on Mario Kart, and after a couple of hours, my moms join us for a game of Jenga. My heart feels full in a way it hasn’t for a while. The initial awkwardness between me and Kai is disappearing, at least when we’re around other people. But it feels treacherous, like clay that’s been molded but is still wet, like if I hold on to this feeling too tightly, it will collapse.

Maybe it will, I think. But for now I’m whole, so I cast the thought aside, focusing on Sonia’s victorious smile as she drives Kai off Rainbow Road.






CHAPTER 7
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I groan, stretching. I don’t know what time it is, but I must have slept for a long time, based on the light pouring in from my window directly onto my face. A headache lingers, but I no longer have a fever. I push myself up on my elbows, smiling. My family is home, Kai and I had fun yesterday, Mia is coming back for the holidays, and we’re having a sleepover on Monday.

Today, the centrifuge spins slowly, and all is good.

My fingers ache for the soothing touch of my piano, so I spend the next few hours texting with Shirley about the new song. We can’t seem to agree on the violins. I think it makes the bridge more emotionally impactful, but they think it distracts from my vocals. Maybe I should do a Live and ask my fans? It’s been a while since I was able to talk to them in real time, and I miss it. I crave the intimacy of my earlier days, when I’d go live and play covers while they told me about their day.

And yet, as I navigate to my social media, something gives me pause. The number of comments on one of my posts seems to have doubled overnight. A sense of dread washes over me. Did I like something by mistake again?

When I browse through a handful of comments on my latest post, they all seem to be in response to a picture Kai posted of us playing board games last night. He tagged me, as per my label’s request.

sasshaaaaaa YOU GUYS ARE THE BLUEPRINT

sashaissopretty SCREAMS INTO THE VOID

sashaplsnoticemesenpai how long have you been dating? who made the first move?

kassyismyotp THE WAY HE LOOKS AT YOU LIKE YOU HUNG THE MOON AND THE STARS … I CAN’T!

sashanationbrasil COME TO BRAZIL! [image: A flag with a central diamond and a circular emblem inside. A curved band above traverses the circle.] [image: A flag with a central diamond and a circular emblem inside. A curved band above traverses the circle.] [image: A flag with a central diamond and a circular emblem inside. A curved band above traverses the circle.]

sassysbellybuttonpiercing you guys are so CUTE and i’m SO SINGLE

A tinge of self-hatred simmers beneath my skin. Their comments are well intentioned, but it’s a lot to take in. I don’t like that I’m contributing to the idea that life is better when you’re in love. But it’s only for six months, I remind myself, and then I’ll be free. Kai and I will “break up” amicably, and my music will just be my music again. For now, however, I guess Kai and I have officially hard-launched. My fans are into it—a few are a little too into it, I decide, when someone sends me a DM with an AI picture of what our six (huh?) children would look like.

I’m about to close out the app when another DM catches my eye. I can’t read them all, but I like to leave them open in case anyone wants to reach out privately.

@SASHAWORLDDOMINATION

hii! i just wanna say thank you. ur music is one of the reasons i’m alive today.

Oh.

I pause as the message sinks in. I— There must be a mistake. Has my music really helped someone like that? Me?

A blend of gratitude and responsibility crashes over me as I type a reply. Moments like these remind me why I share my songs. It almost makes it all worth it—the lies, the fake relationship, the person I pretend to be for them. If I … or well, Sassy—if Sassy can touch someone on such a deep level, then it’s all worth it.

Marissa’s name obscures the screen before I can respond. She’s calling. With a sigh, I answer.

“Good morning!” she says. She tells me how happy my label is that Kai posted about us, and then adds, “Guess who got you a small part on the new season of Friday, the Netflix show.”

I bolt upright. “No fucking way.”

Friday is a popular YA show that combines dark academia with elements of fantasy and horror. Mia and I binged the entire first season last year over FaceTime.

“And the best part is that it films in London for two weeks! You leave on Monday.”

“What?” My body turns cold. Monday? That’s in two days. Wait, what does she mean I leave on Monday? I was supposed to have time off, and Mia and I were going to have a sleepover. I mean, this is great, but my family just got back and I can finally rest here and—

“You don’t seem excited,” Marissa deadpans.

“I am. I’m just in shock. I mean, my family just came back. I wanted to spend some time with them … Let me think about it?”

“Think about it?” Marissa sighs. I hate that I can hear the disappointment in her voice. “Sasha, I worked my ass off for this. It’s a great opportunity to branch out, and to be known for something other than your music and your relationship, like you wanted. And, you know, it’s your favorite show. I thought you’d be happy.”

“I am.” I think. I love the show, and I’ve always wanted to meet Rosa, the actress who plays the lead, and Asher, who plays the golden-retriever love interest. Most of all, I’d love to meet the writers so I can bribe them into telling me what happens after the first season’s cliffhanger.

“You can bring Kai. You should bring Kai, actually. You two will have plenty of time to sightsee, too. It’ll be great for PR. I bet he’d love to travel. You’d be doing him a favor.”

“I—” The room spins around me. “I’ll call you later.”



The echo of tires screeching against the pavement slices through the street. I take a few steps back on the sidewalk as Mia rounds the corner, her SUV narrowly avoiding a collision with a tree when she attempts to parallel park.

“Sorry I’m late!” She waves at me through the window. “LA traffic can suck my dick.”

A gentle afternoon breeze tousles my hair as a grin lights up my face.

“Don’t worry! It’s okay!” I reassure her as she hops out of the car. If there’s one thing Mia hates, it’s being late, so she’s probably stressing out. “Hola, fea.”

“¡Hola, feísima!” She throws her arms open, the sunlight casting a warm glow on her face. I jump into her arms, and she squeezes me. “I’ve missed you, Sash.”

“Me too, Mimi.” I hold her tight. Neither of us lets go. It’s strange. There was a time when being apart for more than a week felt like an eternity. Now it’s been months.

“Are you ready?”

“I’m starving!” I race her to the car. Mia and I started this tradition of getting pizza and driving to the beach to watch the sunset when she first got her license. The day she found out she was going to college in New York, I’d taken her to Santa Monica to ease her nerves. She screamed when she opened the acceptance email, and we both jumped into the water with all our clothes on.

We catch up while she drives, browsing through each other’s playlists and singing at the top of our lungs. She tells me about the classes she’s taking and her internship, and I tell her about the music I’m planning to write. Everything is familiar—the way her car smells like her strawberry perfume, the friendship bracelet on her wrist, the duck with sunglasses I got for her dashboard that has almost melted from the sun.

And yet, those pauses on the phone have made their way into real life. Silences between us that I don’t know how to fill.

“Hey, you missed our exit,” I say when we drive past the Santa Monica sign.

“Oh, I thought we could go to the hills instead of the beach?” Mia taps her finger against the steering wheel.

“But we always go to the beach?” It’s our tradition. “I don’t mind if you want to try a new place though.”

I like the view from the mountains. The houses are also pretty to look at. When we were little, Mia and I used to pretend to be house hunters, imagining what our lives would be like if we could actually afford one of them. Now I probably could, if I wanted to live there. But I’m not sure I do.

When I imagine myself living in a big house, I don’t see Sasha. I can only see Sassy.

“Yeah, I know, I just—” Her grip tightens around the steering wheel. “Está lejos, and I don’t want to get stuck in traffic again. I sort of promised Jason I’d meet him later?”

“Jason?” I turn to her. What’s Mia’s situationship gotta do with our beach plan?

“He’s in town for a couple of days visiting family, and I said we could meet for a bit at his place?” She gives me an apologetic expression. “He’s closer to the hills.”

“¿Me estás dando plantón para quedar con Jason?” My voice tinges with frustration. Are you standing me up to hang out with Jason? “I thought you said you weren’t serious.”

She sets her jaw. “No te estoy ignorando. You’re my priority. That’s why I’m hanging out with you first and meeting him later.”

“You see Jason all the time at school. It’s the first time we’ve hung out in months. I feel like we’re on a schedule now.” I turn my head to look out the window.

She’s not technically bailing on me, but … it’s like she just wants to get this through so she can go hang out with him.

“Why are you being difficult right now?” Her eyes narrow, a flicker of irritation crossing her face. “It’s not like you haven’t had to reschedule a dozen times, or cut a FaceTime short because you had somewhere to be or something to film, and I’ve never complained.”

I swallow hard, the weight of her words landing like a boulder on my chest. She’s right, and I’m being unfair.

“I’m sorry,” I say, trying to dispel the thin veil of unease that has settled upon us.

Mia shakes her head. “No, I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorrier.”

“I’m sorriest. I don’t want you to feel like I don’t want to spend time with you.”

“Neither do I. I’m sorry if I ever made you feel like I wasn’t making time for you,” I say.

“And we still have our sleepover on Monday.” Her face lights up. “I have it all planned out. We could go to the arcade and then hang out at home and make air-dry clay figures. Also I found my skates! We could go to the park in the morning and have a little picnic.”

“That sounds gre—” My chest swells with excitement, then a text from Marissa flashes across my screen—she just sent me the script for the show. “I … can’t. I’m going to London on Monday. I’m sorry. But I’ll be back soon, and I can visit you after.”

I haven’t confirmed it with Marissa, but she’s right. It’s a good opportunity. I shouldn’t pass on it. And maybe I’m being unreasonable about being tired.

I’m lucky, so lucky. I should appreciate that.

“To London? Sasha, what? I thought you finally got time off.” Mia frowns, a flicker of disappointment passing through her face. “You’re so overworked you got sick.”

I mean, I think it was the nerves from the PR contract that made me sick. Mia knows about it. She thinks Kai and I should be careful, but as long as we get paid, she’s not against it.

“Marissa got me a small role on Friday, that show we like?”

“Shit, Sash, no, I know what Friday is.” Her eyes widen in shock. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah. It’s a small role, though.”

We used to binge-watch shows over FaceTime all the time last year when she first moved to New York, but lately it’s been difficult to find time with my schedule and her classes.

“Remember when I used to ask you to come to parties with me because I didn’t want to go alone?” Mia purses her lips. “You used to disappear for a bit halfway through. I always knew where to find you, though. Especially if there was a dog or a cat around.”

A little smile touches my lips. Whenever I used to sneak out to recharge, Mia would always come find me.

“You would get really quiet at a certain point, and I always knew it was time to go home.”

“Yeah.” I’m not sure why she’s bringing it up now. “Why?”

“Don’t forget to come home, Sash.” She hesitates. “Don’t forget to recharge.”

Her brow knits into two concerned lines. I squeeze her hand, a surge of affection coursing through me. I don’t want to worry her. “I won’t. I promise. Sorry I have to cancel our sleepover.”

Silence weaves its web between us for a few moments.

“It’s … okay. Congrats on the role. You’re going to be a whole new level of famous. Holy fuck.” A thread of unease runs through her voice. She stares at the road ahead, but her mind is somewhere else.

“I can come visit you on campus before Christmas though,” I offer.

“Yeah, that could be fun.” She changes to the high-pitched register she uses when she makes plans with someone but doesn’t mean it.

But maybe I’m reading into it.

The rest of the drive is quiet. We end up taking a walk across the hills, sitting on the hood of her car while we eat a pack of Oreos, gazing out over the city and the layer of pollution that grays the sky. But Mia keeps checking her phone and smiling at her screen.

A sliver of annoyance spears through my chest. She’s going to see him later. Can’t they just talk in person? It’s obvious that whatever she has going on with Jason is more than a hookup. I don’t like the guy, but I don’t want to dislike him if he makes my friend happy. I need to try harder.

“¿Me presentas a Jason cuando te vaya a visitar?” I ask. Introduce me to Jason when I visit you?

“Sure…” Mia fidgets with the string of her sweater. It’s a little oversized on her, and I wonder if it’s his. “Cuando me visites.” Whenever you visit me. She leans her head on my shoulder.

“Cuando te visite,” I repeat. Maybe saying it out loud will turn my words into a promise.

I hope it’s sooner than later.






CHAPTER 8
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It isn’t my first time flying first class, but Kai is wide-eyed, as if he’s boarded an alien craft instead of a luxury airline. He plops down on our plush, spacious seats and slides the partition on either side, shielding us from view before kicking off his shoes and stretching his legs, as if making sure he has enough space. He’s over six feet, so coach seats must be terrible for him.

“Wanna have some caviar?” He peruses the menu after we take off. A flight attendant has shown us how to turn our seats into beds, and soft lighting casts a cozy atmosphere in the cubicle, elegant wood panes contrasting against the giant screen in front of us.

“I wouldn’t recommend it. Marissa got diarrhea from that once just before we had to go through customs,” I say. “She almost caused an international incident.”

Marissa thinks I should fly private, but that middle school paper I had to do about celebrities and carbon emissions still haunts me.

Kai and I bicker for a while before deciding to watch a random movie. He falls asleep five minutes into it, but I’d rather avoid jet lag, so I pull out my Japanese book to work on my homework. I took it in high school because we were supposed to learn a second language and I already knew Spanish, and I practiced Portuguese a lot thanks to Kai, his grandpa, and the Brazilian employees at their shop. At first they would speak to me in Portuguese and I would answer in Spanish or Portunhol, but eventually I learned to string a few sentences together. After I graduated, I continued working with my Japanese teacher, since she offers private tutoring.

Sometimes I wonder what I would have studied if I’d actually gone to college. I wanted to be a music major, but I love learning languages, too. I’m not sure I could have survived four more years of classes, though. I was already struggling with attendance in high school—graduating felt like a huge relief, letting go of a breath I had been holding for years.

“I didn’t know you were still learning Japanese.” Kai’s voice rumbles with grogginess, pulling me from my thoughts. I spin to look at him, startled for a second. The turbulence must have woken him up. His hair sticks out, his bangs pasted across his forehead as he rubs his eyes and pushes himself to his elbows. He looks like a baby bear waking up from hibernation—disoriented but sort of adorable. He stares at my notebook and points at a word. “What does it say?”

Hitori. One person. Alone.

“Hmm. It depends. 一人 means alone, but if you write it like this, 独り, it evokes a sense of loneliness, I think? I’m not sure,” I say. Loneliness. Something tightens in my chest. I’m not lonely, but sometimes I feel alone. I have my family, my friends. They’re all just somewhere else.

Mia’s words come back to me. Don’t forget to come home.

I feel like my home is scattering.

The rest of the flight goes by fast, and by the time the pilot announces we’re landing, I can’t help but nervously tap my finger against the window. My hands shake, but I chalk it up to the overpowering force of the AC above us and not the sudden anxiety that seizes me. This is my first acting job. I wonder if I’m going to do well, or if I’ll be able to get along with everyone. I’ve barely had time to prepare.

Normally I do my due diligence before meeting new people. I look them up on social media, Wikipedia—anything that will give me a glimpse of their personality. I file away information for future use to mold myself into a shape they’ll like. In a way, people are like words whose meaning I need to learn in order to understand them.

But I’m going in blank this time.

I’m getting that feeling again, like I’m an untethered balloon, floating helplessly into the sky.

“Shit. I hate this part,” Kai mutters. He scrunches his face in discomfort as the plane descends. I don’t know if he senses my nerves or if he’s wrestling his own, but it uncoils some of the tension in my stomach.

“I didn’t know you were afraid of flying,” I say.

“It’s just the landing that scares me.”

“But you’ve flown before, no? To visit your cousins in Brazil,” I say. He used to tell me about the summers he spent there when he was a kid, before his parents got divorced, and how his cousins pretty much bullied him into speaking fluent Portuguese.

“Yeah, but it’s been a while since I’ve been on a plane.” He rakes his fingers through his hair. “Vô and I only visit during Christmas now, and we’ve skipped the last few, ever since he injured his back. He’s okay, though. It’s just a long flight, and I don’t want to leave him alone to handle the shop.”

“Oh. I didn’t know.” I shift in my seat. There’s still so much about him I don’t know. Or no longer know. “But you love roller coasters, right? Just imagine the plane is one.” I remember the time we went to Six Flags. Not even the fall tower could muster a scream out of him.

“Yeah, because I’m not worried about crashing? Planes are different.” He squeezes my hand when we hit turbulence and bounce in our seats. “I don’t know. I get all these images of us crashing and how sad my family would be at my funeral. I can’t shake them until the plane lands, and we’re back in control.”

I sort of get it. The need for control. The need for the ground beneath your feet. A warm feeling spreads through my chest. If I’m a balloon, Kai will tie me around his wrist so I don’t fly away.

“Kai?”

“Um?”

“Thank you for coming with me,” I say. “And, I mean, if we die, at least we won’t have to cry at each other’s funeral—”

“Sasha!!!”



The car jolts and rattles against the uneven cobblestone roads, each bump reverberating through our plush seats. Kai presses his hand against the windowpane, his breath fogging up the glass as he takes in the view outside. We pass Covent Garden, the square washed in the glow of the streetlights. Despite the late hour, there is still a subtle energy that hangs over the place like a veil, as if every alleyway holds a secret story. I roll down my window to stare at the empty market stalls, their awnings folded up for the night.

As our driver glides through the narrow streets, weathered buildings give way to glass-fronted skyscrapers, and we emerge into a different part of the city. Live music spills into the streets from a row of pubs, the sound of laughter mingling with conversations in different languages.

I lean back in my seat, my gaze fixed on the passing shadows that dance along the edges of the winding streets. Technically it’s my second time in London. Over the summer I was invited to be an opener for a festival here, but I was only in town for two days and didn’t get to see anything except my hotel room. So far I’ve mostly played concerts in intimate venues, mainly in the States, but I haven’t toured yet. My label thinks it makes more sense to do a world tour once my second album is out and I have more material. Touring sounds exhausting. Honestly, it scares me, but I hope I get to do it sometime. Something about the way the energy of the audience converges into a single point, thousands of souls becoming one with the music, makes all the rehearsing and tiredness worth it.

By the time we reach our hotel, Kai has entered a zombie state and is at serious risk of falling asleep on his feet. He runs a hand through his hair as he gets out of the car and goes to retrieve his luggage. As we walk side by side, I soak in the sight of the lobby, chandeliers hanging low from the ceiling, the marble floor opening out onto a foyer. It’s midnight, so there are only a few people scattered about, mainly the staff in dark blue uniforms. A father and a child sit on a sprawling sofa, dwarfed by the pillars on either side of the walls.

“Here’s the key to your suite.” The receptionist hands me our room card with a warm smile. I take it, my fingers wrapping around the cool metal. Marissa’s assistant already checked us in online, so we don’t have to do much other than show her our passports. “Someone will be right here to assist you with your luggage.”

“Wait, suite?” Kai perks up at that. His eyes cut to me, fast, a hint of distress crossing his face. “As in, a singular room? We’re sharing a single?” His mouth opens as if to say something else before he sweeps his gaze across the lobby. The father and his kid are watching us, and for a moment I wonder if they’ve recognized me. “Ah, sure, babe…”

Kai scratches the back of his neck and looks away.

I cock an eyebrow. What’s going on with him? Does he think we’re about to walk into a one-bed AU situation?

Oh.

I forgot to tell him our suite has two independent rooms. If the way he fidgets with the hair tie around his wrist is any indication, he’s confused and freaking out.

The soft glow of the chandeliers casts a warm light over the lobby as we are ushered to the elevator. I should clarify things, but he’ll see it for himself once we get to the room, and I don’t want people to overhear us. Or maybe it’s the jet lag that drives me to mess with him a little.

“I’m so tired. I can’t wait to go to bed.” I stretch my arms over my head and yawn loudly as we reach the double doors to our suite.

“Um, okay, I’ll sleep on the floor then,” he murmurs. We’re alone on this floor, the valet having left after delivering our suitcases.

“What are you talking about? Sleep on the bed?”

“What?” He shoots me a puzzled look.

“Relax.” I give his arm a gentle squeeze and push the doors open. “I’m just kidding.”

A spacious foyer opens out onto a living area stacked with plush sofas arranged around a cozy fireplace. The floor-to-ceiling windows offer a panoramic view of London’s skyline, and on either side, there are two private rooms connected by the same wall.

Kai’s shoulders slump with relief, and I snicker.

“I hate you.” He takes off his boots and throws one at me. “You were messing with me?”

“In my defense, you looked very messable.” Something about his bed hair and the way his bangs are swept back by one of Sonia’s flower hairpins makes him look unguarded.

“I’ll get my revenge.” He groans, unceremoniously dropping his bag on the couch. “Just wait.”

My gaze drifts to the window, where the streetlights shine across the pavement. I take a picture of the view and send it to Mia, but a knot forms in my chest when she just hearts it and doesn’t reply. Our chats have been looking so dry lately, and I don’t know what to do. I know friendships evolve, but it feels like my friendship with Mia is evolving into cold, empty space.

I ignore the tightness in my chest, chalking it up to the jet lag. I always get sad when I’m sleepy. Maybe I should just get some rest. Kai and I retreat to our rooms, but I keep tossing and turning, so I pull out my guitar and Pato—Tito for friends—my travel plushie.

If I can’t sleep, I might as well be productive.

Tito is a yellow duck I’ve had since I was a kid. He was the first plushie Mom ever bought for me, and I always take him with me when I fly somewhere. He’s so small he fits in my purse and keeps me company. He’s also my assistant during late-night songwriting sessions. I play and sing for him, and he holds my notebook. In return, I take pictures of him with landmarks of the cities we visit.

You twist the knife, and I long for the touch of your hand … I hum a few lyrics, recording a sample for Shirley. They kind of suck, but at this point I’m just trying to get a feel of the melody.

One of the other songs I’m currently writing is inspired by this extremely sad fic I found. I wanted fluff but found permanent-emotional-damage angst instead. I spent a week unable to function after I read it, and I’ve been wanting to turn it into lyrics for some time.

Wait. Will people think this is about me and Kai? It doesn’t really fit into the current narrative my label has built around us. Or worse, what if, without context, it sounds like I got my heart broken in a horrible way? Will they blame Kai and make up terrible stories about him? I want our eventual breakup to be amicable.

I can’t sing about this, I realize, with a pang to my chest. I don’t want my relationship to dictate what I write about, but I can’t just write about whatever. It’s what got me into this mess to begin with. Except, the boyfriend has a face and a name now. My songs will come back to haunt him.

I delete the audio, letting out a faint sigh as I fall back on the bed. Maybe I should call it a night—

“Why did you stop? It sounded good.” Kai’s voice travels through the wall.

“Sorry.” I straighten, turning slightly toward the direction of his voice in the other room. I feel oddly exposed, even though it’s not the first time he’s heard me sing or that I’ve sung in front of him. “Did I wake you?”

“No. I was awake playing on my phone. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“Walls are thin. It’s not your fault.”

There’s a pause after that, and I don’t know what to say. I crack my knuckles, pressing my face against the pillow. I wonder if he thinks this is weird. We haven’t been alone like this—at night, just the two of us—since we went no contact.

“Sasha?” Kai says. “This is definitely the jet lag talking and I’ll probably regret bringing this up tomorrow, but can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” I shift, wishing I could decipher the emotion that lingers behind his voice. Ever since we found each other again, I’ve had this feeling, like he’s keeping something from me.

I can’t tell what it is.

“When we were together … did I ever … Ugh. I don’t know how to put this.”

My breath hitches uncomfortably. He wants to talk about our breakup?

“You can ask me anything.” I draw my legs up to my chest, feeling the coolness of the sheets against my skin. Part of me is worried that this conversation will end up turning into an argument. Maybe some things are better left unsaid.

“I’ve read that some aroace people force themselves to have sex. Did I ever…” I can’t see him, but his voice is uneven. “Did you ever feel like I made you?”

“What? No.” I tighten my grip on the sheets. “Are you serious?”

“I just—”

My instincts take over before he can finish speaking. I bolt from my room and into his, my footsteps pattering rapidly against the marble floor.

“Listen to me.” I land on the edge of his bed with a thud. He sits upright. “You never made me do anything that I didn’t want to try with you.”

“Yeah, but … aren’t you asexual?” I can feel his gaze on me. Even though we’re on opposite sides of the bed, it feels like his body eases a bit.

“Not all asexual people are sex-repulsed. Asexuality is just lack of sexual attraction, or very little—”

“But you were never into me that way.”

“I—” The air hangs heavy with the weight of the past. We had a similar conversation right before we broke up, and it ended with us not speaking. Back then, I tried to reach for his hand, but he pulled back. The memory still stings, and my jaw tenses until I feel it crack. I know things are different now, but discussing my aroaceness caused us to fall apart in the first place. I’m afraid of saying the wrong thing. Sometimes I feel like anything I say about it is meant to be misunderstood.

“I was confused about what I was supposed to feel.” I look down, twisting the edge of the blanket between my fingers. “If I had known from the start, I would have told you right away. Sometimes it takes a while to figure yourself out.”

“I think I understand that now,” he says. “You have nothing to feel sorry for.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. Sometimes it takes a while to know who you … if you…” He shifts. There’s a thread of unease in his voice, but before I can pull at it, he collapses against the pillow. “All that.”

“All that.” I let loose a sigh of relief and fall sideways onto the mattress, staring at the ceiling in the dark. “But yeah, it wasn’t you. I’ve never been into anyone that way.”

“You wound me. You mean my impeccable moves had no effect on you?” he teases, nudging my shoulder with his foot.

“What moves?” I kick him back. “That doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy being with you at the time. I wanted to try it, and it made me feel closer to you.”

“You don’t have to say that to make me feel better.” Kai’s hand inches away slightly, out of my reach.

“I’m not.” The nerves in my stomach take flight like startled birds. I need him to believe me, but I don’t know how, or what to say. Being this open with him feels like stepping on shaky ground.

“How can you like having sex with someone you’re not attracted to?”

“For many reasons!” I say, grateful for the darkness and the small shield it gives me. “Okay, first of all, because it can feel good? Also, I’m sorry, but asexual people can get horny too! Or are kinky!”

To be fair, I don’t feel like I’m much of either, but I don’t tell him that. I just don’t care about sex in any shape or form. Back then, I often initiated because I thought I owed him intimacy. Not because he expected it, but because that’s what couples do, and I didn’t know how else to be close to him in the way I saw everyone else be. I don’t regret it, but knowing what I know about myself now, it’s probably not something I’ll ever want to do again with anyone.

I don’t like it or dislike it. I’m just not interested in it.

Kai leans his head on his hand. “But horny how? When I get horny it’s because I find someone hot. It’s literally in the word. Hot, as in, they make you hot. And you could see yourself kissing them or having sex with them.”

It feels weird to talk to him about this, but in a way, I feel like we need to. I wish he could understand that even though I personally could go the rest of my life without sex, that doesn’t mean that every asexual person is the same.

“Yeah, no, this is just my experience, but when I say someone’s hot, I just mean they look good. Like, hey, you seem aesthetically interesting! Let’s talk over a cup of tea. But that’s it.”

“A cup of tea?” Kai pushes himself to his elbows. “Sasha?” He chuckles. “Sorry, I don’t mean to laugh, but tea?! Not even … I don’t know, cake?”

“What’s wrong with tea?” Before I know it, my own laughter is spilling out. We experience the world so differently, but perhaps that’s okay.

I clutch my stomach to avoid falling off the bed, but Kai pushes me to the floor with a merciless kick. “Off my bed. Revenge for earlier. Thought I was going to have to sleep on the floor.”

I sit up, my chest still light with laughter. It’s been ages since I laughed like this, heart-to-heart. I want to cherish these moments while I can still have them. I feel like I’m going to have to let go of this type of platonic intimacy. Or intimacy in general, because it’s so inherently viewed as a romantic thing.

“Okay, wait, what about celebrity crushes?” Kai says. “You used to be obsessed with … what’s her name? The actress? What if you met her and she fell for you? You wouldn’t consider it?”

“Still tea,” I quip. I’m pan-oriented, and at first I thought that meant I was pansexual, because I was equally attracted to everyone—which meant … not at all. Having a temporary crush on a celebrity or a fictional character like Gojo or Levi has been the closest I’ve ever been to feeling any sort of attraction.

But it feels too removed, like a faraway fascination.

For a while, even after I broke up with Kai, I thought I couldn’t be “fully” aroace if I still crushed on the idea of someone. I thought maybe I just had to try harder in real life. If I could conjure up an imaginary crush, I could train myself to do so in real life. I thought I had to push myself to feel these things, to flirt when flirted with, to go on dates and not have them feel like a chore. Not because I wanted to fall in love, but because it’s so difficult to swim against the current, and I thought I’d have an easier time not drowning if I just went with the flow.

“Thanks for talking to me about this,” Kai whispers. “I know it’s not easy.”

“Thanks for listening.” I pick myself off the floor and walk toward the door. “I’ll listen to you, too … if you ever want to tell me anything.”

His lips pinch, and his frame stiffens against the wall. “I know.”



I manage to get a few hours of sleep before I’m picked up to go to the set at six AM. Kai has asynchronous online classes, so we decide to meet up after I’m done filming.

I’m so nervous I could shit myself.

I take deep breaths, but my hands shake around the script as I walk onto the set. It feels like stepping into an ant colony. The whole place hums with activity. Crew members scuttle about—directors and ADs orchestrating, technicians tinkering with lights and sound, underpaid PAs dashing around with coffee orders.

“Sassy.” Stella, Friday’s acting coach, waves a hand at my face, snapping me back to the present. “Let’s move through the space. Familiarize yourself with the set.”

“Ah, yeah…” I twist a strand of hair around my finger to ease my nerves.

The studio has been transformed into an amalgamation of Gothic architecture. Gloomy mansions loom in the background, adorned with creepy, twisted ornaments. A dimly lit alleyway leads to a haunted carnival with unsettling animatronics. Their glassy eyes seem to follow me as Stella directs me toward a fake forest with gnarled trees, their branches reaching out like bony fingers.

“This place looks so cool,” I mumble. My first scene takes place here. My character, the villain’s assistant, runs into one of the main characters, the love interest played by Asher Grish.

Stella and I settle down on the fake grass to rehearse. I didn’t hire her, but I guess the studio thought I might need an acting coach. I don’t know how to tell her that I need a minute to be by myself while she does something else. There’s a lot of noise around me that I need to tune out to focus.

“You shouldn’t have stolen those ancient books from the crypt, um—” My voice shakes, and I clutch my script as if my life depends on it. I feel stupid. I took theater classes in middle school and high school, and I’ve shot some music videos, but I can’t remember my own name right now.

My heart beats so loud that it drowns my thoughts. I got this role through connections, not talent. I’m probably going to disappoint everyone.

“Let’s go through the script once, but let’s replace every word with spaghetti,” Stella says. “I want to know what emotion you’re conveying, even if I can’t hear the words. Like for instance, this line right here: Do we know each other? Instead let’s say Spaghetti?” She gestures animatedly. “Spaghetti, spaghetti.”

“Sure…” I don’t think this will help, but I don’t want to be rude.

Footsteps crunch on the grass, distracting Stella. She lifts her head to look at someone behind us. I spin around, my stomach flipping when I come face-to-face with Asher Grish.

Oh, shit. For a moment I don’t know what to do with my hands. I settle for waving at him like an idiot. Asher leans against one of the fake trees, studying me with a grin. He’s even taller in person, over six feet, perhaps a little shorter than Kai. His dark blond hair catches the studio lights in a dazzling display, his gray eyes piercing me.

“I hope I’m not intruding.” He sweeps his gaze between us. He’s already in character, an apocalypse survivor dressed in a threadbare jacket stained with faux blood and dirt and paired with ripped jeans. “But since she and I have some scenes, I was hoping we could rehearse together.”

She and I. He probably doesn’t know my name, which is fine. Cool even.

The character he plays has an American accent, but real Asher speaks with a mix of them—not quite American, not quite British. I barely had time to look him up online before the shoot, but if I’m not wrong, his mom is from Texas, and his dad is from here. But Asher was raised in different parts of the world due to his parents’ schedules, especially since his mom is an industry pro.

“Is that okay?” He extends a nonchalant hand toward me. “May I borrow you?”

His touch is unexpectedly gentle as he helps me up. I trail behind him, navigating the labyrinth of corridors until we stumble upon a rehearsal room. It’s a lot quieter than outside, and I relish the silence. Inside there’s a low coffee table and yoga mats and cushions scattered over the floor. A mini fridge at the back contains different brands of bottled water.

“I’m Asher Grish.” He unrolls one of the mats with a dramatic flick of his wrist and takes a seat. “Your new partner.” He grins when I give him a curious look. “Scene partner.”

“I’m Sasha.” I give him a small smile.

“I thought you went by Sassy.” His gaze locks on mine. Oh, so he does know me.

“Call me Sasha. Sassy is my stage name.”

“Aren’t you both, though? Sasha and Sassy.” The way he says my stage name makes me bristle, as if he knows there’s something behind the person I pretend to be. Maybe he’s looked me up, too.

“Not really.” I shrug and find a seat, flattening my back against the wall.

Asher shrugs off his jacket and pulls his sweater over his head, accidentally revealing an inch of skin and toned abs. Kai’s words from last night rush back to me. I guess Asher is what people would consider hot. I just don’t see how an inch of skin is supposed to make anyone swoon.

“All right. Should we get started?” He grabs his script. “I haven’t learned my lines yet.”

“We’re an hour away from filming.” I shoot him a confused look.

“I like to get a sense of my scene partner before learning my lines so I don’t get stuck in one register.” He smiles. I cock an eyebrow. That sounds like BS. “Fine, fine. I had other things to do. But this is TV. The guy playing my dad? Earpiece, lines constantly streaming in. And the writers love to tweak things last minute. You’ve got to be ready to course correct.”

“Whatever floats your boat,” I grunt. I mean, he’s not wrong. It’s like being onstage. You can’t always give your audience the same performance. But I’m not feeling the attitude. Or maybe he’s just different from his character. I expected him to be a golden-retriever person.

All right, Sasha, you can do this.

“You must be new around here. Fuck. Sorry. That was your line.” My hands tremble around the pages, and I seem to have forgotten how to speak English and Spanish, both of which my character is supposed to speak.

You’re going to disappoint everyone, says the annoying voice in my head. You’re going to get fired and rumors are going to spread about how incompetent you are.

“Sorry, just give me un segundo, um, a second.” I clear my throat. My brain is filled with static. “Must be the jet lag.”

“Are you nervous?”

“I’m fine.” I gulp. “I’ve shot music videos before, and—”

“This is different,” he says, his expression softening lightly. “Look, I get it. I was nervous the first time I had to be on set, too. I nearly shat myself. Seriously, it was a close call.”

“Didn’t you grow up in the industry?”

“Exactly. Everyone expected me to be as good as my mum, and I didn’t want to disappoint.”

“I’m sure you didn’t.”

He’s a nepo baby. Even if he did disappoint, it wouldn’t matter. He’s got nothing to lose. He’d still get cast in something else.

“Oh, I did. It was so bad that Stella had me do the spaghetti exercise … in front of the entire crew.” A rueful smile touches his lips. “It was a crying scene, too. Imagine having to play a scene where you’re being taken away from your parents shouting Spaghetti! Spa … ghe … tti … Trust me, you can’t do worse than that.” A hint of color rises in his cheeks. There’s a certain distance to the way he speaks about himself, like even when he’s sharing something, he’s holding back. “Try again. You’re not doing bad. I mean, you’re not doing great, either, but you’re getting there.”

In some way, I appreciate the bluntness. There’s no trace of judgment in his voice this time, though, and despite his cockiness, something about him feels oddly reassuring. I clear my throat and scramble to my feet, discarding my script and mustering my confidence. I can do this. I’ve sung in front of thousands of people. I can definitely say a few lines in front of a camera.

Asher and I go back to the main stage to familiarize ourselves with the layout of the fake forest. We rehearse until I’m able to say my lines cleanly, and after a few times, I’m even having fun with it.

“Wait, don’t go, there are explosives—” I cut myself short when a whimper cuts through the air, coming from behind one of the fake trees.

Asher’s eyes narrow at something in the back among the shrubbery. Peeking out from the foliage is a girl, no older than five, tears streaming down her face.

“Hey, sweetheart, why are you crying?” I crouch down to meet her eyes.

The girl directs her gaze to the animatronics that look like giant broken toys. “They’re scary.”

“Scary? My friends? Nah, look.” To my surprise, Asher throws himself at one of the animatronics, hugging it like a koala.

“Asher, I swear to God, if you don’t get down from there!” A voice echoes from somewhere on set. I look around, but I can’t spot anyone.

“They’re very cuddly. See?” Asher ignores the voice and wraps the animatronics’ arms around himself, making it seem as if the toy is hugging him back. The girl’s tears turn into hesitant giggles.

“What’s your name?” I ask, taking her hand to pull her from the fake foliage. She’s in costume, her face stained with fake soil and a bow around her ponytail. She must be one of the extras.

“Lily.”

“Lily. That’s a beautiful name,” Asher says warmly. “I’m Asher. Did you get lost? I know there’s a scene with a bunch of kids today. Survivors from the spaceship. Are your parents on set?”

Lily nods, her small hands bunching. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. I get lost all the time.” Asher smiles. It feels honest, and, for a moment, I feel like I’m staring at a different person than the Asher from five minutes ago. This Asher is softer, less guarded.

“Hi. I’m Sasha. It’s my first day here, too,” I say. “It’s okay to be nervous.”

“Hey, we have some doughnuts in the kitchenette. Fancy one?” Asher’s shoulders drop when Lily’s face lights up. “I’ll find your parents and bring you one. Any flavor and toppings you want.”

Asher disappears while I stay with Lily. The way she clasps my hand, as if afraid to let go, reminds me of walking my sister to school. A minute later, Asher comes back with a box of doughnuts and a bottle of Fiji water.

“Okay, do we have any favorite flavors?” Asher crouches down and opens the box so that Lily can see. “We have cinnamon, chocolate, strawberry, plain?”

“Strawberry, please.” Lily happily takes a bite of her doughnut.

“Asher, oh my God, thank you for texting us.” A coordinator and a woman who looks like an older version of Lily, both visibly out of breath, rush to us.

“Mum!” Lily runs to the woman, who relaxes and ropes her daughter into a hug.

The coordinator directs them both outside, back to their group. Lily turns around, doughnut in hand, and waves at us. “Bye, Asher! Bye, Sasha!”

A content expression takes over Asher’s face. A beat of silence follows after we’re left alone again in the fake forest, but his smile lingers.

“So, you’re good with kids. That’s random,” I say.

“Random?” He cocks an eyebrow, his fingers tugging at the hem of his shirt.

“I don’t know. You’re hard to read, I guess.” Even if I’d had time to look him up, the real him is a little disorienting. Like he’s playing a character.

“I’ll take that as a compliment. It’s a good thing to remain mysterious in this business.”

“Nah. I can tell you have a soft heart,” I blurt out. “I think you just pretend to be someone you’re not to protect yourself.”

Asher freezes for a second, his expression clouding. Tension runs through his frame, and he shifts his gaze to his script, even though he’s already memorized it.

There’s a strange pause, and I falter. The longer it stretches, the more my confidence shakes. Shit, was I too blunt? Did I say the wrong thing?

“Right, well … I’ll go get ready for our scene. I think I need to find Stella anyway. Thanks for helping me with my lines,” I say. If Mia were here, she would have probably switched topics to change the vibe, but small talk is my kryptonite.

“Let me get your number,” he says, resetting his expression to nonchalance. “We should grab dinner tonight, if you want.”

“To rehearse?”

“No. I’d like to talk to you more.”

“Are you asking me out on a date?” I step back. Ah, shit, no way. Is Asher Grish making a move on me? Disappointment courses through me. I’m pretty sure he’s supposed to be dating Rosa, the lead. Maybe I misunderstood, though.

A feeling I can’t read flickers across his face. “No.”

“It sounds like you are.” I steel myself.

“I’m not. Trust me.”

“Trust you? You just met me.”

He shrugs. “I have a hunch.”

“And I have a boyfriend.” It feels odd to refer to Kai as my boyfriend. But it’s not a lie. At least not technically. Besides, Kai and I have plans to have dinner together.

Asher frowns. “I thought you and that guy were PR.”

“What?” Panic jolts through me, and something inside me slides off-balance. How does he know? Is he going to expose us? “We’re not.”

“Sasha, I can spot a PR setup from a mile away.” His gaze fixes on me, as if studying my reaction. “Not judging, though. Smart move for your career.” I stare back, baffled at the way he says it. Something mischievous dances in his eyes. “Actually, how would you feel about us dating once your current contract expires? I promise I’ll make it worth your time.”






CHAPTER 9
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Asher’s profile picture (@asherandmuse) is a picture of his cat, Muse, an orange tabby. Most of his videos are of himself posing with awards, at red carpets and events. It’s so bland that I’m confident his socials are run by a team. He’s got a few on-set photo dumps; landscapes he finds beautiful, mostly sunsets; and Muse, who apparently likes to be taken out on walks.

After a quick search, I discover he’s much richer than I thought. His mom, Nadia, is a famous actress/director/producer with two Oscars under her belt. His dad comes from a humble background, but he invented a processing unit that reduced the environmental impact of most tech, so his fortune is estimated to be in the hundreds of millions, if not more. He and Nadia have started a foundation and pledged their entire fortune to social, health, and ecological causes, so apparently Asher won’t receive an inheritance. According to interviews, he seems okay with it.

Frustration rolls through me. It looks like he already has everything he wants, so why the hell did he ask me to PR date him with all the nonchalance in the world yesterday?

“Vô, estamos bem. Te mandei algumas fotos de Londres no Whatsapp.” Kai’s voice echoes from his room while he talks to his grandpa.

“Tell him I say hi,” I call. “I’ll send you more pictures you can send him.”

“Did you find anything?” he asks me after he hangs up, his voice echoing through the door. “About Asher.”

“Nothing. Not a single comment out of line.” I sigh. “Asher’s good at keeping his social media presence palatable.”

Who are you, Asher Grish?

I feel like I’m staring at his own version of Sassy—a mask he puts on to hide his real self.

I keep scrolling through his socials, waiting while Kai finishes getting ready. We’re about to go on our first outing as a couple. In other words, Marissa and my PR team organized a date for us to be photographed on. We even got a script on how to interact, which is ironic. As a kid, I used to wish I had one before hanging out with my classmates, like a cheat sheet of questions and topics to talk about. I still do sometimes, but not with Kai. A scripted date seems unnecessary.

“What did you tell Asher when he went all Sherlock on you, accusing us of dating for PR?” Kai asks.

“Nothing. They called us to the set right after. I avoided him like the plague after we wrapped and went straight home.”

My skin prickles with goose bumps at the memory. Asher’s intense stare, that confident smile, as casual as breathing. I can spot a PR setup from a mile away.

I rub my hands against the fabric of my leggings. Are we that obvious? Am I that obvious? No matter how hard I try, I don’t know how to pretend to be head over heels for my alleged boyfriend. Maybe I do need a script to pull this off.

“Do you think he wants to blackmail you?” There’s a cautious edge to Kai’s voice.

I shake my head. “I don’t think so. He could have exposed us if he wanted to.”

“Then what’s his angle?” Kai asks.

“He said he wants to date me. After you and I break up.” I’ll make it worth your time. “Maybe he wants to make his ex jealous.”

I’ve looked through some articles detailing the timeline of Asher’s confirmed relationships. Kelsey, from sixteen to seventeen, his first love, who he met at boarding school. Cece, a noncelebrity he dated for a few months from seventeen to eighteen. Rosa, Friday’s lead actress and his current relationship until a month ago, who he dated from twenty to twenty-one. Their breakup is fresh, and there are rumors swirling around that she’s seeing someone new. Maybe that’s why he pitched me the idea? Because he’s heartbroken and wants to make his ex jealous?

I could ask Marissa to do some digging, but I don’t want to bring her into this. At least not yet. My label might like the idea of another boyfriend after Kai, and I don’t want to put ideas in their heads.

“So he wants to date you to use you as what, a tool? I’d like to see him say that to my face.” Kai emerges from his room in a carefully curated sports outfit picked out by our PR team—loose sweatpants and a compression shirt that clings to the curve of his waist and the cords of his muscles. His hair is still dripping water as he slicks it back with his fingers, damp wavy strands falling into his eyes, accenting the sharp angles of his face.

He looks impressive, like a sculpture in a museum—there’s just something that draws your gaze to him. He throws on a hoodie and sits on the couch next to me, pulling out his phone and navigating to Asher’s social media. A video of him doing shirtless yoga comes up.

Kai swallows hard, like he’s tasted something bitter.

“Look at him. I’m sure he thinks he can get with anyone because he’s hot and has a pretty face.” He furrows his brow, like he’s trying to convey his disapproval of Asher through the screen. “It’s like he— Shit. I liked the post by mistake.”

Been there, done that. And now I’m in a PR relationship.

“Don’t worry. He probably gets thousands of likes. He won’t see it.”

“Undo. Undo.” Kai tries to remove the like, but his screen is cracked, and he refreshes the page instead. “Ah, shit. Shit. Go back. Nothing there to be liked.”

“Let’s go.” I shake him by the shoulders. “If we don’t leave now, Marissa will kill us. She will literally fly here and kill us.” I offer him a hand to get up. “Ready?”

“Right, let’s date the heck out of each other.” He puts his hand up, and we high-five.



I had assumed having a PR boyfriend would entail things like, I don’t know, walking across the park holding hands, or maybe doing the whole cute couple thing with the ice cream. I did not expect Marissa and my PR team to send us to the outskirts of the city to do sports. Sports, of all things.

“Why are we at a climbing gym?” I ask with a sigh. Colorful boulders jut out of the walls like towering puzzles begging to be solved. I look around, surrounded by nothing but massive walls and climbers all geared up, chalk dust in the air like glitter. Sunlight streams in through the gaps in the routes, painting light patterns across the ground.

Beside me, Kai bounces on the tips of his shoes, a childlike smile flickering across his face.

“Is Mr. Allergic to Exercise excited to be here?” I throw him a look. If it wasn’t for the fact that we are here to be photographed, and that some of these climbers might actually be paparazzi, I could maybe enjoy the wild energy of this place.

“Okay, but hear me out. They have tiny mushrooms on top of every wall.” He points at a row of auto-belay walls that are Super Mario–themed, with sections shaped like question mark boxes, banana peels, and turtle shells in different colors. Others are shaped like Poké Balls. “And Pokémons!”

I suppress a smile, watching the innocent gleam in his eyes. This Kai, unguarded and kind of sweet, is a rare sight.

We’re allowed to do our thing for an hour or so, no script. The only instructions we’ve been given are to look in love, and that I should pretend to fall and hurt my ankle at some point. Kai is supposed to look panicked, take off my shoe like the prince in Cinderella, and tend to my wounds.

Just the thought makes bile rise in my stomach. I don’t want to look like a damsel in distress, but Marissa says this isn’t about me. It’s about Kai. People already know Sassy, but they don’t know him. According to her, our couple activities should reflect his personality in a way that will make people fall for him, too. So this is less about me looking like an idiot and more about making Kai look the part of the gentle first love, the headcanon people have built of him through my songs.

I’m pretty sure my PR team is getting ideas from fan fiction at this point. There’s no need for Kai to pretend to be someone he’s not. People will love him for who he is, but also … maybe I’m a little selfish. Because I want to keep the real him to myself. They can have the gentle first love as long as I get to keep the guy who’s excited about the prospect of playing Super Mario in real life.

“It’s the North Pole in here.” I grumble, shivering as I change into climbing shoes.

“I told you to bring a better jacket.”

“I like this outfit. I didn’t want to waste it.” I wrap my arms tighter around myself in a futile attempt to retain warmth. I’m wearing my favorite high-waisted yoga pants and an asymmetrical crop top that Mia got me for Christmas last year layered with a light jacket.

“Here.” Kai takes off his hoodie and slides it over my head when my shivering worsens. It falls past my knees, the oversized sleeves draping over my hands. “You look like a confused penguin.” Kai pats my head. “Sasha, the little shivering penguin.”

“Bro, I’m five seven.” I stand at full height to try to match his eye level, but he towers over me.

Kai smirks. “An adorable height.”

“Aren’t you cold?”

“What do you mean? It’s so hot in here.”

“I forgot you’re a human space heater.”

Murmurs echo behind us, and I stiffen. Are we being watched? When I look over my shoulder, there’s a group of twentysomething girls sitting across from us, giggling at their phones, but they don’t seem to have noticed us. I feel my body relax. Marissa says I’m at the stage of my career where a lot of people know my music, but not everyone knows my face, especially outside of the US.

Maybe she’s right. Maybe I can be myself for now. But I still scan the room, wondering if any of these people are photographers.

“So, what should we try first?” Kai rolls his shoulders to warm up, looking at the colorful walls. “Boulders or the auto-belay area?”

We decide to try the boulders, since the walls are lower and don’t require harnesses. We can only use one color of boulders for each section, depending on how difficult it is—V1 being the easiest and V8 being the hardest. I’m still struggling with a V2 by the time Kai has mastered a V3-V4.

“What demon did you make a deal with?” I grunt, trying to get my feet up on the third boulder. He leaps to the mat from the top of the wall. “No, seriously. How are you so good at this?”

“Yeah, convincing people you tripped won’t be a tough sell.” Kai smirks, and I flip him off. “You gotta watch where you step. Here, I’ll guide you.”

And guide me he tries.

“Put your right foot on the boulder.” He sighs from the mat while I navigate a path of purple boulders. I do as he says but end up looking like a hieroglyphic moving across the wall. “Your other right foot. Now grab the green one with your hand.” My hands start to slip. “Just jump, churri.”

Huh?

My grip falters, and I tumble backward onto the mat with a thud. I guess this would have been the perfect opportunity to put Marissa’s plan into practice, to pretend I’m injured and have Kai rush over, but we both freeze, locking eyes for a moment.

My heart seizes. He used to call me churri when we were dating. It’s a really cheesy couple nickname in Spanish. I always thought it was cringe, but he thought it was sweet, and he had fun rolling his r’s.

“Sorry, force of habit, I guess.” Kai scratches his head and gives me his hand. “Did I make things weird?”

“Why, whatever do you mean? Everything about our current situation is perfectly normal and not at all awkward.” I flash him a smile, hoping the veil of discomfort between us doesn’t crystallize.

A snort escapes him before he pulls me to my feet.

“Want to try the auto-belay area next?” Kai cranes his neck at the higher walls.

“I can’t move my legs,” I say. My forearms are killing me, and my legs are shaking. Kai tries to pull at my foot, forgetting that he’s supposed to act like a gentle first love, and drags me off the mat.

“You wouldn’t survive in a zombie apocalypse.”

“Yes, I would. I’m the personality hire,” I say. “Plus, you’d make sure I survive.”

“I’d sacrifice you to the zombies for a single loaf of bread.” He hurls a water bottle for me to catch before abandoning me. “Wait here. I’ll get us harnesses.”

I chug my water in a way I hope the paparazzi don’t capture, steeling myself to climb the V2 wall while he’s gone. It’s a matter of pride at this point, but I keep tumbling to the mat.

Sweat drips down my face, and I pull Kai’s hoodie over my eyes with a grunt. He’s right. I wouldn’t survive the zombie apocalypse. Fuck. Will I be this out of breath when I tour?

“You should try using some chalk. It helps with your grip,” a familiar voice says.

Blinking against the glare of the overhead lights, I look up to see a shadowy figure. Then Asher Grish materializes before me.

“Asher…” I scramble to my feet like a startled rabbit. “What are you doing here?”

I give him a quick once-over. He looks like he’s been plucked right out of the glossy pages of a climbing magazine. His blue T-shirt and climbing pants fit him just right, tailor-made, a chalk bag snug around his waist, resting under his harness.

“Just fancied a change of scenery.” He claps his hands, a puff of white dust billowing around him. Some of his fingers are wrapped in black tape, probably for a better grip, or to avoid calluses. A quick burst of light followed by the click of a camera shutter startles me. I move back, scanning the space. Asher glances to the side, running his hand through his hair with practiced nonchalance. “Sorry, those are my guys. I told them to be more subtle.”

“Do you always call the press when you want to work out?” I throw him an unimpressed look. Not that I can say much. Kai and I are here for the same reason.

“Not always.” Asher winces slightly. “But I’m auditioning for the lead in this superhero movie, so I’m putting in the legwork. Producers and studios tend to notice these things. If they’re positively received on social media, they might consider me more strongly. Plus, it’s a bit of a treat for my fans.”

“I just threw up in my mouth,” I deadpan. Better yet, I might throw up on his shoes.

“I’m joking. I know it’s ridiculous, but it comes with the job, you know? Talent means nothing without the right exposure.” Despite the confident air about him, there are purple circles under his eyes, a restless energy in the way he folds his arms across his chest, like he’s hugging himself. “I mean, I’m sure you know.” He tilts his head, studying me. “So, have you thought about my proposal—?”

“You okay there, babe?” A hand comes to rest on my shoulder as Kai appears behind me. He pulls me closer to his side. “We should get going.”

“I’m fine … babe.” I reach for his hand. “Let’s go.”

I give him a look. Get me out of here.

“Ah, you must be the mysterious boyfriend,” Asher says, looking him up and down. They’re at eye level, but neither one seems willing to drop his gaze. Asher reaches out a hand. “Nice to meet you, I’m Asher Grish.” Kai shakes his hand, and it comes back covered in chalk. “Sorry, mate, I forgot about that.”

“No worries, dude.” Kai pastes a fake smile on his face. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him pretend to smile this hard. “I love your mom’s movies. You must be proud of her. Are you going to try to follow in her footsteps?”

I kick the back of his shoe. Maybe it looks like a compliment to the untrained eye, but knowing Kai, it’s backhanded. I told him most nepo babies hate being compared to their parents.

From the way Asher’s eye twitches, he does, too. “Thank you. It’s always so wholesome when common folk appreciate my mother’s filmography.” He spies the harnesses in Kai’s hands. “You were getting ready to try the auto-belay area, I see. You were doing V4s, no? So, like, 6As? That’s cute.”

“You were watching us climb? Isn’t that cheating?” Kai cranes his neck, unfazed.

“I don’t need to cheat.” Asher waves a hand. Specks of chalk dust land on Kai’s nose. “I learn fast.”

“Are you sure?” Kai says. “You look like you’ve barely broken a sweat. Are you just here to take pictures?”

“Fancy a race up that wall?” Asher narrows his eyes at Kai, then at me, as if he’s suddenly remembered my existence. “The three of us?”

“Bro. Why? Is this a dick-measuring contest?” I blurt out. “No need to waste your time. Mine’s bigger.” I let out an exhale. I’m a sloth. There’s no way I’ll win, but a fiery glint has sparked in Kai’s eyes. There’s no talking him out of this. Asher has this magnetic pull about him, like a black hole that sucks you into his orbit the moment he sets eyes on you. “Sure, let’s race,” I say. “What’s in it for us?”

“Loser has to do whatever the winner wants?” Kai says, sweeping his gaze between us and squeezing my shoulder. I guess it’s a given that Kai and I are a team, and Asher is on his own.

“Deal.” Asher shakes my hand, then Kai’s. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“Kai.”

“Kai.” Asher tries on the name like he’s trying lines for a script. The prolonged eye contact from a celebrity would be enough to get most people to shrink, but Kai refuses to drop his gaze. I swear I’ve never seen two people stare at each other so intensely. “You’re on.”

The three of us strap our harnesses to different carabiners and pick a similar route, all marked 6A. Mine has a green shell at the top, Kai’s is blue, and Asher’s red. Unfortunately for me, a group of people have spotted Asher and gathered around, aiming their phones at us. So not only am I going to lose miserably, but it’s going to get posted all over social media.

I adjust my harness and resign myself to my fate. Maybe if my butt looks good enough, I can distract people from the fact that I have no athletic ability whatsoever.

“Give him hell,” I say to Kai when he comes to check my harness in the gentle first love way Marissa would like. He spares me a soft look, as if saying Sorry I got sucked into this.

I wave a hand at him. It’s nothing new. I’m aware of his competitive spirit. Mia used to take advantage of this to get him to learn K-pop choreographies with us when we needed a third member using a “bet you can’t do it” or a “she is obviously a much better dancer than you.”

He always took the bait.

“Okay, ready?” says a guy Asher has finessed into timing us. “Go.”

Pitbull’s “Fireball” starts blaring from someone’s speakers. At the first firebaaall, Asher and Kai are off, leaping from hold to hold.

I take my time with the climb, straining against the harsh feel of the holds under my hands. My chest expands with shallow breaths, but I push forward, wiping sweat from my brow.

The crowd cheers as Kai and Asher tackle the final stretch. Kai’s got a bit of an edge as he latches on to a section where the wall shifts to a steep overhang, shuffling his leg sideways for a better hold. Asher grunts when he realizes he’s fallen behind. His movements are getting sloppy, his chest rising and falling like he’s having trouble breathing.

People cheer louder from below us as Kai tackles the last three holds. My heart races as he ascends. I know he’s on the safety line, but—

“Argh.” Asher grunts when he goes for a bold leap, but his hand slips, and he drops. The lifeline catches him, but the swinging tosses him around without direction. “Kai, look out!”

Kai barely has time to move before he and Asher collide midair, the violent motion slamming his leg against the wall. Kai’s ankle hits a large hold, twisting with a sickening crunch that sends shivers up my arms.

“Kai!” I scream, scrambling for him, but the lifeline carries him and Asher back to the mat before I can reach them.

I undo my harness as Kai doubles over on the mat, his forehead pressed to his knee. He’s bleeding, just a scratch, but he clutches his ankle as if trying to contain the pain.

“I’m okay,” he gasps. He squeezes his shin, then my hand, as if trying to reassure me. His eyes scan the room, his lips pressing into a hard line, like he doesn’t want to look pained in front of strangers.

Asher sprints toward us. Sweaty strands of hair fall over his forehead, and even though people are still recording, he doesn’t seem to care.

“Shit, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—” His breaths come in short spurts. He kneels in front of Kai, helping him take off his shoe. “Are you all right?” Kai’s ankle is swelling fast. When Asher presses his fingers against it, Kai flinches. “You may have twisted it.”

“Can you walk?” I ask.

Kai pushes himself to his feet but stumbles. “Give me a minute.”

The click of a camera echoes through the air, followed by the sound of laughter nearby. This time I spot him, a paparazzo hiding in the bathrooms, snapping shots through the half-opened door. When he notices me staring, he angles the camera at my face and sneers. “Smile, love! You’ll look cuter.”

I paid for this. The thought fills me with anger. I’m no better than any of them.

I don’t know what possesses me to stick up my middle finger and flip him off.






CHAPTER 10
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“What were you thinking? A picture of you flipping someone off?” Marissa’s voice crackles through the phone.

“I’m sorry.” I pace the length of Asher’s bedroom, trailing a hand across his spotless shelves. We had wanted to rush Kai to the emergency room, but one of his bodyguards (I didn’t even know he had them) confirmed it was a minor injury.

Asher insisted on at least taking us to his penthouse, since the building has a medical bay, and we could be away from the media frenzy. He made a couple of calls, and by the time we arrived at his place, a doctor was already waiting.

My eyes dart around his bedroom, moonlight filtering through half-drawn curtains. A tower of pillows guards the king-size bed, and there’s a cat bed next to his nightstand. I expect his shelves to be full of awards, but the only things there are different kinds of crocheted items in various stages of completion—cat mittens, a little frog—as well as a music box model kit, propped against a framed picture of him and Rosa, his ex. They’re at a farm, and Asher is kissing her cheek, so my theory about him wanting to date me to make her jealous tracks.

“Sasha, are you listening?” Marissa’s voice snaps me from my thoughts. “It’s not a big deal, but we don’t want any photos of you looking unhinged. You’ll give the tabloids ground to run with the narrative that you’re just another young female artist, spiraling out of control.”

“So what am I supposed to do as a young female artist, smile all the time?”

This is starting to piss me off. When my life doesn’t revolve around who I’m dating, it revolves around how nice or palatable I am.

“I’m not saying that, but kind of? It will make your life easier if you do,” she says. “Look, my job is to anticipate people’s reactions. I don’t want you to be seen as rude. We’re doing all of this to shed your teenage persona and transition to a more adult approach. You’re almost twenty. Adult means contained. The older you get, the more contained and measured you have to be.”

Do I? Is that it? What’s adulthood even supposed to look like?

I’ve noticed that people talk about aging like it strips you of your personhood. Like the older you get, the fewer spaces you’re allowed to inhabit. Take Mom, for example. When she decided to go back to college in her forties to get her master’s, some of her and Mamá’s friends gave her looks, because what was the point of going back to school at her age? She kept asking them why they thought that, but no one could give her a real answer.

I know this isn’t the same, but how many years do I have left before it’s no longer acceptable for me to … I don’t know, be me? If being an adult means becoming contained, am I slowly losing my freedom?

“I pulled some strings, and they won’t post the picture. The only thing people on social media are focusing on is Kai and Asher’s race anyway.”

I navigate to my feed. It is flooded with videos from the bouldering place.

@sassyswisdomtooth didn’t know these three were friends. so wholesome!

@sassysguitar_ maybe they’re helping asher through his breakup with rosa.

There are also links to multiple articles.

Sassy’s boyfriend injured during outing with Nadia’s son—Friday star Asher Grish. Find out everything about their surprising friendship!

Definitely not the gentle first love narrative Marissa wanted to push. But it’s not bad, either, I guess. It just focuses on a nonexistent friendship between Asher and us.

“How’s Kai?” Marissa asks with a sigh, gentler.

“He’s—”

“Is he going to be able to make it to tomorrow’s Homes for Change event?”

“Fuck. I forgot it’s tomorrow.” Tomorrow is supposed to be our first red carpet as a couple. A fundraiser to improve housing and rehabilitation programs for people that struggle with substance abuse or face housing insecurity. Kai and I were supposed to attend the masquerade ball together, followed by a silent auction, for which I donated a handful of guitars and a private concert.

I prop the door open and steal a look at the living room. Kai is on Asher’s couch, a mountain of pillows propping his foot up on the leaf-shaped coffee table. Asher sits beside him on the carpet, wrapping an ice packet in paper towels and slicing a weed gummy in half.

He offers it to Kai, but considering he already had a gummy an hour ago—

“Did you know my name was supposed to be Caio, but my mom wanted a more American-sounding name? So now I’m Kai. Kaiiiii. If you think about it, it sounds like key,” Kai says as he stares at the ceiling, gesturing dramatically. “Like I’m the key to something. But Kai also has AI, as in artificial intelligence, so maybe me studying computer science wasn’t random. I have no escape. Maybe I am the key to AI.”

He’s definitely high.

“You don’t seem happy about it.” Asher places the ice packet on Kai’s ankle, seemingly enjoying his weed-infused confessions.

“I just want people to appreciate my silly little drawings,” Kai whines into a pillow. “Your cushions smell like peppermint.”

Maybe I should call us a cab and head home.

“I don’t think tomorrow is happening,” I tell Marissa. “He’s fine, but he has to wear a boot, and the doctor said he should use compression gear and keep his foot elevated for a few days.”

“Ugh.” Marissa rolls the g to make it obvious she’s annoyed.

“Girl, chill, I’m the one who was invited to the event. Am I suddenly not enough?”

“You know what they say: Two is better than one. I already told the press you two were going together. But it’s fine, I guess. Are you still good to go alone?”

“Sure,” I lie. I have mixed feelings about these fundraisers. I like the idea of helping communities that need it, but I’m not sure how organizing a silent auction and a ball for rich people helps anyone. It’s like I have to parade down the red carpet to announce I’m a good person. Am I even? The only thing I did was donate a few items for an auction; it’s not a hands-on effort. I haven’t helped anyone directly. It feels like Marissa and my label just want me there for optics and networking.

“I’ll tell the makeup team and your stylist to be there at eleven AM, sharp.” Marissa injects some enthusiasm into her voice. “Don’t be picky about makeup, please. Change your look a bit.”

“I’m not…” Am I? I love makeup, but I need to stick to a handful of familiar products or else I have to fight the urge to wash it all off. Eyeliner, eye shadow, highlighter, and lip gloss are all fine, but heavy foundations and certain textures of lipstick make me want to scratch my skin off.

“I’m excited to see your dress! Send me pictures, okay?” Marissa hangs up before I can get another word in. I exhale a tight breath and rub my temples before making my way to the living room.

“Everything all right?” Asher asks, turning to look at me. He’s toying with a spaceship model kit on his shelf and showing it to an impressed Kai. His curiosity sounds genuine, but I still don’t trust him. Who the fuck are you? What version of you should I believe?

“Angry manager,” I huff, plopping down on the love seat next to them.

“A kitty!” Kai opens his arms when Asher’s orange tabby cat emerges from another room. He perches on the edge of the couch with a loud meow.

“This is Muse.” Asher picks him up and places him on Kai’s lap. I expect orange-cat behavior, but he just lies down on Kai’s chest and starts purring when he pets him.

“I know. Sasha and I stalked your socials,” Kai says.

“Oh, have you?” Asher swivels like a cartoon villain and gives me a smirk.

“Guys, what if we’re just characters in someone’s story?” Kai gasps. “Do we even have free will?”

My cheeks burn. “I thought you said these gummies were mild and could help with the pain.”

“They are. I take them before bed and they knock me out,” Asher admits. Does he have trouble sleeping? “Have you tried them before? I thought this stuff was legal in California.”

“We did a few times in high school, but neither of us liked it,” I say, catching myself too late. I shouldn’t be sharing that kind of thing with him, but I’m tired, and Asher’s finally dropped his guard. I can’t tell if it’s just an act to make me drop mine.

“I’m really sorry.” Asher rubs his forehead, putting the model kit back on the shelf. The bags under his eyes look more prominent under the dim, warm light. “This is all my fault.”

“It is,” I say, not dropping my gaze. At least he’s remorseful and can admit he fucked up.

“Well, a bet’s a bet. I lost. I’ll do whatever you want.” He reaches for his phone and turns to Kai. “I know everyone. And everyone who knows anyone, so what do you want? I have access to everything you could possibly want. Just name it and it’s yours.”

It should have come off as cocky, but something about the way he said it feels … empty.

“Your cat. I’m keeping Muse,” Kai says. He grabs Muse by the paws and makes him dance. “Dale a tu cuerpo alegría, Macarena…”

I’m never letting him do weed again.

“Muse is off-limits.” Asher pulls Muse off Kai’s lap. He heads to the kitchen on the other side of the room and refills his water bowl.

“Liar.” Kai pouts. “You said anything.”

“I have something,” I say. “That thing you keep asking me about … about me and Kai? Don’t ever mention it again.” Asher and I lock eyes. My heart thumps, but I will my voice not to shake. “There’s no reason for me to date you. Ever. In a real or a fake way. I’m not interested.”

Asher nods, his eyes apologetic. For a moment, I feel like I see him, the real him, whoever he is, but a second later, he’s gone.

“Fair enough,” Asher says. He rummages through his cabinets and produces a can of wet food for Muse, then cracks a tiny egg over the bowl.

“Damn, your cat eats better than me,” I mumble.

The sound of keys startles me, distracting me for a second, then the door slams open. I search Asher’s face—I thought he lived alone—but he’s facing a corridor I can’t see from where I’m standing.

“Ashy, guess who’s engaged! She said yes!” says a woman’s voice. There’s a thud, like she just took off her shoes unceremoniously. “Tara says you’re officially on best man duty—”

“Rosa—” Asher scrambles to his feet, a panicked look on his face.

Rosa? His ex, Rosa?

“I brought you a box of things that you had at our place.” Rosa emerges into the living room. When she spots us, she goes still and drops the box she’s holding. Balls of yarn roll across the floor. “Oh.”

Her eyes settle on me, then Kai. All color drains from her face when she recognizes me.

Rosa López, twenty-two, Asher’s costar and his ex-girlfriend. The girl Asher keeps a picture of in his bedroom. Except, the Rosa from the tabloids was in love with Asher until their work schedules ruined their relationship. The Rosa in front of me is wearing a diamond ring on her finger, and she’s talking about a girl named Tara.

I freeze, unsure of what to do next. I don’t know what’s going on, but my theory about Asher wanting to date me to make Rosa jealous was definitely wrong.

“Hello, random stranger,” Kai says from the couch. “What’s with all the balls of yarn?”

“Uh.” Rosa crosses her arms over her sweater, her deep brown skin painted golden rose by the lamp in Asher’s living room. She’s wearing pajama pants, casual enough to make me wonder if she’s used to stopping by Asher’s place at this hour, or maybe lives nearby. “You have guests?” She shoots Asher a sharp glance. “You never—”

Asher picks up the scattered balls of yarn and crochet tools before Muse can claim them. “Rosa, this is Sasha and Kai, my…”

“Friends?” Kai scoffs. “We’re not friends. But I’m friends with Muse.”

“Kai had an accident,” Asher says. “It was my fault, so I had my doctor check in on him.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I was just stopping by to, um, run my lines with Asher.” The look on her face is panicked as she turns to me. “We’re introducing a plot twist later in the season and … it’s…”

She knows it’s futile. I’ve read the script. There’s nothing about a girl named Tara or a wedding. She and Asher exchange a look, as if looking for a plausible explanation that will justify her presence. According to the press, their breakup is fresh, and they’re avoiding each other.

“It’s all right. I trust them,” Asher says. But his hands clench at his sides, betraying his anxiety. “Or at least I think I can.” I give him a long look. Does he? Trust us? Or is it because he has no choice? When Asher faces me, his eyes are pleading. “Can I?”

I nod.

“My relationship with Rosa was a PR move,” he says. “It was my idea. I asked Rosa to do it. Thought it’d benefit our careers, since we’re the leads in our show. And it worked. The show’s doing great, and we both got more exposure.” He and Rosa share a look. He places a hand on his heart. “But it was all me. She had nothing to do with it.”

Rosa’s eyes slide to the floor. Something on her face, the way she balls her hands into fists, tells me that she carries a similar weight, the same guilt as me. Like people want her to be someone she’s not, and she’s terrified of disappointing them.

“I get it,” I blurt out. “I really do. Don’t worry.”

“You do?” Rosa blinks, snapping out of her shock, a tinge of curiosity in her eyes.

My stomach sinks. “Um, we should probably get going. It’s late and we have a fundraiser tomorrow.” I turn to Kai on the couch, letting him use my shoulders as support as he stands.

We need to get out of here.

“The Homes for Change event?” Asher asks. “We’re going, too. We donated some items.”

Great.

“Cool.” I flash my best attempt at a genuine smile, but it falls flat. We’re all in the same industry. We can sniff out fake niceties. Rosa still looks tense when I brush past her. She clutches her phone in a death grip, her screen open to a Pinterest wedding page. She’s saved a few things—types of flowers and their meanings, and the search bar reads fun wedding ideas. Something in my chest warms. On my way out, I squeeze her shoulder, managing a real smile. “Congratulations. Um, my moms had lilies at their wedding, too, and they smelled amazing. You can’t go wrong with them.”

I don’t know if I’m imagining it, but I want to believe that I feel her shoulder drop, relaxing under my hand. Then Kai and I are out the door, and, hopefully, out of Asher’s life forever.



“Oh, wow. You look…” Kai gives me a once-over as I stroll out of my room and into the living room. He hobbles to the doorway, careful not to put any weight on his injured foot. “Uncomfortable.”

Behind me, my stylist, Belinda, puts the finishing touches on my hair and steps back so I can look at myself in the mirror. I’m wearing a silver dress, fitted up top, with a deep neckline that accentuates the contours of my body. It transitions to a princess gown made from a flowy material that slits up the side, revealing a glimpse of my leg.

“Thank you, Bee. Are you sure I won’t step on the train?” I ask Belinda, running my fingers down the glittery gown. I love how soft and velvety the fabric feels under my hands.

“Probably,” Kai jokes. “The first time you and Mia came over to my house you tripped on the doorstep and ate the floor. That was my grandpa’s first impression of you, by the way.”

I throw a cushion at him. “Said by the guy wearing a boot. Skill issue.”

“No, but really. Are you nervous?” He tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear and adjusts the mask around my eyes, shaped like glittery wings.

“A little.” I relax into his touch for a second, turning around to stare at my reflection in the mirror. I look … nice. But I don’t look like me. All I see in the mirror is Sassy, ethereal as she sparkles in her dress, a mystery behind a mask. “I’ve never attended this type of event.”

“We’ll be fine. Right, where’s my suit?” Kai scans the chaos in the living room—a pile of discarded dresses, hair products, and a makeup case strewn around. He crashed the moment we got home from Asher’s place, and he just woke up. “I should start getting ready.”

“Your only job today is to rest.” I nudge him onto the sofa. “You can’t come with your ankle like that. You’ll have to stand for most of the evening. You should stay here and work.”

He frowns. “I can use the crutches. I’d rather go to this gala than work on my homework.”

“I said work, not study.” I hand him his tablet. “It’s okay if you don’t want to show people your art yet, but I’m not people, and I want to have something to read tonight. So, work on your story. The one you showed me.” He cocks an eyebrow, like he doesn’t buy it. “It’s best if I go alone. We don’t want to be seen as codependent. It’s important that we’re each our own person.”

This gives him pause. It’s partly true. I don’t want him to be perceived as my boyfriend or the gentle first love. I want him to be Kai, the artist.

I just want people to appreciate my silly little drawings. Something is keeping Kai from believing in his art. I don’t know how to help, other than be there for him while he figures it out.

“Okay, abandon me in my time of need,” he says. He leans back against the couch dramatically, twisting his digital pen between his fingers. In Kai-speak, that means I’ve convinced him. “I’m ordering room service.”

“Save me the leftovers.” I slide into my heels. “Okay, I’m off. Have fun.”

“Sash.” His fingers curl around my wrist before I can slip away. “Text me if you need anything. I mean it. I’ll be right there, sprained ankle and all.”

I squeeze his hand in lieu of a response. I don’t doubt he will. Whenever Kai’s around, I forget what it’s like to feel alone.






CHAPTER 11
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The venue for the fundraiser is an old theater repurposed as a dining hall, but I can still see glimpses of what it used to be—the wooden floors, the long curtains, the arches expanding into the high ceiling. The scent of fresh flowers saturates the air, and the main stage has been transformed for a live orchestra to play a range of classical music while people peruse the silent auction.

I weave through the crowd, catching snippets of conversations and flashing smiles at unfamiliar faces. I can’t find Asher or Rosa among the masked attendees, but maybe it’s for the best. Maybe they’re avoiding me after yesterday. I don’t blame them. I’m sort of avoiding them, too.

When I excuse myself to check out the items in the auction, I’m relieved to find out that there are multiple offers for mine already—my guitars and a private concert. Nine thousand and seventy thousand pounds, respectively.

The numbers make me dizzy. How someone can pay so much to watch me sing live is beyond me, but I’m happy the money will go toward a good cause.

I stroll down the display, my fingers gliding across the counter, looking for something that will catch my eye. Items range from collectibles, like a signed football or a custom necklace from an award-winning film, to luxury romantic experiences in remote places. They’re displayed in glass cases next to a tablet where people can write their bid. Out of curiosity, I make my way down the hall until I find the items Asher has donated.

Nestled on a velvet cushion sits a teddy bear with a bowtie—his fur is a little unkempt and his eyes are a little faded.

A note beside it reads:


From Asher Grish:

I want to introduce you to Cuddles, my oldest friend. He means the world to me. My mum had him custom-made after I was born, and he’s been by my side ever since. From undercover missions (stealing cookies from the pantry after midnight was our top-secret mission) to seeing the world with me, Cuddles was always there, whether I needed a hug when I was scared or a friend to play with.

As I grew older, Cuddles stayed with me, but I can tell he’s a little bored now that I’m an adult. So, it’s time for him to find a new friend. I hope he can bring as much happiness and love to you or your loved one as he did for me.

A Few Things to Know:

Cuddles has been kept with lots of love and care. He should be hand-washed. Please avoid putting him in the washing machine! He hates it!

He comes from a smoke-free home.



I rest a hand on the glass case, my heart plunging. Cuddles looks lonely and rejected. I should save him. Why would Asher let go of something so personal? This isn’t just a plushie. It’s his first plushie, a fragment of his soul.

If someone tried to take Tito away from me, I would be on the news for murder.

Before I can think it through, I jot down a number on the tablet.

The top bid is for thirty thousand pounds.

Don’t do it, I plead with myself before sneaking in an offer for fifty thousand pounds.

As I hit Submit, a wave of mixed emotions washes over me, but what’s done is done. Will I regret this? Probably. But I can’t let Asher sell this, and at least the money will go to a good cause.

I look for Asher amid the masked crowd, but he’s nowhere to be found. As I navigate the dance floor, I spot Rosa on the other side of the room in a scarlet gown, goddess braids cascading all the way down her back. She’s talking to a guy in his forties with a flamboyant peacock mask. I stride over, hoping she might know where Asher is. I need answers about Cuddles, and I need them now.

“So, do the private acting lessons you’re auctioning include scripts from anything I want?” the guy is asking her. Behind the mask, his eyes rove down her red dress. She offers a polite smile, but her hands clench into fists behind her back. “You know, I love Game of Thrones,” he says. “We could try some scenes from there.”

Rosa recoils. “Yeah, no. Unfortunately, I’m not comfortable with that. It looks like you’d be better off bidding on another item. Good night.”

“Don’t worry, love, I can definitely make you comfortable. Anything you want.” The guy trails a finger down the edge of Rosa’s golden eye mask.

“I want you to step away.” Rosa moves back, but the fucker inches forward.

I brush the guy’s hand off Rosa’s mask with a flick of my wrist and loop my arm around hers. “Hey, I was looking for you. You owe me a dance.”

Rosa whips around, shocked, but her body relaxes against mine. “Right … Let’s go.”

The guy stares at me, wide-eyed. “Excuse me, we were having a conversation.”

“Were you? It looks like you were done.” I eye him up and down, failing to conceal my disgust. His peacock mask does a poor job of redirecting attention from his balding head. He’s wearing an expensive tuxedo, and the watch on his wrist looks like it costs more than my house. But he doesn’t look like an actor, or a singer, or anyone I know, which probably means he just comes from money and has some sort of mind-numbing podcast.

“Do you know who I am?” he barks.

“Do I look like I care?” I blurt out before I can stop myself. A voice in the back of my mind warns me I should tread carefully, but my frown doesn’t dissolve.

The guy scoffs, straightening his jacket. He turns to me. His eyes are drawn to the neckline of my dress in a way that makes me want to run away. “You’re that singer, right? The one offering the private concert experience? Suddenly I’m feeling generous. Maybe I’ll bid on it. I look forward to continuing this conversation. Maybe you’re sassy in other areas, too.”

With that, he leaves, smiling darkly at us. I freeze, failing to think of a quick comeback. I hate that I don’t get the last word. I hate how badly my hands are shaking around Rosa’s arm.

“Are you okay?” I ask her, lifting my mask. “Sorry. I wasn’t sure … It looked like he wasn’t leaving you alone.”

“Thank you.” Rosa hugs me until warmth returns to my body. “You’re crazy. Do you know who that is?”

“An ugly white man?”

That earns me a sad chuckle.

“Don’t worry. If he wins the bid for my private concert or your acting lessons, we’ll figure something out.” Still, I shiver at the prospect. But I can tell Marissa and my team. They’ll make sure we’re safe. It’s not the first time I’ve been approached by a creepy guy at a party.

The orchestra starts playing a melody with a quick tempo. People gravitate to the dance floor, a swirl of sparkling dresses and colorful masks. Without warning, Rosa pulls me into the crowd for a dance, as if she needs to shake the unease away. I reach for her hand, and she places hers around my waist, spinning me around as the song picks up. Strands of hair fall over my forehead as I look down, willing my feet to move in time with the music.

“I wanted to punch that guy in front of everyone, you know?” Rosa clutches my hand, frustration rippling through her body. “He’s an important studio executive. I was worried he could get me fired from the show, or ruin my career before it even starts. So I just … froze.”

“I understand. I’ve been frozen, too.”

We dance in silence for a few seconds, pretending to get lost in the music, hanging tightly on to each other. I know what she means. Unlike Asher, Rosa doesn’t come from money or connections. She got the lead in Friday through an open audition. It’s her first role. She hasn’t told me the reasons that led to her wanting to hide her relationship with her girlfriend and pretend to date Asher, but I don’t judge her. This business is hard enough to navigate as a woman, or as someone who’s not a cisgender white man. I can’t imagine what it must be like to do it as a queer, Black, Latine person.

“Asher is right,” Rosa says. She fidgets with the diamond ring on her finger. It’s the same one from yesterday, but she wears it on a different finger today. “He told me that this industry is fucked up.”

“He said that?” I frown as we spin. Her eyes flicker to me, questioning. “I don’t know. Asher strikes me as the kind of person who really enjoys fame.”

“Nah. He’s just used to it. Desensitized. He was born into it, after all.”

Born into fame. Born into the centrifuge. What a curse.

Rosa searches for someone in the crowd, and I finally see him. Asher is wearing a blue suit with a black turtleneck, a sparkling mask with a single feather concealing his eyes. He sweeps a hand through his hair as he laughs, and it reminds me of Kai for some reason.

He sips from his flute of champagne as he chats with two other men. My nose crinkles. For someone who hates fame, he seems well in his element.

“About yesterday…” Rosa starts, her body tensing beside me. “It caught me by surprise that you two were at his flat. Asher never brings anyone around. He’s so private usually. And—” Rosa’s phone rings in her pocket, distracting her mid-thought. She lets go, reaching into her gown. “Sorry, give me a minute?”

She excuses herself to answer the call, but her words linger in my mind. How can Asher be a private person when he’s auctioning his most personal mementos? When he offered me a PR relationship the very same day that he met me?

I step away from the dance floor to check my phone. Mia’s sent a picture of her and her roommates. They’re having pizza on their study break, playing trivia in Mia’s living room.

MIA

How’s your night? I wanna see your dress.

My stomach sinks a little. What am I supposed to say? I got harassed and might have spent fifty thousand pounds on a plushie? It feels like we’re living in separate worlds.

I can’t help but wonder what my life would have been like if I’d never become famous. Would I be in the picture she just sent me? Would we still drift apart anyway?

But then I wouldn’t have this. My fans, my career, the freedom to do what I love most. I wouldn’t trade it, but it makes me feel guilty. To want things I can’t have anymore.

I miss being part of a friend group. It’s just … an unspoken rule of growing up, I guess. I have friends, but not a friend group anymore. Everyone’s busy doing their own thing.

“No Kai tonight?” Asher appears behind me. His voice carries over the soft strains of the orchestra.

“Just me, I’m afraid. Sorry to disappoint.”

“You never do. Just you is enough.” The way he smiles catches me off guard. “I was curious to see Kai in a tux, though. You know, with all those ear piercings and the perfect hair, I bet he would’ve looked…” He clears his throat, and I search his face. Is he drunk? Asher’s brow furrows slightly. “Is he okay? I can ask my doctor to check in on him again—”

A couple of girls walk by and wave at him. His expression morphs quickly, the worry in his eyes replaced by an empty grin as he waves back, promising to catch up with them later. It feels so effortless, the way he switches between personalities. His accent does, too, a mix between British and American English.

“Are you having fun?” he asks when he catches me staring.

“No.” I shrug.

He extends a gloved hand toward me with a slight smirk. “Well, then, care for a dance?”

“Sure, but I’ll lead.” I take his hand, the warmth of his skin seeping into mine despite his gloves as we make our way onto the dance floor.

He’s taller than me, but I’m wearing heels, so our height evens out, and my hand settles comfortably on the small of his back. He chuckles, holding my gaze as he rests a hand on my shoulder, the other one folding around my fingers and raising my arm into the air.

“Didn’t think convincing you would be that easy.”

“I was actually looking for you,” I say, my voice barely audible over the music as we turn in sync. He’s a good dancer.

“You were?” Amusement dances in his eyes. With a flick of his wrist, he spins me around his arm and flips our positions. His hand slides from my shoulder to my waist, and I can feel his muscles shift beneath his clothes as he flattens his fingers around my lower back.

“I saw what you auctioned,” I say, stepping closer to him, my hand finding its new place on his shoulder as we move.

“Oh, the stuffed animal? And?” His eyes hold mine, curious but guarded.

“What do you mean, and?” I press gently, my fingers lightly tapping the fabric of his suit jacket.

“Did you shed some tears over an inanimate object? And here I thought you were a cynic.”

“I—” Before I can order my thoughts, the music from the live orchestra fades. A host makes their way to a podium and announces that the auction has closed and dinner will be served soon. Asher lets go of me, joining a round of applause that sweeps over the room.

I’m assigned a seat at a round table next to Asher and Rosa, probably because we work for the same show. Glistening crystal and expensive silver cutlery sparkle under the warm glow of a chandelier hanging above a centerpiece of fresh flowers. I steal a fork and send a picture to Mia. The food is good, albeit microscopic, and my stomach growls even after I eat dessert. It makes me think of the pizza in Mia’s picture. I bet the cheese would melt in my mouth, and the crust would be crunchy, and the pineapple would add a sweetness to the barbecue sauce.

I sigh. Maybe I can ask Kai to get pizza with me later.

“Did you find anything you liked in the auction?” Rosa asks me.

“I bid on some great acting lessons I clearly need.” I smile. After that creepy motherfucker left, I made sure to bid on Rosa’s auction item so that he wouldn’t be the highest bid. He never returned to the tablet to make another, so I think she should be okay.

The items are brought over to the center of the stage while the winners are announced. I do end up winning the acting lessons, but a pang goes through my heart when I get outbid for Asher’s teddy bear, who goes to a middle-aged woman and her teenage daughter instead. I whip around to glance at him, but he seems relieved. His shoulders drop, and a faint smile touches his lips when he hears the amount it sold for: one hundred thousand pounds.

“You won’t miss Cuddles?” I whisper.

“Not really.” He shrugs. He must see the shock on my face, because he snickers. “I can buy anything I want. It’s no big deal.”

“There are things you can’t replace, no matter how much money you have.” Irritation courses through me. Why is he doing this?

“I know that.” He snorts. “Sasha, don’t worry about me.”

“And now, the private concert from singer-songwriter Sassy is awarded to…”

A sudden tension seizes me. I scan the tables until I spot Creepy Guy. When his eyes land on me, he removes his peacock mask and smiles with a leer that makes my skin crawl, like he’s devouring me with his eyes and has every right to do so. All I’ve gathered about him is that he’s a studio executive and the son of a powerful politician.

“Asher Grish!” The host’s voice booms through the room. Creepy Guy’s expression falls. He looks as baffled as I probably do. I turn to Asher, heart pounding, but he rises from his seat, offering a polite wave to the crowd, then issues a challenging grin to Creepy Guy. “Give it up for Asher, who is also our highest bidder tonight, contributing a whopping five hundred thousand pounds to Homes for Change.”

My mind reels. I must have heard wrong. Because there is no way someone would pay half a million for my concert, let alone Asher Grish. My hand balls around the sleeve of his jacket out of sheer shock, demanding an explanation. Asher winks at me in lieu of a response.

I can buy anything I want. I guess that includes me.






CHAPTER 12
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I always avoid after-parties if I can help it; they’re the worst sensory assault. The flickering neon lights send jolts through my nerves, and each throb of the music from the speakers hammers against my skull. I don’t understand how people can actually have fun at these things. It took me ten minutes of hiding in the bathroom by myself to muster up the courage to come back out.

The air is warm with the heat of bodies and the smell of spilled drinks. Someone is pouring liquor into one of the vases they won at the auction while someone else is doing coke off one of my guitars.

Kill me now.

All around me, guests fall over themselves with laughter, dancing with drinks in their hands or lounging on the couches of the private area. I tighten my jaw, pushing past the instincts that are begging me to turn around and leave. But I can’t until I talk to Asher in private. I need to know why he spent half a million pounds on a private concert. My private concert.

I can buy anything I want.

I dodge through the crowd, trying to find him and escape this chaotic frenzy, but my vision swims and my heart races as I’m drowned in a sea of noise and light. I cover my ears in a futile attempt to keep calm. This shouldn’t be so different from performing, but to me it’s like night and day. When I’m onstage, I’m wearing an earpiece. The music is controlled, not an overpowering force. I can’t see the glare of the lights, and I’m not smothered by a throng of people.

“Asher!” I make a beeline toward him when I spot him across the room. “Come with me.”

“You okay?” His voice is muffled by the music. Confusion flashes across his face as I drag him toward a large balcony at the other end of the repurposed ballroom. He follows me without complaint, a hint of concern passing through his eyes.

A rush of cool air hits my face as we step outside. It’s cold enough that I should be shivering in just my gown, but I welcome the night breeze, the noise inside washing away. I gulp in a lungful of air and lean against the railing. There seems to be a garden below us. I can’t see it in the dark, but the sweet scent of flowers and dewy grass lingers in the air.

“What’s going on?” Asher asks, closing the balcony doors behind us.

“Why did you do that?” I say. “Why did you pay half a million pounds for my concert?”

He winces like he tastes something bitter. “Rosa told me what happened. I wasn’t going to let that asshole harass either of you. I’ve heard about his family. You don’t want to get mixed up with people like him. I had to outbid him.”

“I—” Thanks, I want to say. But frustration still surges within me. Asher spent half a million pounds to keep me safe. The idea makes my head spin, but this is probably pocket change for him.

I can buy anything I want.

“My team and I could have handled it.”

He shakes his head, taking off his mask. “I don’t doubt it. I was just trying to help.”

“Like you did at the bouldering place?” I blurt out. His expression falters, and regret washes over me. He did help me tonight, and I know he didn’t mean to hurt Kai, even if it was reckless.

I don’t know why I’m so mad. I just don’t get him. What he wants from me.

“I will apologize as many times as I need to for that.” He cracks his knuckles, staring down at his hands. “Look, the money will go toward a good cause anyway. I don’t care about the private concert. Let’s consider it settled, for yesterday?”

There’s something genuine in his tone, an honesty amid the layers of who he pretends to be. I slump against the wall, fixing my gaze on the night sky, crowned by a full moon.

Maybe Asher’s like the moon. Sometimes he’s a crescent, sometimes he appears open and full, but there’s a side of him that he keeps hidden, a side no one is allowed to see.

“I will, if you answer a question for me,” I say. “Why did you auction your first plushie?”

“Because I knew people would pay more money for it if it looked personal.”

“Yeah, but is it worth it? You can’t buy memories.”

“It’s not real. None of it is.” He clutches the railing with both hands. “Cuddles, or whatever name they gave it, isn’t mine. The story behind it was made up. My manager wrote the card. I’ve never owned Cuddles. We just made it look like I did.”

“Oh.”

The nonchalance of his words makes me freeze, and the rest of my sentence gets caught in my throat. He didn’t even write the note, but I almost cried reading it. It wasn’t real.

“It’s all an illusion. Everywhere. Everything. All the time.” A tinge of disillusionment colors his voice.

“Don’t you feel guilty?” I ask.

“Why?”

“For lying.” For selling a version of yourself that’s not real.

His shoulders hunch. “Look, I was born into this industry. The way I see it, the only way for fame not to change you is to give people a persona they can dissect and tear apart. If you show them you”—he gestures vaguely toward himself, then me—“the real you, you’ll disappear.”

His words hit me like a slap. My fans love Sassy, the straight girl who turns her love life into music. I’m terrified of what would happen if they met Sasha.

I don’t want to disappear.

The idea makes me shiver. Asher catches it and takes off his jacket, but I stop him. I don’t need his pity or his protection. He rolls his eyes and drapes his blazer around my shoulders anyway. I huddle into its warmth against my will, catching a whiff of the scent that lingers in the fabric—earthy cologne and alcohol.

“Don’t you find it weird?” I ask. “That someone would want to purchase something so personal just because they think you owned it?”

“Oh, extremely,” he says, this time without hiding the resignation in his voice. “Why do you think I made it up? Give them nothing, Sasha. Protect yourself.”

A knock on the window behind us startles me. Inside, a guy our age with curly hair and a sparkly red mask waves at Asher, who props open the balcony door with a grin.

“Hey, long time no see.” The guy gives Asher a once-over that’s not exactly subtle. “Saw you earlier. I just wanted to say hi. You looked good in your mask.”

Asher pulls his mask out of his pocket and puts it back on. His friend plays with the feather, adjusting it around his eyes.

“So do you, Matt,” Asher says, and his gaze softens. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

“I wasn’t … until I saw your name on the guest list.”

“You could have just texted.”

“Where’s the serendipity in that?” Matt gives his shoulders a little shrug. “Fancy a dance?”

Asher chuckles. “Are you still a terrible dancer?”

“I don’t know. Are you still a great teacher?” Matt extends a hand toward him.

Asher turns to me with a polite smile. “Right, so, Sassy, if you’ll excuse me … Enjoy the party.”

“It was nice meeting you. I love your music, by the way!” Matt waves at me before leading Asher away. They dive onto the dance floor, their laughter mingling with the music as they make their way toward the bar, dancing really close.

I blink, surprise traveling through me. Who is this? What just happened?

“Hey.” Rosa steps out onto the balcony, an unlit cigarette in her hand. “Where’s Asher? I saw you two come out here.” Her eyes drift to the jacket draped over my shoulders. “Is that his?”

“It is. I think he just abandoned me to…” Dance with his … friend?

She looks behind us until she spots him inside, dancing with Matt.

She laughs. “To get lucky? Yeah, that sounds like Asher.”

My head spins. I had no idea Asher was queer, which is my fault for assuming. But I mean, he’s only ever dated women—

Oh.

It’s an illusion. Everything. Everywhere. All the time.

“Do you mind if I have a quick smoke?” Rosa asks. She pulls out a lighter. I shake my head, leaning both hands on the railing. “¿Hablas español, no?”

“Oh? Sí, mi madre es de España,” I say.

My mom is from Spain.

“Me encantan Andalucía y Asturias. Got any recommendations? I want to travel to Spain again sometime soon.”

“Oh, um … I’ve only been there a handful of times. So, I’m not sure…” I offer a polite smile. I feel sort of out of place saying I’m Spanish. Mamá is my only tether to the culture. “It’s complicated.”

“How so?” she asks. “If you want to tell me. No worries if not.”

“I … well, when my mom came out to her family, they didn’t take it well,” I say. “So she went no contact, even after having me and my sister. It was hard for her.”

It happened before I was born, and Mamá never talks much about it. She says that she’s fine because Mom’s family is her family, too, but her eyes go a little dim when she shares stories of her childhood. There’s a part of her that she left behind and will never get back, a part of her I’ll never get to meet.

“She has an amazing group of friends in Spain, though, so when we visit, we often see them,” I continue. “I just haven’t had the chance to spend much time there myself. I’d like to go back at some point. Maybe live there for a few months? I don’t know. I’m not sure what to look for if I do. It’s Mamá’s home, but I’m not sure how to make it mine.”

I’ve lived in the States all my life. There’s this disconnect I can’t mend.

“That’s okay. I get it, in a way.” Rosa takes a drag from her cigarette. “My family is from Cuba, but my parents moved around a lot for work when I was little, before settling in London. I don’t get to visit my family as much as I would like, and when I do, I feel like I don’t fully fit in with my cousins the way I used to, at least not completely. Growing up in London I never felt like I fully fit in with the people around me there, either. Like I was waiting for a piece of myself to return, to click into place.” We share a glance, and she shrugs, but something blazes in her eyes. I don’t prod, unsure if I should. “But maybe it’s okay to exist in the space we make in between places. Home is nothing but yourself.”

“It’s lonely though,” I say. If home is nothing but myself, why does my house feel empty?

Mia’s words rush back to me. Don’t forget to come home.

I’m not sure where or what my home is anymore.

A pause stretches between us. I wait for her to say something else, but she doesn’t. Wisps of smoke billow from her lips, dissolving into the night air.

“You must have questions … about me and Asher.” She hesitates, glancing at her ring. “He did ask me to PR date, but it’s not what you think.”

“You don’t need to tell me. I understand it’s personal.” My grip tightens around the railing. “We all have secrets.”

“I’m tired of secrets. They’re fucking heavy to carry around all the time.” Her lips twist into a scowl. “I’ve been dating my girlfriend Tara for a while, but when some pictures of us holding hands leaked, I panicked, because I hadn’t come out publicly.” She looks down. “I know a lot of actors are out, but this is my first big role, and my agent was worried that coming out would limit my career options. Also, Friday fans really ship my and Asher’s characters. I’m worried about how they’ll react if I shatter their expectations. I’m worried about Tara’s safety. I don’t know. Maybe I’m a little paranoid. Or maybe I’m just a coward.”

“You’re not a coward.” My voice rings with a resolution I didn’t know I had. “You don’t owe anyone anything, let alone an explanation about your life. And your fear is valid. Some fans are crazy.”

If you show them you, the real you, you’ll disappear. My stomach sinks when I remember Asher’s words. Is this how it’s going to be the rest of my life? Offering the world a version of myself that’s not real?

I don’t know if the idea of Sassy protects me or hurts me. It’s easier to be the straight, lovestruck girl everyone expects me to be. I just don’t know if I like her very much.

“I don’t want the person I love to be a secret anymore. Neither does Tara.” When she smiles this time, her whole face relaxes. “You took me by surprise yesterday. I was afraid you would out us. That I wouldn’t get to do things on my own terms. My breakup with Asher is fresh in people’s minds, so Tara and I need to wait a bit. Otherwise things would get really messy—people would think I cheated on Asher, or realize we were PR from the start.”

“I’d never do that. I promise.” I give her hand a light squeeze. We hardly know each other, but I hope my words ring true to her.

“I believe you.” She squeezes back. “But anyway, since I’m getting married, Asher and I have decided to end the contract. He’s been promoted to best man. But he’s by far the best, well, the only, boyfriend I’ve had. He’s sweet, once you get to know him.”

She unlocks her phone to check the time, and I catch a glimpse of her lock screen. It’s a picture of herself and a few other people at a house party, Asher among them. They’re definitely close, just not in the way I assumed. I thought Asher wanted to PR date me to make Rosa jealous, but it’s obvious that there’s nothing between them other than friendship.

Behind us, the balcony doors prop open. Asher barges out, holding a bottle of whiskey. His mask is gone, his hair windswept, and there’s a flash of red blooming on his neck—is that a hickey?

He snatches the cigarette from Rosa’s hand, wedging himself between us. “This again?”

“Don’t tell Tara. I’m still quitting. These events just stress me out.” Rosa snatches the whiskey from Asher’s hand and takes a sip with a grimace. “Absolutely disgusting.”

“A disgusting five thousand–pound bottle.” Asher turns to me, offering me the whiskey next. “Want some?”

“Wait, where did you go? Who was that guy?” Are you queer? I glance inside, but Matt is gone.

“Oh, you want details?” He smirks.

“Nooo.” I shove him sideways. He doesn’t seem worried that anyone at this party could out him. Whether it’s because he’s being careful or because he has a team to take care of that, I don’t know.

“Tara’s home. I’m leaving.” Rosa plants a smooch on Asher’s cheek. “Your breath stinks. Text me when you get home.”

“Okay.” Asher’s reaction is a mix of amusement and something else—a softness that flickers briefly in his eyes when Rosa presses her face against his. “See you later. Tell Tara to send me the links I asked her for.”

“We are not letting you rent an island for our wedding, Ashy.”

“But it’s romantic.”

“It’s a crime against humanity, is what it is.” Rosa disappears back into the party. “Bye, Sasha. See you on set!”

I half expect Asher to leave, too, but he just sighs and slides to the ground. His eyes find mine when I move to check my phone. “Are you ditching me, too, to hang out with your boyfriend? So many lovebirds flying around me.”

“Not yet.” I smooth my dress over my legs and sit next to him.

We’re quiet for a while, glancing at the mantle of stars, sharing sips of whiskey that is way too sweet and burns down my throat. It’s weird. I usually hate silence. It makes me feel exposed. But this feels peaceful. Like I need no script.

“I don’t get it, though. What’s so good about love?” he mumbles. I don’t know if he’s asking me or talking to himself.

“It’s nice to have someone to come home to,” I say. I always get excited when I have my moms, Sonia, Mia, and Kai to come back to.

“That’s not love. That’s companionship.”

“And companionship isn’t love?” I turn to him, but he just purses his lips. I’m not sure why he’s opening up suddenly. I don’t know what to make of it. Maybe he’s just drunk.

“Is that what Kai is to you?” he asks. “The person you want to come home to?”

I fidget with the hem of my dress, hesitating. Despite everything, I’m starting to enjoy fake-dating Kai. It’s like we get to be a couple without the pressure of romance. But I can’t let that peaceful feeling sink in. We’ll never be a couple in the traditional sense, and we have an expiration date.

“Look, I don’t think love has anything to do with falling in love. You can fall in love with someone you don’t love. And you can love someone without falling in love.”

“Everyone wants to fall in love.” He downs the last of the whiskey, his gaze dropping as he traces the edge of a tile with his finger. “It must be fun.”

It dawns on me then, what he’s implying. “You’ve never been in love?”

“Nah. I don’t think that’s in the cards for me.” There’s something about the way he says it, a hint of resignation in his voice that gives my heart a squeeze. “Maybe I’m a bad person.”

“Why would you be a bad person?” I flatten my hands on the floor, letting the coolness of the tiles ground me.

“That’s what my ex told me.”

“That Matt guy?”

“God, no. Matt’s just a friend.” He snorts, the breath he expels dispersing in the night air. “I had this situationship with someone a while ago, and he ended up falling for me. I told him I didn’t want to be exclusive. He thought I was leading him on.”

“Were you?” I ask. My stomach sinks. When Kai and I first broke up, he accused me of leading him on. He thought I had used him, taken advantage of his feelings.

“I told him from the start that I wasn’t looking for anything serious, but he thought I would change my mind.” He lets out a shaky laugh. “He was great. I was just … I couldn’t fall in love. I wanted to keep him in my life, I really did, more than anything, but he asked me to give him space. He hasn’t spoken to me since.” His voice cracks. “Maybe he was right. Maybe there’s something wrong with me.”

“Why? As long as you’re honest and up-front with your partners, I don’t see anything wrong with that,” I say, and then, because I just need to know, I ask, “Do you think you could be aromantic?”

He gives me an odd look.

“LGBTQIA+? The A stands for asexual and aromantic.”

Are you like me?

“I am definitely, most assuredly, not asexual.” He cocks an eyebrow.

“Okay, and?” A loose strand of hair falls over his forehead. I resist the urge to smooth it back into place. “You could still be aromantic.”

“Will a label mean anything? I’m not trying to change who I am.” His voice softens. “Maybe I’m just mourning who I could have been.”

I want to tell him that being aro doesn’t mean losing anything, but lately I’m not sure. Life would be so much easier if I weren’t. It terrifies me to think that one day all my friends will be in stable partnerships, and they won’t have time for me. Always in the periphery, but never at the forefront of someone’s mind.

“Is that why you’re so eager to do the whole PR thing?” I ask. “You want to force yourself to fall in love?”

“No.” Asher snorts before scrambling to his feet, turning his back to me. He twists away, running his fingers through his hair. “But maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m a romantic.”

“Aromantic.”

“Can’t I be both? A romantic aromantic?” The scattered lights from the party sharpen his features, every smooth line of his cheekbones. The shielded look in his eyes gives me pause. He looks a little scary. Like he’s standing on a cliff, waiting for someone to push him over the edge.

“Let’s go.” I brush specks of dust off my dress and open the balcony doors.

“Where?”

I shrug, taking off his jacket and wrapping it around his shoulders. “You paid half a million pounds for a private concert. You’re getting one.”






CHAPTER 13
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“Get in, loser. We’re going to karaoke.” I motion for Kai to get in Asher’s car.

He’s sitting by the entrance of our hotel, holding a bundle of clothes and a box of pineapple pizza. I texted him that I needed a new outfit and to be ready in an hour. It doesn’t take much convincing to get Kai to do anything, especially after midnight, but I don’t miss the puzzled look on his face when Asher’s driver pulls over, and Asher peeks his head out the window.

“What happened at the ball?” Kai’s brow knits into a frown. “Did he kidnap you?”

“I did not kidnap your girlfriend. Do you think so little of me?” Asher says. He grimaces when Kai points at the boot around his foot and arches his eyebrow. “You have a point.”

“You know what, I don’t want to know. Let’s just go.” Kai slides into the backseat and hands over the clothes, a pair of my sweatpants and his black hoodie.

“Asher won the private concert. We’re going to give him a live one,” I explain.

“We? What do you need me for?”

“To choose a karaoke spot,” I say, then turn to Asher. “Kai has this weird sixth sense for finding the best places. He’ll help us choose.”

“Aren’t you from here?” Kai frowns at Asher. “You should know.”

“I mean, I was born here, but I haven’t really lived long enough in a place to say I’m from anywhere,” Asher says. “I’ve also just never sung karaoke.”

“Never?” Kai asks, amused. “What, is this too much of a peasant activity for you? Or is your singing so terrible that no one wanted to come with you?” Asher shrugs and gazes out the window. Kai sighs, but his eyes soften. “We’re going to need drinks.”



Colorful LED lights dance across the walls as we step into the private karaoke room. A mirror ball spins overhead, throwing glowing patterns around us. I weave my way through the space, drawn to the plush sofas and scattered beanbags. Kai and Asher sink into them while my gaze drifts to the stage, complete with a large screen and a dance pad.

“Okay, welcome to the highly exclusive, most-anticipated Sassy concert!” I say, slipping into my performance voice. Asher blows a party horn while Kai shakes a small tambourine. “Thank you. And let’s hear it for our generous host, Asher Grish.” I extend a gracious arm toward Asher, who pretends to bow before invisible guests. His turtleneck and designer pants are a stark contrast against Kai’s pajama pants. “Any requests?”

Asher taps his mic. “I don’t know. Any of your songs?”

“Okay, no. I refuse,” Kai groans. “First karaoke rule: You have to choose hard songs to embarrass your opponent. Sasha already knows her own songs. We need to make it harder for her.”

“Wait, we’re allowed to compete?” Asher says with glee. His eyes shine with the same competitive glint he had at the bouldering place. A shiver runs through me. This is bad.

“Oh, hell yeah,” Kai says with the same look. “They have a dance pad, too.”

“You can dance?” Asher asks.

“Can you?” Kai grins. “Aren’t you tired of losing to me?”

This is super bad.



This isn’t bad at all, actually.

Unlike the bouldering place, where I had no chance of winning, I’m owning our karaoke showdown. Asher’s not a bad singer, and you can tell he’s been trained—Kai and I gawk when he chooses a country song that he executes with a perfect Texas drawl—but he’s drunk, and he almost stumbles off the stage a few times.

And Kai … tries. His forte is dancing, but there’s not much he can do with a medical boot. He kills it, though, when he sings Fresno’s “Infinito” in Portuguese. I end up winning the overall score, so I get to choose a duet song to break the tie between them.

“Sing for me, talentless peasants.” I lounge on the couch, kicking back and propping my feet up on the table as I pass Asher and Kai the mics.

“This song again?” Kai whines when I queue up my go-to karaoke song, “Accidentally in Love.” I throw empty candy wrappers at him until he drags himself onstage. “So she said, what’s the problem, baby?”

The moment Kai gets comfortable with the song, Asher tries to upstage him.

“What’s the problem? I don’t know. Well, maybe I’m in love, LOVE!” Asher trips while doing a dramatic spin on the dance pad. When his head nearly misses the edge of the table, we agree we should call it a night and switch our attention to the pizza instead.

The clock strikes two AM by the time we lie down on the beanbags, eating the last of our snacks and taking sips of vodka while we play truth or dare.

“Asher, truth or dare?” I rasp, the alcohol burning down my throat. My head spins, my chest warming from within.

“Dare.”

“I dare you to post a video singing that country song from earlier. Throw it back like a cowboy for your fans.”

Asher winces. “Truth.”

Kai sinks deeper into his beanbag. “You really worry about your image.”

“And what if I do?” Asher says. “I don’t want to post a video where it’s obvious I’ve been drinking. And you two are from the US. You shouldn’t be seen drinking anyway.”

“It’s just a silly video,” Kai teases in a fake British accent. “Oh, pardon me. Gentlemen like me don’t indulge in such pointless activities.”

“Was that a British accent?” Asher squints at Kai.

“Proper British accent, yes, lad. When I ask for a rubber, I mean an eraser, not a condom, innit? Hand me a cuppa. The monarchy is mint.”

“That was terrible,” Asher says. He aims his phone at Kai. “Maybe I’ll post this instead, lad.”

“Don’t you dare. I will make you sign an NDA.” Kai pounces on Asher, trying to reach for his phone. Asher makes an incredulous sound when Kai crushes him against the beanbag.

“Oh, look who learns quickly.” Asher pushes Kai off him before turning to me. His ears are red. “Anyway, Sasha, my turn. Truth or—”

“I haven’t even asked you a question yet!” I say.

“My half a million pounds, my rules.”

“What?” Kai shoots upright. “Your what?”

“I forgot to tell you…” I chuckle. “That’s how much Asher paid for this.”

“You paid half a million pounds for a poorly lit karaoke room, cheap vodka, and pizza?” Kai puts the bottle down.

“It’s good pizza. And good company,” Asher says, reaching for the last slice.

“Riddle me this. You had half a million pounds to spare on a concert, but you’d never done karaoke before?” Kai stares at him with a sudden intensity.

“I just hadn’t gotten around to it. It’s sort of pointless. There’s nothing in it for me.” Asher averts his eyes. It makes me wonder if there’s more to it, something he’s not saying. Maybe he didn’t have enough friends who wanted to do karaoke with him. The centrifuge spins you to incredible heights, but it leaves everyone you care about on the ground. “Singing for an invisible audience for your own amusement is stupid, if you ask me.”

“There doesn’t need to be a point. You could, I don’t know, just have fun,” Kai says. “Life is already pointless anyway.”

“Stop with the nihilism. It’s my turn. Kai, truth or dare,” Asher says.

“For your own good and your criminal record, don’t let Kai do a dare,” I warn. I still remember the time Mia dared Kai to show up to class in an inflatable dinosaur costume and he followed through. Or the time we had to dissect worms in class and I refused out of principle. Kai ended up breaking into the empty classroom at night and released the worms, which caused an all-year-round worm infestation in the football field.

“Oh, really?” Asher has that competitive look on his face again. My jaw tightens slightly.

“I’ve never turned down a dare.” Kai holds his gaze, unfazed. “Do your worst.”

“Please don’t,” I say.

Asher leans forward until his knee brushes against Kai’s. “My worst, huh?” A smirk tugs at his lips as he locks eyes with him. “I dare you to kiss me. With Sasha’s permission, of course.”

I snort, relief flooding through me. I almost expect Kai to grab Asher’s face immediately and French-kiss him out of spite, but when my gaze cuts to him, his expression is unreadable.

“Come on. Choose something else?” Kai says. He shifts on his seat. “That’s kind of a stupid dare.”

“What? I thought you had never turned down a dare,” Asher quips.

“This is…” Kai clears his voice. “I’d rather—”

A pang of unease grips me. That feeling I’ve had since Kai and I became friends again returns, like he’s keeping something in.

“Scared?” Asher leans forward with a self-satisfied grin. “It’s just a kiss.”

“Fuck it.” Kai braces himself against the side of Asher’s beanbag, inches away from his face. Asher stiffens, caged between his arms, but all Kai does is reach down to grab the bottle of vodka. He chugs the rest of it before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “I’m not going to kiss you because I’m pretty sure I’m bi, and I don’t want my first queer kiss to be with—” Kai points in Asher’s general direction. “No offense.”

“I’m very much offended,” Asher says.

“I don’t want my first kiss with a guy to happen because of a dare. I want it to matter.” He looks away. “You’re the first people I’ve told. I don’t know if I’m ready for anyone else to know yet. I’m still confused, so just … give me some time to process.”

When he turns to me, a plea of understanding shimmers in his eyes. Are you mad?

Of course not. My heart beats painfully. I want to pull him into a hug, ask him a dozen questions—When did you realize? Did you think you couldn’t tell me?—but all that leaves my mouth is: “Oh. Dope.”

“Dope?” Asher snorts.

“I’m processing! I had no idea, but I’m happy!” I reach for Kai’s hand and tug at his fingers. “Seriously, Kai, I’m so, so happy.”

“What do you mean you didn’t know? You’re his girlfriend,” Asher says, eyes narrowing at Kai. “You hadn’t told Sasha you’re bi?”

“I—” Kai freezes. The relieved look on his face turns panicked.

Fuck. The contract.

His eyes flicker to me, as if looking for an answer, but I don’t know what to say.

I don’t want my first kiss with a guy to happen because of a dare. That doesn’t sound like something someone in an exclusive relationship would say. That doesn’t sound like something Sassy’s boyfriend, the lovestruck girl and the gentle first love, would say.

“It … doesn’t matter.” Kai scratches the back of his neck. “It’s not like I’m planning to kiss anyone else. I’m with Sasha, and that’s final.”

Final. It feels more like a sentence than a love declaration.

“Right.” Shame travels through me. I got him into this mess, and now he’s got no escape. “You’re mine forever.”

Without warning, Kai’s hand cups my cheek, a question in his eyes. I flinch, suddenly startled. It’s been so long since he’s touched me like this that I don’t know how to react. I had forgotten the scorching heat of his palms, the gentleness of his fingers as they curl around my jaw.

I know what he’s asking me. We need to sell this to Asher—that we’re in love, that it doesn’t matter if he’s queer, because I’m his one and only. If we don’t, we’re exposed. If we don’t, we’ll be caught in a lie, and everything will be over.

My head swims from the alcohol. Kai searches my face, looking for an answer to his question. Can I kiss you? The vulnerability that had flickered in his eyes moments ago has vanished. In its place, there’s a sudden apology. I don’t want to ruin the contract.

He wants to make things right so Asher doesn’t suspect, but it shouldn’t have to be like this. I try to speak, but fear has my heart hooked to my rib cage, so I just nod.

His fingers slide up my neck, curling into my hair with practiced ease as I kiss him lightly, but it feels empty. A performance, not a real kiss. There’s a hesitance to his movements as he presses closer, and I can feel the tension running through his frame. I try to get lost into it, his lips soft and familiar. It’s what Sassy would do. It’s what most people would do—because kissing is supposed to feel like fluttering butterflies, not a pointless exchange of saliva.

A blend of anger and guilt flares inside me. Right now, I don’t feel like he’s kissing me. He’s kissing Sassy. Because she’s straight and in love. I hate that she’s taking me over, taking this over.

Suddenly I’m back in high school, and we’re dating, and I have this shitty feeling, like I have to hide who I am, because I’m broken. It’s different this time; at least Kai knows, but the feeling remains. Like I’m sinking into a hole I won’t be able to get out of.

Except now I’m dragging Kai into it.

Asking him to hide himself, too.

What’s the point anyway?

“This doesn’t feel right.” I pull away, pushing against his chest. My heart swells with a fierce protectiveness. This moment should belong to Kai. I know how much courage it takes to come out for the first time. I refuse to let it be overshadowed by a lie. My lie.

Kai grips my arm, but my heart is cracking open, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

I turn to Asher, watching his eyes widen. “You weren’t … wrong. Kai and I are PR. We’re not together. I mean, we were, once. But we broke up because I realized I’m aroace. Aromantic and asexual.”

At first, Asher stills, barely reacting. My hands close around the sleeves of my hoodie. I expect the confession to fill me with panic. But all I feel is a sudden calm. Like being wrapped in a warm towel after a cold shower.

“Oh. Okay,” Asher says. He blinks, digesting his surprise. I wait for the list of questions he probably has, because everyone always has questions and apparently they’ve never heard of Google, but they never come. “Is that why you got into a PR relationship? You’re afraid to come out? Or do you just not want to?”

“I—I don’t know,” I admit. At first, I was worried about coming out because Marissa said it would ruin my career, but now, even if I don’t want to admit it, there are moments when I find myself enjoying this version of friend-dating. There’s no pressure to fall in love or have sex. It’s nice to have a person, someone who walks by your side. I don’t want to let go of that. “I know it makes me a terrible person.”

“Why?” Asher’s eyes harden.

“Because it’s a lie. I’m lying to everyone. To myself.”

“Asher,” Kai says, flicking a leftover piece of pineapple at Asher’s forehead, “if you tell a soul about Sasha, or the PR, things will get ugly, you understand?”

“I wasn’t planning to,” Asher says. “I’ve got secrets to keep, too.”

“Right, so that clears it up then.” Kai scrambles to his feet, careful as he maneuvers with the boot. When no one says anything, he starts clearing our things off the table, collecting the bottles and the empty pizza box in a plastic bag. “Maybe we should go home. It’s late.”

The room falls into an uneasy quiet. I don’t know what to make of it, how to act, what to say now. I push to my feet and start fishing for the candy wrappers that have ended up on the floor, but I’m met by a sudden wave of exhaustion. It’s past three AM, and we’re all drunk and sharing too much. It’s dangerous. So why does it feel like a relief?

Asher barely moves, his eyes fixed on the mirror ball spinning above us.

Kai chucks an empty can at him. “Are you going to help us clean or—”

“The room is spinning,” he groans.

“Then unspin it.” I kick his beanbag and continue to pick up our trash, but Asher’s fingers wrap around my wrist.

“Sasha, listen,” Asher says. He reclines on the beanbag, covering his eyes with his arm. Whether it’s because he’s dizzy or doesn’t want to look at me, I don’t know. “There’s nothing wrong with PR relationships, you know? You’re not a bad person for being in one. Hell, without it, I wouldn’t even exist.”

He lets out a chuckle, but a shadow crosses his face. Beside me, Kai stops what he’s doing, the plastic bag hanging from his hand.

“My parents were in a PR relationship. I’m a PR baby.” Asher buries his cheek in the soft fabric of the beanbag. “My parents’ love story, have you guys heard it? You know, the whole thing with how my mum wasn’t taken seriously as a director, so one day she headed into her favorite coffee shop after a disappointing meeting? Except, they were out of hot chocolate. My dad shared his and they ended up chatting. She pitched him an idea he helped her fund, and she eventually won an Oscar. The night she won my dad waited for her backstage with hot chocolate from the same place where they met. Blah, blah, blah.”

Kai and I exchange a puzzled look. I remember watching a video of his mom’s speech the night she won the Oscar. The way her voice cracked onstage as she thanked the love of her life, the look of pride on Asher’s dad’s face … how could it not be real? They looked so in love.

It’s an illusion. Everything. Everywhere. All the time.

“All fake. My mum did want to be taken seriously as a director, and she wanted people to stop speculating about her love life. At the time it was all people could focus on. My dad had just gotten successful, and his managers back then thought he needed more exposure.” Asher presses his thumbs against his eyes, as if fighting a headache. “They both wanted a family, so I was part of their PR package, a way to further the love story. The perfect child for the perfect couple. I was born with a role to play, and I’ve been doing it for my entire life.”

I freeze, not knowing how to react, what to say. “I’m sorry—”

“Don’t. What are you sorry for?” Asher scoffs, but he peels his eyes away. “I’m one of the most privileged people on the planet. My parents do love me. And they did fall in love somewhere along the way. My mum says it happened after I was born, or because I was born. They’re still together even. Their love story is just different from the fabricated version everyone adores. It’s not perfect, but it’s real. It’s theirs. As my mum always says, when nobody knows who you really are, they can’t hurt you. So who cares if no one knows the real Sasha? As long as you do, it’s none of their business.”

Kai’s expression hardens. “Is that why you asked Sasha to PR date?” he asks. “You’re using PR as like, what, a dating app? You think what happened to your parents can happen to you?”

“No. I wouldn’t want to. I’ve never been involved with anyone I’ve PR dated. It would complicate things. And the whole falling-in-love thing isn’t for me.” He shrugs. “Maybe I just like having someone around, is all.”

“And the only way to do that is pay them?” Kai questions.

“It’s not like that.” He drops Kai’s gaze.

I understand him, in a way. I like having Kai around, too, even if it’s not real. The fake relationship just gave me a pretense, an excuse to be close again.

“I told you,” Asher continues. “I was born with a role to play. The perfect son of the perfect couple needs a perfect girlfriend. I thought Sasha would fit that role, at least as far as the press was concerned.”

“Is that all there is?” I ask. “I’m not judging you, I promise.”

Asher was born into an industry that constantly demands something from him, for him to hand over a part of himself. I’ve felt it, the way everyone always wants something from you. It’s lonely. Alienating. If his relationship with Rosa is any indication, Asher just pretends to date his friends. He says it’s a way to protect the real him, but part of me wonders if he doesn’t know how to keep them in his life long-term otherwise.

He flinches, turning to me with a sad smile. “When I met you, I felt like you were like me in a way. I wanted to spend more time with you. I wasn’t sure how to ask, and the PR idea gave me an excuse. For me it’s normal. I spin lies for a living. It’s all I’ve known. Sometimes I feel like the only reason people will spend time with me is if they have to, so … I don’t know. I’m sorry for the way I handled things, though.” He looks at me, regret etched on his face. “It would have been the perfect love story, but neither of us is even straight.”

Realization dances across Kai’s face. “You’re gay?”

“Shit, mate, I asked to kiss you. That wasn’t a dead giveaway?” Asher grins. Kai just stands there, resetting his face to its factory settings. “I don’t like labels. That stuff doesn’t matter to me. I like who I like. Though I guess pansexual would be the closest one.” Asher glances between us, an amused smile touching his lips. “Should I wake up my legal team and have them draft three NDAs? Since we each have a secret and all.”

Shit. Well, I didn’t expect karaoke night to end up with all of us coming out.

My eyes drift to the mirror ball above us. It has stopped spinning.

“It’s okay. I trust you both,” I say. I expected coming out to be this big task, an added weight on my shoulders, but it feels like breathing after almost drowning. I wonder if coming out to my fans would feel any different. If they would accept me as seamlessly as Asher did. But maybe it doesn’t matter. Maybe it only matters how I feel about it.

Asher reaches for a leftover bottle and pours the remaining liquid into three plastic cups.

“Cheers then, to being queer and weird—” He falters, clutching his stomach. His face grows pale as he lurches forward, grabbing the nearest ice bucket and emptying his stomach into it.

Kai muffles a snort behind his palm. He crouches down next to Asher and rubs his back, offering him a napkin. “Guess we won’t be telling anyone about this, either.”



Asher ends up passing out on the couch of our hotel room, despite his driver dropping us off. He came up to use the bathroom, and by the time I returned with some water to help him sober up, he was already asleep. Kai covered him with a blanket with as much gentleness as a murderer disposing of his victim.

He heads to his room next, but he leaves the door open, a silent invitation. I don’t even ask if I can come in, I just do, my feet cold against the marble tiles. Kai tosses the blankets aside, making room for me on the other side of the bed. I yank an extra pillow from under him and prop it over my lap, resting my elbows on top. His silhouette is framed by the lamp on his bedside, accenting the brown in his eyes.

“So,” he murmurs when I don’t speak. There are so many things I want to ask him. I just don’t know where to begin.

“So,” I echo. The air feels heavy.

“I wanted to tell you.” His hair falls freely across his cheekbones. “Just couldn’t seem to find the right time.”

“It’s okay. How long have you known?”

“A few months. Less than a year.” He wrings his hands together.

“What made you realize it?” I ask. “If you want to tell me.”

“I … never had a huge realization moment. It was more gradual. I had always assumed I was straight because that’s what we’re told is the default. I like women, so I didn’t question it. Then in college I just … started noticing things. Or, allowing myself to notice. Like the way I look at guys isn’t just platonic, even though I thought it was. And when I imagine myself dating a guy, the more it seems like something that I would really like, actually. I also started reading more queer stories. They helped me find my inspiration to draw again. I wasn’t sure why at first. I just felt joyful and free in a way I hadn’t been in … well, never.” He grins, and it’s a smile I’ve never seen in all the years I’ve known him. Like he’s let go of something heavy, and he’s ready to take off running. “I don’t have a grand love story to share. Something just clicked into place one day. Like I had spent my entire life looking at myself in a foggy mirror, and it finally cleared.”

“I’m proud of you.” My voice is thick with the happy tears in my throat. “Really, Kai. You have this light about you. I’m happy you’re not letting it dim.”

But something about what he said gives me pause. When I look in the mirror, who do I expect to see? Sasha? Or Sassy?

“I kept thinking of you, you know?” he says, his voice pinched. “When we broke up, you said that you would have told me earlier if you’d known you were aroace. Back then I didn’t believe you. Because everyone just knows who they like. Until I experienced it myself. When I figured out I was bi, you were the first person I wanted to tell. Except we weren’t speaking. And it was my fault. Because I didn’t listen, and I kicked you out of my life.” His voice holds a tremor. It makes me wish I could erase the sadness from it, that the good things about our relationship weren’t overshadowed by the painful echoes of our past.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there while you figured it out,” I say.

“It was my fault that you weren’t.” He shakes his head. “I promise I’ll be here from now on.”

I don’t know why that annoys me.

“You don’t have to say that. I know this is only temporary until the contract ends.”

A bittersweet feeling pools in my stomach. Society is built for couples. Everyone will get a partner one day, including Kai.

“You’re not going to lose me when the contract ends.”

“I know that, but…” I trail off. His brow furrows, so I smooth it with my finger. “You’re going to fall in love again one day. And I want that for you. It makes me happy seeing my friends happy.”

Except friends drift away. Everyone finds their person, someone who makes the rest of the world fade around them. I’m part of the world that will fade. It’s like that song. You’re nobody till somebody loves you. What if I’m cursed to be no one?

“What if I don’t?” He shrugs. “Love isn’t guaranteed for anyone. Most people rush into relationships anyway.”

I want to say he’s wrong, but part of me agrees. I don’t get why people treat being single as something they have to endure until they have a partner. Like it’s a war, and they’re in the trenches. Everyone would be happier if there wasn’t so much pressure to find the one. If we all just enjoyed each other’s company regardless of whether it’s platonic, romantic, or something else. But reality is different, and I can’t do anything to change it.

“That’s true, but still, you will find someone,” I say. “You don’t have to be alone.”

“And you do?”

“I’m not saying that. I’m just being realistic. I’m aro. I don’t feel like I have the right—”

I don’t feel like I have the right to complain about my loneliness. I hate myself for thinking this way, but I’m the one who’s different. I can’t ask society to change to fit me. I already tried to change to fit into society, and look where that got us.

“You don’t have to be alone, either, Sasha. And you’re not losing me again, so shut up.” He flicks my forehead with his finger. I grunt and swat his hand away, but he catches it and closes his fingers around my wrist. “Okay, how about this? If I don’t fall in love, would you take pity on me and continue to be my platonic partner?”

“That’s not even a thing, is it?” I snort.

“Why not? We could be roommates. Except we’ll actually be just roommates.”

“Historians will call us lovers,” I tease, but he sounds dead serious. My heart twists. Don’t go there. A life together isn’t a promise he can keep. But I can’t help the relieved sigh that escapes me. “Fine. If you don’t fall in love, you can live with me. I’ll buy us a house in LA.”

Don’t go there. Kai will find someone, too, someone who he’ll care about more than he cares about me. I don’t want to get my hopes up designing a future I know won’t happen. No one chooses friendship over love.

“I don’t need you to support me. I can pay my own bills. We could also rent something affordable in London someday. I like how walkable it is.”

“I like it here, too,” I say, and then add out of nowhere, “I’d like to try living in Spain for a while. Not now, but at some point. I’d also love to visit your family in Brazil with you. You could show me around.”

He looks at me like I’m talking crazy, but a sneaky smile betrays him. He’s in. “My cousins will tease you endlessly about your Portunhol.”

“Excuse me? Cara, eu falo muito bem,” I say.

“Zeguro,” he quips, switching to Spanish mid-laugh. “Zi, zi.”

“It’s seguro.” I can’t help but laugh, too.

“Ezzzpaña! Olé! Tapazzz.”

“That’s not … Ugh. I’m killing you.” I chuckle. His next puff of laughter is met with a pillow to the face. I flop down on the mattress, staring at the shadows dancing on the ceiling. “Do you ever feel … I don’t know, like even if you were to move to Brazil, you wouldn’t fully fit in now? Not like your cousins who were born there do.”

Maybe I’m just projecting my own feelings onto him. Kai has extended family. He has roots. I don’t, just Mamá and her friends.

“Hmmm. Tô com saudade do Brasil.” Kai purses his lips, switching to Portuguese, then he’s silent for a second. “I mean, I miss spending the summers there. There was a part of me that felt at home. I like being surrounded by family. Being an only child, I never got that in LA.” He falls back on the mattress next to me and sighs. “Sometimes I have this dream, that suddenly I wake up and I can’t speak Portuguese anymore, only English. When I was little, I thought I was going to get left behind if I couldn’t speak well enough. Like I had to prove myself somehow, you know? I remember being so happy when people assumed I was a local. I’m fluent now, but it still worries me … losing this part of myself and my identity.” Before I can reply, or tell him what Rosa shared with me, he turns toward me and grins. “Let’s do that, though, sometime. I’ll take you to meet my family. And in return you can show me around Spain.” Kai stares at the ceiling, like he’s actually considering it. “I don’t know how we’ll afford all these trips, but well, with your music and my art, we’ll manage.”

A tinge of surprise travels through me. “You’ve decided to give your art a try?”

“Maybe.” He hums with his eyes closed. “I’m thinking of posting my art anonymously, so no one will know who I am. If it does well, it was meant to be. But I don’t want your help. I need to know that my art is good enough to stand on its own. Just like your music.”

My music is only popular because everyone thinks it’s about you, I almost say.

He’s one of the few people who like my music for what it is, not what it pretends to be.

“Deal.” I hold out my pinky for his. A promise—a stupid one. “Friends who pretend to date for life.”

“Friends who pretend to date for life.”






CHAPTER 14
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By the time we officially wrap up filming Friday three weeks later—it went longer than scheduled—I’m so exhausted I can hardly speak. Being on set means having to be Sassy twelve hours a day, five days a week nonstop.

My thoughts have become a jumbled mess, like there’s a puzzle between them and my tongue that I have to solve every time I want to put them into words. I feel like I’m running a marathon in my brain, so I pretend to be on vocal rest to get some time to reset.

Kai knows it’s best to leave me alone to recharge, so I spend our last few days in London cocooned in my hotel room while he hangs out with Asher.

Then, on our last day, Asher insists on taking us to the London Eye, a giant architectural Ferris wheel that overlooks the city. It’s weird thinking I won’t get to see him every day. I’ve grown so used to being around him that it feels natural. These past weeks, the layers of his personality have been peeling back to finally show the real Asher, or a glimpse of him. He pretends to be this mysterious, dreamy heartthrob in front of the press, and cocky and manipulative around those in the industry, like they’re these different masks he wears to protect himself. But the real Asher is a nerdy, surprisingly clumsy, slightly shy guy whose idea of a wild night is crocheting clothes for Muse.

“Come on. Hurry up! I saved the best for last,” Asher urges. He grins, steering us toward the London Eye. We are ushered into a closed pod with enough room for each of us to stand in a different corner. My sunglasses stay on as we start ascending, since the world has decided to become too bright for my brain to handle today.

Christmas lights decorate the streets in the distance, and snow dances in the air, bathing the sky in an ethereal glow. I sit on the floor and press my hand against the smooth glass, feeling the cold seep through my fingers. I take out Tito from my backpack—he’s now wearing a little sweater Asher made for him—and spend a few moments snapping pictures of him with Westminster Bridge in the background, spanning the river like an artery.

“Are we swaying?” Kai tightens his grip on the railing, staring at the people on the ground, growing tinier and tinier. “The other pods aren’t swaying.”

“Afraid of heights, I see,” Asher says, scooting closer to him.

“Me, nah,” Kai scoffs, but his hand remains steady on the railing. “I’m okay with heights.”

I share a look with Asher.

He’s afraid of some heights, but not roller coasters for some reason? I text him. Or bouldering.

“I’m not afraid of heights.” Kai shoots us a glare, catching a glimpse of the text exchange. “I’m just afraid of unsafe heights. This feels like one.” Asher stifles a puff of laughter behind his fist. “At least I’m not afraid of sheep and didn’t almost fall into a mud puddle when I saw one.”

“It wanted to bite me! You guys saw it,” Asher grunts.

Last weekend Asher took us to a small town where he spent part of his childhood. Asher owns an estate in the area surrounded by greenery that his family restored. He insisted that one of the sheep living in the fields nearby is out to murder him. Kai convinced him that the sheep is probably the reincarnation of the person who built the property, and Asher got paranoid.

“I used to be afraid of heights, too, you know,” Asher says.

“Really?” Kai raises an eyebrow. “How did you get over it?”

“I went skydiving.”

“Of course you did.” Kai rolls his eyes.

“Want to know a trick?” Asher places a gentle hand on Kai’s shoulder. “Focus on something else.” He hooks his thumb under Kai’s chin and redirects his gaze to the snow, grazing the roof of the buildings. “We don’t usually get snow in December. Beautiful, right?”

Kai stiffens. “I guess.” His eyes remain on Asher before he turns around and clears his throat, shrugging him off. “Move. I need space.”

Kai’s been warming up to Asher, even if he won’t admit it. He swings by our set every other day, claiming that the Wi-Fi is better in my trailer and he’d rather do his homework from there. He’s been showing Asher some of his drawings, too. It’s something he only does with the people he trusts. And Asher’s been taking him on a lot of walks, ever since the doctor said it was safe to take off the boot and he could start strengthening his ankle again.

“I wanted to bring you two here before you left,” Asher says. His gaze is lost on the skyscrapers in the distance, a hint of sadness in his voice.

I’m going to miss you.

“It’s not like you’re never going to see us again. You can, I don’t know, visit us sometime,” Kai says. His eyes seem to dim as he watches Asher. “Got any plans for winter break?”

“My parents and I have a few appearances scheduled.” Asher smiles, but it feels empty.

“Appearances?” Kai asks.

“Fundraisers.” He shrugs. “Our assistants are trying to make it work.”

“Your parents are going to make you spend your holidays doing photo ops?”

“It’s not all I’ll do. And it’s not like my parents are forcing me to. I don’t mind—in fact, I want to. My mum is on set for a few more weeks, and my dad has a foundation. It does a lot of good, but it’s a lot of work,” he says. “They’re good people, and they’re normal in private. They’re just busy. I’m busy, too. I have some scripts to read through, so I’ll probably do that while I hang out with Muse. Then, as soon as Mum is off, we’ll bake together and watch holiday movies, and we’ll go skiing with Dad, if we all have a day off.”

If we all have a day off, not when. My heart sinks. Asher’s always in the centrifuge—he’s been spinning since he was born. He doesn’t know what it’s like to get a break from it.

I don’t know his parents, or how much of the real him he allows himself to show them, although he did say they know he’s queer and support him. But his admission from the other night still hangs in my mind. I was a PR baby.

I’m sure he doesn’t want to disappoint them—his parents are both so perfect in public all the time, but it’s a lot of pressure to live up to.

“What are your plans? What’s Christmas like in Los Angeles? Must be sad not to have snow. I could never.”

“Well, Sash has this massive tree in her yard,” Kai says. “Her sister and I have plans for it. We’re going to decorate it with Legos and Playmobil instead of ornaments.”

“Sounds nice.”

I expect Asher to taunt Kai, since he’s good at building model kits, but he doesn’t.

“You could come with us,” I blurt out. Asher turns to me, probably startled since this is the most I’ve spoken today. “Spend the holidays in LA until your parents’ schedule opens up. No cameras. If you want to.”

Asher blinks. “I … Sounds like I’d be imposing.”

I stare at him, trying to decipher his reaction. Is he trying to turn me down politely or does he actually think he would impose on us? Maybe he doesn’t want to come. I wish he’d just say what he meant.

“You won’t,” Kai says, an urgency in his voice. “You can stay in my basement. We have an extra room.”

Asher grimaces. “In your basement? As in, the place that’s underneath your house?”

“What’s wrong with it? I sleep down there all the time.”

“If you want us to share a bed, just say so.” Asher smirks.

Kai grunts. “Fine. Book yourself a fancy hotel then.”

“Of course I will. Who do you take me for?”

“Does that mean you’re in?” I say, a tinge of excitement bubbling up in my chest.

Asher’s response is a warm smile. “Can I bring Muse?”



“Merry almost Christmas, Sasha,” Marissa says on the other end of the phone. “We’re finally in the same time zone. Good riddance. Did you miss LA?”

“I have, except all the traffic.” I walk the length of my hallway. In the living room, Kai is putting together one of Sonia’s Lego sets while she and Asher glide across the kitchen, the smell of gingerbread cookies wafting through the air.

I was a little nervous to introduce my sister to Asher. She can sniff people’s bullshit from a mile away, and Asher is, well, Asher. I already knew he’s good with kids, but his default charm didn’t work on Sonia, so he’s trying to earn her respect with baked goods.

“I heard everyone on set loved you,” Marissa says. “The producers are already talking about having you back for another cameo. Great job.”

“Thanks, I—”

“I’ve sent you a present. It should arrive sometime today.”

“Girl, let me finish a sentence,” I huff.

“Thought you were on vocal rest.”

“I’m feeling fine now.” My soul is still exhausted, but it gets better when I’m home. Everything’s familiar, from the way my pillow feels under my head to the amount of light I let into my room or the way my plushies are lined up along my window. My moms cook amazing food without me having to figure out when or what I’m hungry for, and I can revert back to a routine where life feels simpler.

My eyes flick toward the living room, soaking in the scene. Kai’s concentration face, surrounded by Legos. My sister yelling at Asher, throwing flour everywhere. It’s chaos, but it feels peaceful.

“So, any holiday plans?” Marissa asks.

“Asher, Kai, and I are going to decorate a tree with my sister.”

“Oh, cool.” I can hear her irritation through the phone. She doesn’t like how the press has been focusing on the friendship between Kai, Asher, and me rather than my relationship. “Okay, but remember—”

“To post more pictures with Kai,” I cut in. “Just the two of us. Looking in love. Blah blah blah.” A hint of annoyance prickles my voice. Every time I read an article about how in love Kai and I are, I want to throw up. There was a video someone posted recently, including some footage of me and Kai in London, about how relaxed I look because Kai protects me and allows me to be in my feminine energy. I don’t even know what that’s supposed to mean, or why straight relationships are so reliant on gender roles. That version of me doesn’t exist, and I hate it. I’m not some lovesick puppy.

“What an outrageous accusation!” Asher gasps from the kitchen. “British food isn’t plain.”

“It sure is,” Sonia says. She slams her hand on the counter, sending a puff of flour flying around.

“I gotta go,” I tell Marissa before she launches into a PR sermon.

The kitchen looks like a bag of flour just exploded all over the counter and Asher’s face, but he looks undeterred, stamping out gingerbread men shapes while Sonia pets Muse.

Sonia sighs. “Have you ever heard of this thing called flavor?”

Muse leaps from her lap and darts into the living room.

“See? Even Muse is offended,” Asher says with a pout. “You know what? I’m going to give all your gingerbread cookies sad faces.”

He squeezes the piping bag, filled with sugar cookie icing, and sculpts an angry expression on one of the gingerbread people instead of the usual smile.

“Good. Why would he smile anyway?” Sonia props her chin on her hands. “He’s about to be cooked. Like humans are cooked by late-stage capitalism.”

In the living room, Kai snickers under his breath. I navigate the Lego minefield and plop down on the rug next to him. “Your sister scares me,” he says. “I’m so proud of her.”

I catch a glimpse of his phone. It’s open on an apartment-listing page. “Are you looking at places?”

“Kind of? I lived on campus last year before moving back in with my grandpa. I’m trying to look for a place that’s not too far from campus or him.”

“I get it,” I say. “Marissa says I should move to a bigger place, but I want to stay close to home, too. I haven’t looked at anything yet. I just hope I can stay close.”

We snap Lego pieces into place, satisfying clicks filling the room as Muse naps on the rug, undisturbed by the bickering between Sonia and Asher.

“Maybe we should look for a place together,” Kai says absentmindedly.

“Maybe.” My stomach flips. I don’t know if he’s being serious, or if I’m being serious. The truth is I wouldn’t mind living with him.

Platonic partners. His words from the other night float through my mind.

After he mentioned it, I got curious and looked it up. There’s something called queerplatonic or quasiplatonic relationships, a committed relationship between two or sometimes more people that are not romantic or sexual in nature. Some QPR partners do things like moving in together, adopting pets, or even co-parenting. They define the rules of their own relationship. The more I read about it, the more it sounds like that could be me and Kai. But is that even something he’d want?

Before I can say anything else, Asher and Sonia return to the living room with a tray of finished cookies. The ones Sonia’s decorated have a range of depressed or annoyed faces.

After they cool, I grab one that has a numb expression. “What’s this one supposed to be?”

“This cookie is beginning to realize they’re stuck in a corporate job for the rest of their life and they can’t even afford a house,” Sonia says. “Please eat them and end their misery.”

“Where do you learn these things?” Asher asks, the horror on his face mirroring that of the cookies.

“Reality?” Kai scoffs. “That’s life for most people.”

Sonia shrugs. “I feel like school is already preparing us to accept a mo-to-none life.”

“Monotone, Soni.” I point out. “Good word though!” I reach down for her to high-five me.

Sonia takes a bite off a smiling cookie adorned with the words nepo baby written in icing across their chest. Her eyes light up as she devours it with gusto, quickly reaching for another one.

“Do you still think I can’t bake?” Asher jabs a finger at her.

“You get a pass.” Sonia grabs three more cookies before jumping on the couch with a content smile and queuing up a video.

“I thought we were going to watch my show,” Asher says when Sonia plays a house-renovation clip. “You told me you hadn’t seen Friday.”

“You want me to watch plot-based media?” Sonia grimaces at a dumbfounded Asher, then turns her attention toward the TV. “That house needs work. Their budget won’t be enough.”

“What happened to late-stage capitalism, Soni?” Kai teases her, eyeing the screen where a fixer-upper in some random city is being showcased.

We munch on the cookies, each crunchy bite making my mouth water. Asher’s added the right balance of sugar and ginger, and it delivers the perfect kick of spice that tingles on my tongue.

“I’m tired of socializing,” Sonia announces as she finishes the last of her cookies, hopping off the couch. “I’m gonna go play upstairs. And you”—she points a finger at Asher—“make more cookies and I’ll watch your show.”

“Aren’t you still grounded?” I cock an eyebrow. “Mamá said you didn’t do your homework.”

“Normalize not taking work home. And I know you agree with me because you’re the best sister ever!” She scurries upstairs before I can stop her. “Bring me more cookies, please!”

I let out a sigh. I could make her do it, but like I’m one to talk. I used to do my homework right before class unless it was a group project.

After she leaves, Kai, Asher, and I finish setting up a smaller tree in the living room, which somehow starts an argument between them about whether or not we should use tinsel. Neither seems willing to let it go, and I begin to entertain the idea of choking them with it.

“All right. It’s present time,” I declare, lugging a stocking into the living room with three boxes inside. We decided to do Secret Santa, but we set a fifty-dollar limit so Asher wouldn’t buy the entire state of California. It’s already weird that there are multiple bodyguards parked outside my house every time he comes over, since he’s not allowed to travel without security.

“Okay, I’ll go first.” I hand my present over to Kai.

“Is this what I think it is?” He tears into the wrapping, revealing a Gojo figure. “Damn, Sasha! Where did you find this?”

“Who … or what is that?” Asher asks. He furrows his brow, inspecting the toy. Kai collects figures of his favorite characters, but only if the figure is remarkably ugly or off-brand. This Gojo’s eyes are different sizes, and he looks like he just witnessed something traumatic.

“Gojo,” I say.

“Who?”

“You know, from the manga?” I say. Asher frowns. “Or the anime?”

“Those cartoons?” Asher looks confused.

“What do you mean cartoons?” Kai’s voice goes up a pitch.

“Are we about to introduce you to anime?” I shake Asher’s shoulders with an enthusiasm he doesn’t share. “Okay, let me start with the basics—”

“I’ll flee,” Asher says, pulling away and grabbing a sleeve of tinsel to defend himself. “Take this before I regret it.” He pulls a box out of the stocking and hands it to me. The smell of butter, sugar, and azahar water wafts through the air as I uncap the lid. Inside there’s a doughnut-shaped dessert I recognize immediately. A Spanish roscón. Asher stares at it judgmentally. “It’s not perfect, but I think I got the flavor right. You told me it was your favorite holiday sweet from Spain, right? I had my guy send me the recipe. Hope it’s sweet enough. There are also tiny personalized figurines hidden inside.”

“You made this?”

Asher rakes his fingers through his undercut, clucking his tongue. “I was going to fly one out, but it would have gone stale, so I baked it at Kai’s place. Or tried to. His oven is prehistoric—”

I pull him into a one-armed hug. Roscones take hours to make. The fact that he bothered to get the recipe makes my chest tighten.

“It’s not a big deal. I can show you how to make it, if you want.” He pouts and looks away. “I’m sure Sonia would like it, too.” He turns to Kai and extends an arm toward the stocking. “But first, my present. Come on. I’ve been waiting for ages.”

“Jeez. Here you go,” Kai says, handing it over. He fidgets with the string of his hoodie, watching Asher as he tears through the wrapping. Inside there’s a sketchbook. When Asher flips it open, Kai’s drawings spill across the pages. He’s drawn the three of us as turtles, Asher’s favorite animal, and chronicled our London escapades. There’s the time we went to the London Eye, three little turtles looking out of a giant Ferris wheel. Us bouldering, singing karaoke, experimenting with horror prosthetics on set.

Asher chews on his lip, leafing through the pages with a vacant expression.

“It’s silly, I know,” Kai says, tensing. “But we said handmade or under fifty dollars, so—”

Asher looks down and scrambles to his feet. “Excuse me,” he mutters, clearing his throat. “I need to, um, use the loo.”

He rushes upstairs without another word. Kai turns to me with a panicked look. “You think he didn’t like it?” I shrug, confused as well. “Shit.” Kai gets up. “I’m gonna go talk to him.”

“Hey.” Sonia appears on top of the stairs, brows knitted in confusion. “Why is your friend crying in the bathroom?”



I can tell by the death grip Mia keeps on my arm that she’s playing it cool when she meets Asher. We’re getting ready in my room before heading to her cousin’s New Year’s Eve party. I’ve been ready for hours, opting for loose jeans and a crop top. Asher, though, that’s another issue. In an Armani suit, he looks ready to attend the Oscars, not an informal get-together, so Kai let him borrow his leather jacket to help find some sort of fashion middle ground. Mia showed up a few minutes ago to do her makeup at my place and snag the freebies I get from brands.

“Nice to meet you. Sorry, your name was?” Mia asks. She gives Asher’s hand a casual shake. She’s clad in a two-piece dress, her hair falling past her shoulders in loose curls.

“Asher.” He’s still wearing designer pants, but with Kai’s jacket draped over his shoulders, he looks more casual. “You’re Mia, right? I’ve heard a lot about you. Thanks for inviting me.”

“Is cool … Is cool…” She waves a hand and sits in front of my vanity, feigning nonchalance.

“She’s freaking out because Friday is her favorite show,” I tell Asher, quelling a laugh.

“Sasha, que te mato.” Mia whirls around, a wild look in her eyes as she points a brush at me. She clears her throat and faces Asher. “I mean, I’ve watched a few episodes…”

“Don’t let her lie to you. She’s watched the entire show twice,” Kai chimes in from the other side of my en suite bathroom.

“That’s it, I’m ending your life.” Mia jumps up from the chair and pounds on the bathroom door. “Or worse, I’m posting your drafts. I remember your phone’s password.”

“I mean, Friday is a good show,” Asher says. “I don’t blame you. I’ve watched it three times.”

“Of course you have,” Kai scoffs. “Did you skip all the other scenes and just watch yours?” He steps out of the bathroom, wearing a loose white shirt paired with an oversized jacket of the same color that he stole from Asher, a touch of eyeliner framing his eyes. “How do I look?”

“Hot as fuck,” Mia cries, high-fiving him. Kai gives her a finger heart.

“You look, um, all right. Glad my jacket suits you,” Asher says. His back is to us as he looks at Kai through the mirror. “Don’t ruin it. White stains easily, and it’s expensive. The fabric was actually a gift—”

“Forget it. I’m changing.” Kai groans, locking himself in the bathroom.

“No! Keep it. You’ve already worn it, so I’ll have to wash it anyway and—” Asher trips over the bed, landing on the rug with a thud.

When Mia bursts into laughter, so do I, and even Asher snickers, smoothing his clothes back into place. Suddenly I remember something Rosa said to me at the auction. That home is nothing but yourself. This is the most at home I’ve felt in years. I would be happy if I could just have these moments with my friends for the rest of my life.



Mia’s cousin’s place is already bustling with people by the time we arrive. Spending New Year’s at Toni’s has become a recent tradition. He invites both Mia’s extended family and mine to his house, since he’s engaged to my cousin Malvin.

Malvin, my aunt’s eldest, used to babysit me and Sonia a lot when we were little. Mia and I take a lot of pride in the fact that he and Toni met thanks to us, even though it was an accident. A few years ago we both needed a ride to Six Flags during the summer and our parents couldn’t take us. Mia convinced Toni to take her, and Malvin drove me. They ended up spending the day with us, sparked up a conversation, and the rest is history.

In the living room, the furniture and potted plants have been pushed aside, making way for the dance floor. The warm glow of the fairy lights spills into the yard, where tables with an array of homemade foods and nonalcoholic drinks have been laid out. Malvin has put the booze in one of the upper cabinets, since there’s a fair number of little kids scattered throughout the party.

Asher points at a table full of food. “Kai, look, a salad bowl, your archnemesis.”

“Okay, that was one hundred percent Sasha’s fault. I’m innocent.” Kai shoots me a glare.

I put my hands up. “You have no proof.”

“Proof of what?” Mia looks between us, confused.

“It’s just a silly joke from the Friday wrap party,” I say. Mia smiles, but she looks a little dejected. I lean my head against her shoulder. “I’ll tell you about it later.”

“It’s okay. I mean, I wasn’t there when it happened, so I probably won’t get it.”

In the distance, Toni walks over to Malvin and rubs a soothing hand across his back, checking in on him. My lips curl into a smile. They’re so cute. I’m glad they found each other.

“Look at them. They’re adorable,” Mia says next to me. “I want what they have.”

Something in her voice gives me pause—an unease, or a sadness, I can’t tell for sure.

“Here.” I rub circles across her back.

“It’s different.” She sighs. “I want … I don’t know, to be loved like that.”

Before I can say anything, Toni and Malvin wave us over. I kind of want to catch up with them before we’re surrounded by relatives wanting the latest scoop on our love lives, especially since they all believe Kai and I are back together. I shoot a glance at Asher and Kai. I’ve never spent New Year’s with Kai, since he spends it with his family, but this year he and his grandpa have decided to join us. They should be good—they’re friends with a lot of the people here, both in my family and Mia’s. But Asher’s out of his element, and there’s a fair amount of Spanish and Portuguese being spoken. I sort of expected I’d be sticking close to him for the night, but one of Mia’s tías has lured him onto the dance floor. Far from shying away, he discards his jacket and spins her around, swaying his hips to Calle 13’s “Atrévete-te-te” with a suave body roll.

Mia’s jaw slackens. “You didn’t tell me he could dance.”

“Can’t take your eyes off me?” Asher says, approaching us. His eyes briefly flicker to Kai, and he grabs his arm. “Outdance me. I dare you.”

“I dare you to shut up.” Kai tries to slip away, but Asher tugs at his arm until he’s pulled onto the dance floor. “Er, my ankle isn’t healed yet.”

Kai resists, but Vô Oliveira pushes him forward.

“Vai sair dançar com ele, Kai.” His grandpa snickers, watching as Asher drags his grandson into the living room.

Kai turns to me for support. “Sash? Help me.”

“I can’t hear you,” I singsong, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. I’m wearing earplugs to block some of the noise, so I just shrug as Mia pulls me away, leaving Kai to his luck.

Time loses its grip as we dance together, minutes blending into a progression of familiar songs. Even though we’re older now, Mia and I still remember the choreographies we used to come up with as children. It makes me a little emotional to think about how we’ve pretty much spent all of our lives with each other. I hope we stay like that for a long time.

“Do you mind if I borrow Sasha for a minute?” Vô Oliveira asks, tapping Mia’s shoulder.

“Of course,” she says, excusing herself with a big grin to get a drink. She smiles at Kai’s grandpa. “It’s nice to see you again. You look so handsome tonight! You owe me a dance.”

“Are you sure you can keep up with me?” he says. Mia chuckles.

It dawns on me that it’s been over two years since the three of us—me, Kai, and Mia—were in the same room with Vô Oliveira. I’ve seen him a few times since Kai and I signed the contract, but only in passing glimpses—it seems like we’re both busy these days, and we haven’t had a chance to properly catch up.

I stare at him for a solid second, as if taking in the ways he’s changed since I last saw him. His hair is more silver than I remembered, and a few more wrinkles adorn his eyes. It scares me a little to notice—the awareness of time passing faster than I realize.

“I’m so proud of everything you’ve achieved,” Vô Oliveira tells me with a grin, traces of his accent flitting through his voice like footprints of his life. He looks so smooth in his white jacket, highlighting the bronze undertones of his brown skin, and his smile remains the same as always. It lights up his face. His eyes sparkle with this sort of wonder, just like Kai’s. They look so much alike when they smile—like I’m staring at a future version of his grandson.

I hope I get to see Kai like this one day—hair peppered with gray, still staring at the world with so much excitement.

Vô Oliveira extends his hand out to me, and we dance together for a while. Well, dance is one way to put it. We give each other a look, as if reading each other’s minds, and we both start pulling the silliest moves we can think of. I pretend to be a worm while he twirls, flailing his arms around.

It used to embarrass Kai when we did this, so Vô Oliveira started doing it as a joke to piss him off in public. Once, when Kai and I were still dating, Kai tried to ride his grandpa’s motorcycle down the street without permission. Vô Oliveira took us to an outdoor mall that same evening, and he and I started pulling some crazy dance moves whenever a song came through the speakers. Everyone was staring at us. Kai was so mortified he never tried anything like that again.

“I’ve missed being around you,” I say. “Tô com saudades das nossas caminhadas.”

I miss our walks, I repeat in my mind, hoping I said it right.

“We’ve missed you, too,” he declares, switching to Portuguese. “Kai’s happier since you came back into his life, you know?”

I follow his gaze to a corner of the room, where Asher is talking to Kai. He says something that makes Kai laugh and look away. He looks so relaxed and happy—the sight makes me smile. Kai told me he came out to his grandpa after we flew back from London, and it was a special moment for them both.

“I’m so proud of how much you’ve both grown,” Vô Oliveira adds, but my stomach churns. I don’t know if I’ve grown. I feel like I have, but another part of me feels stuck.

After the song ends, Vô Oliveira marches off to the snack table. I look for Asher and Kai to find out what they were laughing about, but they’re nowhere to be found, so I retreat into Toni and Malvin’s bedroom to pet their golden retriever puppy. He’s napping under the bed and I don’t want to wake him up, so I head to the bathroom and climb out of the skylight that opens onto the edge of the rooftop in search of some solitude, only to find Mia sitting there.

“Copycat,” Mia jokes, her legs dangling over the ledge as she looks down at the party from the flat end of the window. A gentle breeze carries the distant hum of laughter and music, a burst of fireworks painting the night sky from a few streets away.

I take a seat next to her. Asher and Kai are in the distance, playing soccer with Sonia and a few other kids at the far end of the street.

“Kai and Asher have been spending a lot of time together lately, no?” Mia says, observing them from the rooftop.

“You should have seen them at first. They did not get along at all.” I smile, watching Kai steal the ball from Asher and kick it at my sister. “Oh, shit, I think Sonia just accidentally hit your cousin in the face with that football…” I turn to Mia, but she’s engrossed in her phone. I wonder if she’s texting Jason. “Earth to Mia?”

“Sorry. Sorry. What was that?” Mia rests her head on my shoulder, her whole body relaxing against me. She sighs and pulls out a pack of cigarettes from her pocket and a lighter.

My heart lurches. “You’re smoking again?”

She only smokes when she’s extremely stressed.

She exhales a puff of smoke. “Just for tonight.”

“Is everything all right?” A sudden fear creeps up on me. I used to be able to read her like an open book, but now there’s always this wall of missing information between us.

“Just school. Finals were hard.” She shrugs, but there’s that sad look in her eyes. “And the internship. I’m at the end of my rope.”

“I wish there was something I could do to help.” I swipe my thumb under her eye. “Your mascara is running. Hold on.”

“Thanks.” She nuzzles her cheek on my palm. “It’s been so long since I had this much fun, you know? I’ve missed this.”

“You seem to be having a blast in New York, no?” I ask. I watch the stories she posts with her friends. She always looks like she’s having fun.

“It’s not the same. College isn’t the same without you,” she says. Guilt seizes my body. I know we have to follow our own paths, but I still feel like I could have done something different. “If you were there, I’d have someone to go to museums with, or join a paint group.”

“What about Jason? I’m sure he wouldn’t mind going with you.”

“He says it’s not his thing,” she says. “And I don’t want to go alone. Plus, I’d rather do all those things with … I don’t know, just not a man.”

A strange silence settles between us. This time I’m not sure how to break it, like we’ve run out of things to say. “You could come to some red carpets with me when you have time. There’s so much cutlery I’ve stolen.”

“I know! That fork you sent me a picture of at the fundraiser? Magnificent.”

Mia and I have a weird fixation with odd-looking cutlery. We used to get in trouble with our parents for stealing spoons and forks at restaurants when we were little. We thought we were so slick about it, too, acting like we were spies on a mission.

“What’s new with you? Are you and Jason getting serious?” I loop my arm around hers, resting my head against hers.

“I feel like we’re always asking each other that lately: What’s new?” She exhales a tight breath, or maybe it’s the smoke from the cigarette. “I miss the way things used to be.” Her voice ripples across my skin. It’s not a plea, like when I say it, more like, an acceptance.

I swallow. “Have they changed?”

“No?” Her face contorts into a pained expression. “I mean, yes? Not emotionally. I just feel like we have different lives now.”

We do. And there’s no point in denying that. Even if we didn’t, even if Mia suddenly decided to take a gap year and follow me around the world, she wouldn’t be happy. There’s a rift between us. But still, shouldn’t there be a way to fix it?

“I’m free next week,” I say. I’m supposed to be at the studio, but my label likes our new demos, so it should be okay if I push it back a week. “I could visit you.” I hold my breath when Mia scrunches her face. “Unless you have to study—”

“Fuck studying,” Mia declares. She throws her arms around me so tight, I slide dangerously close to the edge of the roof. “We’re going to have the best time together, Sash. It’ll be just like old times.”

“Yeah,” I mumble. Old times. I don’t know when us being us became part of the past.

Toni pokes his head through the skylight. “What the hell are you two doing up there? It’s not safe. Is that a cigarette? Mia…”

Mia pales and hides the cigarette behind her back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yeah, that’s just … a small tampon,” I back her up.

Toni rolls his eyes and groans. “Come inside. It’s almost midnight.”

By the time we make our way to the living room, everyone has gathered around the TV. Asher seems confused when someone passes him a bowl of grapes. I barely have time to explain that in some Latin American countries and Spain people eat twelve grapes during the twelve strokes of the clock at midnight, one grape for each month. They’re supposed to bring you good luck if you’re able to eat them all in those few seconds.

“Is that humanly feasible?” He looks at his bowl of grapes. He’s picked the biggest ones, which is a rookie mistake because they are harder to chew.

“Here, have mine.” Kai offers him his bowl of smaller grapes.

“Oh. Um. Uh—” Asher’s eyes go wide. A dumbfounded look crosses his face, like someone’s just asked him to walk around naked. “Thanks.”

Chants of “Happy New Year!” “¡Feliz Año Nuevo!” and “Feliz Año Novo!” erupt all around us. Mia and I hug and stick out our tongues to show we swallowed our grapes. Beside me, Kai looks like a squirrel, cheeks bulging as he attempts to contain the grapes that he hasn’t had time to chew. He pulls me into a hug, and I squeeze his cheeks to force him to chew faster.

“Ah, you don’t kiss at midnight, I guess?” Asher looks around with a dejected look.

“Hm whom dom yoo wan no kith?” Kai tries to say something between mouthfuls of grapes.

“Here.” I squeeze Asher’s face and give him a kiss on the cheek.

“Bring it here, pretty boy,” Mia says, a playful glint in her eye as she kisses his other cheek.

Kai finishes chewing his grapes and chugs a flute of champagne to wash them down.

“So, what’s next?” Asher asks. Kai, Mia, and I exchange a look.

With a cat’s grin, Kai turns to Asher. “Are you down to go to the beach?”

The four of us end up driving to the beach in Mia’s car. No one’s around by the time we get there, and the place is secluded anyway, a hidden gem Mia and Kai found once when they went camping together and got a flat tire on the way back.

After we arrive, we unearth the portable lamps Mia keeps in her trunk for emergencies, and we discard our shoes in a pile. The air is warmer than I expected, the breeze carrying a hint of salt. Asher buys some small sparklers for all of us to light at the beach. When he gets cold, Mia proceeds to bury him in the sand for warmth and gives him a crumbling mermaid tail.

“Walk with me?” Kai grabs my wrist and pulls me to the shore, the sand shifting under our bare feet. When he reaches for Asher’s hand a moment later, their gazes meet, and they both stand still for a second. Mia comes to my other side and links her hand with mine.

“What’s going on?” Asher asks, an expression I can’t read passing through his face.

“Jump when I jump,” Kai says with a gleam in his eye, gripping his hand. “Trust me?”

“And make a wish for each wave when you do!” Mia exclaims. Cold water licks my skin as the first wave rolls in. Asher gives a hesitant nod, and then we’re jumping through the waves, feet sinking into wet sand.

I learned from Kai that it’s a New Year’s tradition in Brazil. You’re supposed to face the ocean and jump through seven waves after midnight, setting an intention for each one. Vô Oliveira explained to us how it has roots in Indigenous, Afro Brazilian traditions. The water is a symbol of renewal, and it also serves as a tribute to Iemanjá, the goddess of the sea.

I’m not sure what to wish for until my feet leave the ground, so I let myself get lost in the moment, wishing I could stay here with them a little longer. I wish this moment didn’t have to end.

Our hands lose their grip on each other, but we keep jumping together, water splashing around our legs. By wave seven, I am shivering, struggling not to lose my balance, while Mia is twirling between jumps like a sea witch. Kai is still holding Asher’s hand when Asher trips and sends them both flying into the water.

“That was your fault.” Kai sweeps his hair back, looking annoyed.

“My fault?” Asher splashes water at Kai, wet hair stuck to his forehead. “You stepped on my foot.”

The rest of the night goes by in a blur. Kai and Asher race each other down the beach and tackle each other into the water while Mia and I look for beautiful shells with the help of the portable lamps. We make a boat with a few twigs and flowers and offer it to the ocean to show our respect.

I regret not bringing my disposable camera to capture this moment—but somehow, I can tell it will become a memory I won’t forget. The kind I can still visualize clearly years down the road.

Us four, here, soaked in moonlight and salt water.






CHAPTER 15
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I keep the beach memories to myself, not wanting to share them. If I tell Marissa, she’ll want us to re-create them via a photoshoot so we can post the pictures on our socials, and they’ll become part of the lie—part of Sassy’s life.

I wonder if this is what Asher meant, about keeping the real me hidden. That I’m allowed to keep parts of my life to myself.

“So, how did you two meet?” The podcast interviewer adjusts the mic in front of her, snapping me to the present. She glances between me and Kai on the chair beside me. The new year is in full swing, and so is press season. Interviews are ramping up in preparation for the Grammys, but it’s the first time Kai is joining me. He was only meant to be here to support me, but when the producers saw him, they asked if he wouldn’t mind joining. So here we are.

The cozy lighting in the studio casts a warm glow over the large table that sits at the center of the room, flanked by high-end mics and headphones. Behind us, soundproof walls are adorned with signed photographs of previous guests, and the whispered voices of the camera crew blend with the hum of the recording equipment.

“We were paired up for a project in high school along with our friend Mia,” Kai says. He lounges in his seat, slinging his arm over the back of the chair. To the untrained eye, he doesn’t look nervous, but I know him. The way his rings keep clinking softly against the table, the way he readjusts his headphones—he hates this. “Math. I pretty much saved the project.”

“You did not,” I say, forcing some charm into my voice. “Okay, hear me out. To this day, he’s wrong.” I turn toward the interviewer and smile in the way I’ve been trained to do. “Have you heard of the Monty Hall problem?”

We bicker for a while, and I can practically feel Marissa smiling behind us—our fans will love this. The realization makes me turn quiet. I don’t know how to feel about this level of exposure, about our lives being put on display. Truth blending with lies. How much are my fans allowed to know? How much do I want them to know?

“Sassy, you must be nervous about the Grammys. We’re all rooting for you.” The interviewer grins. “Is the new album dropping soon?”

“My lips are sealed.” I fiddle with the headphone wire, glancing at Marissa. “Seriously, I can feel a laser dot appearing on my chest through the window if I say too much. My manager is here today, and she’s tense as hell right now.” At this, Marissa laughs. “But stay tuned?”

When Marissa nods approvingly, a giddy feeling courses through my body. The people pleaser in me can’t help but drink up every ounce of validation she gives me.

“Tell us a little bit about you, Kai.” The interviewer leans forward, voice smooth like honey. I look over at Kai, excited for the conversation to move away from our alleged romance for a while. “I understand you’re an artist?”

Kai straightens his spine. “Well, yeah, I…”

I wait for him to speak about his work, giving his sneaker an encouraging nudge under the table. He’s hesitant to share it because he doesn’t think he’s good enough and that people will only like his work because of who he is to me, but I believe people will gravitate toward it regardless.

His art is something special. I can’t wait for him to show it to the world. I can’t wait to write a song about his characters. But in order to do that, he needs to believe in himself first.

“It’s more of a hobby…” His lips purse, and he looks down before resetting his face to an easy smile. “I’m a college student at the moment.”

Something sharp pierces my chest. I want to disagree, but I don’t want to put him on the spot like that. He said he’d rather post his art anonymously for now to see how it does. I should honor that, so I stay quiet, lost in my thoughts until I hear my name again.

“Kai, how did you know Sassy was the one?” The interviewer inches forward with a quizzical look.

My pulse quickens. Kai and I share a quick glance. We’ve rehearsed this question, and I can almost feel Marissa mouthing the words.

Kai is supposed to say something along the lines of: She makes my stomach feel like a butterfly nest. Which is meant to be romantic, but “butterfly nest” sounds like something out of a horror movie.

Then we’re supposed to make lovey-dovey eyes at each other, but I stiffen.

There’s a beat of silence, and the air suddenly feels heavy. Kai looks at me, watching me in that calm way of his. It’s okay, his face seems to say.

“Well, I guess … Sasha’s never asked me to be someone I wasn’t.” An unexpected brightness shines through in his voice. “And I hope it’s the same for her … or at least that it is now.”

My breath catches, and for a moment I forget about the script. What I’m supposed to do. How Sassy is supposed to react. There is something about the way he says it, like he means it. Maybe not in the way everyone thinks he does. But in a way only he and I understand.

Kai nudges my foot under the table, and I smile, nodding slightly. It might not be the full truth, but it’s ours. Maybe it’s all that matters.

The podcast ends soon after, and Kai and I are free to go. We make our way toward the underground parking lot along with Marissa. Asher’s waiting there for us, his entourage of security stationed in the background. He’s grabbing lunch with Kai, and I’m leaving for a few days to visit Mia in New York, so he wanted to say goodbye.

“See you soon. Have fun. Tell Mia she’s ugly and I hate her,” Kai says from behind me as I load my overnight bag into Marissa’s trunk. When I turn to him, he traps me in a tight hug. “Can we talk when you get back?”

“Sure.” I say, my stomach clenching uncomfortably. Talk about what? Is everything okay? Marissa’s gaze is on me from the driver’s seat, urging us to get a move on, so I pull away. She offered to drive me to the airport after the interview, since we need to catch up in person anyway.

“Will you still be here when I come back?” I turn to Asher. He fluffs his hair, looking to the side when I give him a hug. My stomach twists. I know he has to leave for London eventually. But I don’t want him to.

“Yeah, my mum’s in town, and I’m filming a commercial in LA, so I’ll still be here when you come back. It’s a fragrance brand, so they’ll give me free products, too.”

“It’s eau de toilette,” Kai teases.

“Eau de parfum.” Asher rolls his eyes. “Do you even know the difference?”

Kai flashes a grin, mischief dancing in his eyes as he leans in, playfully pressing his shin against the hollow of Asher’s knee. The corners of his lips twitch with amusement when Asher stumbles and nearly falls to the ground, but he catches himself in time.

“What are you, five?” He grunts, shoving Kai aside with his shoulder.

“Don’t kill each other while I’m gone.” I sweep my gaze between them.

“I can’t make any promises,” Kai says. He shrugs and turns to Asher. “I told this guy I’d teach him how to ride a bike, but if you scratch it, I swear…”

Oh? That’s new. Kai rarely lets anyone near his grandpa’s bike, much less ride it. But Asher seems thrilled, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

I wish I could be there to watch him try.

I can’t help but look over my shoulder as Marissa and I drive away, watching my friends’ figures shrink in the distance. These past few weeks have been blissful, but I have this feeling like I just broke the spell, and everything will be different when I return.

I force myself into the present while Marissa and I go over my demos and my upcoming schedule. The Grammys are in a few weeks, which means I should increase my social media presence, and I’ll have to squeeze in a few more interviews, as well as decide on a single for my next album, which I’ll be performing at the ceremony. I’m excited about the album, but the idea of having to throw myself into another press cycle makes my head spin. I feel like I just finished the last one.

Marissa hands me the AUX. I play her the song that I want to be my next single, a tentative smile rising to my lips. It’s so different from anything on the first album. This song is about independence, self-discovery—not love. It’s not even inspired by a fictional story.

This song is just … me.

I’m kind of really proud of it.

“I mean, it’s cool. But is it a single?” Marissa purses her lips. “Don’t get me wrong. I love it. This song should definitely be part of the album. It’s just not what we want for a single, considering the way your fans dissect your lyrics. We need to give them something more cryptic. Like ‘Summer Blues.’”

“Another love song?”

“Love song for now, then a heartbreak one. Anything that will generate engagement.”

I flatten my hands on the dashboard. “I don’t get it. Why can’t my music just be music?”

“Sasha, we need to be careful. This is going to be the lead single of your second album. That’s a major thing—it can make or break your career. Everyone can write an album and be lucky enough to have a couple of hits chart. But your next album will decide if you become a household name or a one-hit wonder. If your first single flops, the rest of the album will, too.”

“Oh.” My neck prickles at the idea.

“Plus, your album has to be cohesive with the narrative we’ve built so far. You and Kai are set to break up in a couple of months. Fans will expect a reaction song. Your first single should be a cryptic love song with a sad undertone. Get your fans wondering if maybe things between you and Kai aren’t as good as they look. Then the breakup is announced, and you come up with a second single, a heartbreak anthem, sonically different from the first one. With fans engaged, the rest of the album will be a success.”

Fuck. The breakup. I had almost forgotten.

“You don’t think I can write an album good enough to stand on its own? Regardless of my relationship status?” I ask.

“Of course I do,” she says. “But this isn’t about you, Sasha. It’s about making sure people pay attention to Sassy.”

I gaze out the window, letting the slow progression of the highway numb me. Once the contract is over, I’ll be free, right? No more wondering about the boyfriend, no more articles about how in love I am. I can finally be something other than a girl in love.

I’ve been thinking about Kai and me living together. I don’t know how the news about our breakup would mesh with us finding a place. Why would Sassy move in with her recent ex?

Marissa regards me with a quizzical expression. “I saw the way Kai hugged you before we left … and the way he talked about you. Is it safe to say you guys are in … a better place? Are things back to the way they used to be?”

I hug my legs to my chest, letting my eyes drift out the window. I mean, three months ago things were awkward and now they’re not, but I wouldn’t say things are back to how they used to be. When Kai reappeared in my life, I was so anxious to recapture what we had, minus the romance. But we’re no longer the same people, and I like this version of ourselves better. It’s more seamless. I like the Kai who’s not my boyfriend. He’s my best friend. A partner, of sorts.

“We are,” I say, hoping she doesn’t catch the edge of uncertainty in my voice. I don’t know how to discuss this with Marissa. Sometimes I feel like she wants me to be Sassy full-time. There’s very little space for Sasha lately.

“We should talk about the next steps for the breakup.”

“Let’s not do it now. It’s not something I can decide on my own. Kai’s part of this, too.” I shift in my seat. “I just don’t want to talk about this—”

“I knew it!” Marissa slaps the steering wheel with enough force to make the car swerve slightly. “You guys had sex, didn’t you?”

“Huh?”

“It’s okay if you did!” she says. “Why else would you hesitate?”

“But we didn’t.” My heart jumps. Where’s she getting this from? “We’re best friends.”

“Best friends or best friends?” She makes quotation marks with her fingers. I grimace, irritation flowing through me.

“Here’s what I don’t get: Why do you straight people call actual queer people best friends, even when they’re clearly a couple, but when a guy and a girl tell you they’re actually just best friends, you assume they’re into each other?” My cheeks flush with anger. “This conversation is super awkward. I don’t see how my sex life is relevant.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you mad. It’s just how I talk to the girls, you know? It’s boy stuff. It’s fun.” Marissa chews on her lip, then the car descends into silence.

The thing is, I get it. Talking about relationships helps people bond. I like talking about this stuff with people I’m close to, like Mia, just not when it’s intrusive or ignoring the fact that I’m not straight, like Marissa is doing right now.

“I read online that some aroace people later discover they’re demiromantic or demisexual once they meet the right person.” The way she emphasizes the word right makes my skin crawl, like being in love is the only way for life to be right.

“I’m not demiromantic or demisexual,” I say, exasperated. I rub my temples. There are aro and ace people whose labels change over time, and that’s okay. I just feel like she’s forcing me out of my label, the one I feel most comfortable with.

Marissa pouts. “I guess I just noticed that you guys seem super close these days. Every time we talk on the phone it’s Kai this, Kai that.”

“Yeah, one, because we’re in a PR contract, and two, he’s my best friend.”

I don’t know how else to define it, other than Kai and I have a deep connection, and it’s not romantic.

“I’m only trying to protect you.”

“We’re not into each other, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“No. What I’m saying is that you might not feel attraction for anyone, but I’m sure he does. If he gets with someone, we need to know.” She clucks her tongue. “He can’t be fucking somebody else while in a contract with you. If it gets out, it’d be disastrous for both of you.”

“He’s not seeing anyone. Don’t worry. I’d know if he was.”

My heart drops a little as I let out the words, but I chalk it up to the speed bumps on the road.



I will myself to forget about the conversation with Marissa and enjoy my time with Mia. I’ve been to New York a few times, but the city never ceases to amaze me, and I’m excited to explore it with her.

Her roommate is out of town for the weekend, so I get to crash in her apartment. Her room is like a slice of home. Her wall is a gallery of memories, decorated with pictures of us and her family in the shape of a heart. Her bed is perched on stilts like a throne, arranged with blankets and a bunch of pillows. Her favorite plushie, an octopus I won for her at a claw machine, lords over the shelf, overlooking the handful of succulents and other plants that frame her desk.

The only thing that looks out of place is a book about the stock market that rests on her bedside table. Mia’s never shown much interest in finance, but when I ask her about it, she just shrugs and tells me she’s thinking of taking an intro to investing class.

It’s already late by the time I get there, and Mia’s tired from studying, so we pull out some air-dry clay and spend the evening molding them into cute shapes.

“Okay, my duck is done.” Mia squints at the lump of clay in her hand.

“That’s a duck?! I thought it was a potato with wings.” I blink, staring at it. “What happened to the face?”

“He’s seen some things,” Mia says, then points at my end of the table. “You’re one to talk! What’s that?”

“A giraffe?” I hold out my palm and show her my piece of yellow clay.

She suppresses a puff of laughter. “What happened to its neck?”

“It kept falling off, so I had to give up on it.”

We burst out laughing, almost knocking over our mugs as we collapse into giggles. We leave our animals out to dry on her windowsill, and despite our failed creations, some turn out okay, especially after we started working together. I smile at the pair of axolotls holding hands we made. They’re not perfect, and they look like they’re rolling their eyes at us, but they’re my favorite.

As soon as we get hungry, we decide to order pizza and rewatch The Hunger Games. It’s been one of our favorite movies since we were little.

“Peeta brings out the best in Katniss. Gale doesn’t,” I say.

“Peeta never had a chance!” Mia slaps a pillow for emphasis. “If Gale had been reaped, Katniss would have fallen for him instead.” She flicks a leftover piece of bacon in my direction. “I don’t believe you! Isn’t best-friends-to-lovers your favorite trope?”

“Not in this case!” I say. We continue bickering like this for a while. And it’s perfect, because it’s us, the old us, like I’m holding a piece of the past between my fingers. When we get to the scene where Peeta and Katniss pretend to get engaged, Mia pauses the movie.

“Is it like that?” she asks. “Fake-dating someone. Are you and Kai like Katniss and Peeta?”

“We’re not forced by the government to be entertainment puppets,” I say.

“In a way, you are, no? Except the government is your fans.”

“I—” My stomach clenches. My fans are not the enemy. I’ve never felt like they are. I don’t know who the enemy really is. “It feels like acting, except nobody knows you’re acting.”

My eyes flicker to her blanket. There’s a loose thread poking from the edge. I curl it around my finger until my skin turns red.

“Your contract is almost done, right?” She switches to Spanish, as if worried someone might hear us through the walls. “What happens next? Do you have to pretend to hate each other afterward?”

If Asher and Rosa’s relationship is any indication, we might.

“I don’t know.” The thread snaps. I let it sit around my finger. “Kai sort of asked me to move in with him.”

“What?” She bounces in her seat, slamming her laptop shut. “What did you tell him?”

“I’m thinking about it,” I admit. “I want to try living by myself, but I don’t want to live alone, and it’d be kind of nice—”

“Sasha, you have to be careful,” she says, clutching my hands. “He’s not your boyfriend.”

“And I don’t want him to be. But I mean, he could be, like, a partner?”

Concern etches across her face. “Are you starting to have feelings for him?”

“No.” I’m surprised she’s even asking me this. “Definitely not. And I’m sure he doesn’t feel anything romantic for me, either.”

“So how would you be partners? You guys are just friends.”

“You know I hate that phrase. Just friends.”

“But how would that work? What happens when Kai falls in love with someone?” She shakes her head.

“I don’t know. I haven’t thought so far ahead,” I admit.

“Sorry, that came out harsher than I meant it to. You should do what feels right.” Mia leans her head against my shoulder. “I just worry about you. I want you to be happy. But I’ll support you no matter what.”

“Just tell me your unfiltered opinion,” I say. I’d rather she tells me what she’s thinking without worrying about hurting my feelings. “Don’t hold back.”

Mia presses her lips into a hard line. “Okay, well, it’s just … moving in together might seem like a good idea right now, but let’s say you do, and Kai finds someone. It’s a little awkward that he’s living with his ex. It’ll cause issues. And then when they start spending more time together, things will change between you again. I don’t want you to be sad when they do.”

“Maybe they won’t.”

A sliver of annoyance rises inside me. I want to tell her that she doesn’t get it, but deep down I know I’m the one who’s in denial.

“But they will. I mean, a relationship … people make plans about the future with their partner, not their friends,” she says. I don’t like the look of pity that takes over her face. “That’s why I said it’s best to be careful. Either you’re friends, or you’re in love.”

I chew on my lip. When I think of my future and I imagine Kai in it, I’m met with this peaceful feeling, but it has nothing to do with romantic love. Can I not love my friends as much as I’d love a boyfriend?

“I don’t think you should do couple-y things with him anymore,” Mia says when I don’t speak right away. “It might be okay now, but Sash, he’ll meet someone, or he might fall for you again, and it’ll destroy you both.”

Her words land like a slap. Mia was there when I broke Kai’s heart. She was there to pick up the pieces of our mess. I don’t want to fuck things up again. Maybe she’s right. Either we’re friends or we’re in love, and everything else exists only in my imagination.



I meet some of Mia’s girlfriends when I walk her to class the next day. They’re all so nice and wicked smart. Some ask for autographs and pictures. Others look surprised that Mia hadn’t told them she knew me, and Mia acts coy throughout the whole thing, hiding her face behind her hair. It’s cute.

She has two lectures back-to-back, so we agree to meet after she’s done to go for a walk in Central Park, since she’ll be tired.

I want to explore New York by myself for a couple of hours, so I buy myself a chocolate croissant to munch on, ready to check out some museums and maybe try the ice skating rink, when a familiar song comes into earshot from the other side of the street. There, by the sidewalk, two girls in their twenties are singing “Summer Blues” as a duet. One of them plays guitar while her friend harmonizes with her. A crowd of people has gathered around them, nodding along to my song. I weave my way to the front and listen for a moment, impressed by the twist they’ve given it—slower, more ballad-like, letting the guitar shine through. They have amazing voices, and they seem to be having so much fun. A sign beside them reads HI! WE’RE FLOWERS IN THE SNOW. IF YOU LIKE OUR COVERS, PLEASE CONSIDER TIPPING US AND FOLLOWING OUR SOCIALS. THANK YOU!

I’m reaching into my pocket to pull out my phone when a gasp erupts from beside me.

“Oh my God, it’s Sassy!” a guy yells. The crowd’s attention turns to me, interrupting the performance.

“Um … hi?” I stiffen, because, fuck, I don’t want to ruin the moment. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“Oh my God.” One of the singers, the shorter one with red hair, turns to me, then her friend, her eyes widening. “We love you. Don’t be sorry. It’s your song we’re covering … Wait, um, would you like to join us?”

The other singer smiles and offers me her mic.

“Would that be okay?” My heart flutters as I hesitantly take the mic. “I’m fine just listening.”

“No, please, we’d love to sing with you.”

The crowd thickens in a matter of seconds, and people pull out their phones to record, but I can’t bring myself to care. As the music starts again, a tingling sensation runs down my arms and legs, and I get lost in the joy of performing, singing with two people I’ve never met. And it’s weird because, somehow, I feel like I know them—or they know me, I’m not sure. But our souls understand each other.

“Come on, everyone, do you know this one?” I walk toward the crowd, prompting them to sing with us. A little kid pulls at his grandpa’s sleeve, and they both mumble lyrics into the mic. A couple in their fifties starts dancing together, and everyone cheers them on. The way everyone sings along, kids and adults alike, is magical. It’s crazy to think that my music has the power to bring everyone together like this, even if it’s for a moment.

We end up singing a few more songs before stopping for a water break. It’s getting late, and the crowd has dispersed a little.

“I just realized I don’t know your names! Or your pronouns!” I say when the two singers pass me a water bottle. “You are so good.”

“Thank you! I’m María, she/her, and this is Zoya, she/they.” María rakes her fingers through her hair, catching her breath as she gulps her water with shaky hands. “You’re, like, my favorite singer. I’m actually freaking out right now. I cannot believe you just sprang up out of nowhere.”

“I’m the one who should be thanking you for letting me join. I was so drawn to your performance. How did you start your band?”

“We actually met thanks to you?” Zoya gives a shy smile, tucking their long hair behind their ears. “We’re both part of Sasha Nation and ended up becoming mutuals.”

“Yeah, then we met in real life at a listening party and became friends and bandmates. Your music inspires us so much.”

A knot forms in my throat. The fact that people get together to listen to my songs feels so surreal. Or that two best friends found each other thanks to something I created.

“I … Thank you. I don’t know what to say.” Marissa said that my music wasn’t about me, it was about getting people to pay attention to me. But here I am with María and Zoya, who seem to like my music for what it is, and the sense of community it brings them.

That’s all I want really. To have my music make people as happy as it makes me.

By the time we say goodbye, I have to run back to Mia’s apartment. A smile takes over my face as I ride the elevator, and I’m fully grinning by the time I knock on her door.

Today was the best day. I can’t wait to tell her—

“Hey, nice to meet you,” a deep, husky voice says. I stiffen, drawing my gaze up. Before me stands a dude with piercing blue eyes, smiling down at me like we’ve met before. There’s something familiar about his face, but I can’t place him.

I look to either side of the hallway, but it’s empty. Shit, did I knock on the wrong door?

“You’re back! I hope you don’t mind. Jason wanted to join us.” Mia emerges from inside the apartment, placing her hand on the small of the guy’s back.

Jason? My eyes flicker between them. A profile picture materializes in my head. Shit, this is Mia’s situationship. He’s taller than I imagined, less muscular, and I guess he’d be considered pretty if you’re into dudes who mew in their sleep.

“I hope you don’t mind the change of plans.” She looks at Jason when she says that, as if the question was intended for him, not me.

A prickle of annoyance travels through me, the elation from my adventure downtown suddenly fading. I smile and shake my head. I want to meet him if he’s important to Mia; I just wish she would’ve told me. I’m only here for two more days.

But I’m in no position to complain. I did bring Asher to spend the holidays with us and she was more than welcoming. I should do the same. Maybe Jason is nice.

“Nice to meet you. I heard a lot about you.” I shake his hand. “You and Mia met at your internship, right?”

“Yeah.” He reaches for a bowl of noodles he must have been eating before I arrived and slurps them loudly, spilling soup on the couch. “She was the prettiest girl in the room.”

“In the room?” Mia jokes, giving him a look.

“In any room.” Jason winks at her. She rolls her eyes. It’s kind of cute.

Mia’s apartment is considerably messier than when I left, which is rare since Mia likes to keep things neat and is the first one to scold me when I don’t fold the blankets after a movie night. One of the clay axolotls we made has fallen from the windowsill and is now half buried under a book, leaving the other one torn and alone. Jason’s sneakers have tracked dirt all over the entrance, which Mia hates, but to my surprise, she says nothing.

“I was so pumped when I found out my girlfriend had a mega-famous friend.”

Girlfriend? I spin around to look at Mia, but her back is to me as she tidies up the living room. She hadn’t mentioned anything about them getting serious, but maybe I’m missing context.

“Ready to go, babe?” Mia asks him, shrugging when I tilt my head at her. She looks away as she wipes up some of the mud Jason’s shoes have tracked in. “Remember to take off your shoes next time, okay?”

“Sorry. I was too excited to hug you. I hadn’t seen you all day.” Jason leans in to give her a kiss, and she melts. “Thanks for the noodles. I was starved.” He leaves the bowl in the kitchen sink without rinsing it. “Are you girls excited about the escape room?”

Mia must catch the confusion on my face, because her expression turns apologetic. “Do you mind if we go to an escape room instead? Jason’s never tried one, and I know you love them.”

My lips purse into a frown. She was the one who suggested Central Park in the first place. “Yeah, sure. It’s fine.”

We end up walking there, and I guess I’ve never realized how narrow NYC sidewalks are, because they only fit two people, and I have no choice but to walk behind them. It’s hard to make conversation like this, so eventually I give up and watch them hold hands in silence.

My hands curl into fists inside my pockets. Seriously, I don’t understand. Is there a reason she felt like she couldn’t tell me she and Jason were together?

At the escape room, the reception desk area is decorated with moody lighting and mysterious symbols on the walls, with a maze of doors leading to themed rooms. The moment we step in, a member of the staff approaches us. Jason insists on paying, which isn’t a big deal to me, but there’s something about the way he volunteers, like he has to because he’s the guy. It gets on my nerves, yet a part of me feels sorry for him. I guess the patriarchy forgives no one.

The staff member shows us to our chosen room—the Pirate’s Loot. Inside, weathered maps and flickering lanterns adorn the space and wooden floorboards creak under our shoes. The goal is to unravel the clues that open the locked doors, which we need to go through to escape the pirate’s den within the hour.

The first room has us looking for a way to decode a treasure map that has a sequence in it.

“Guys, wait, I think I’ve figured it out,” I say, pointing at a piano in the back. “They’re notes.”

“Stop it. I’m serious,” Mia squeals, playfully pushing Jason away when he tries to tickle her ribs. “We need to focus on the map. We only have a few minutes to crack it.”

“Right,” I try again. “I think we need to play the piano to open the door.”

“How can I focus on the map when you’re right in front of me?” Jason ignores me, leaning down to kiss Mia. She hugs him, and I wish for the sweet release of death.

Minutes pass—and finally, Mia and I huddle around the piano while Jason looks for a key in the back.

“Are you mad I brought him?” Mia asks. “You’ve been quiet.”

“No, no,” I lie. “He’s important to you, so he’s important to me.” Which is true at least. If someone’s in her life like this, I should know, so I can support her in whatever way she might need.

“Us getting serious … it’s recent.” She bites her lip and goes a little quiet. “I was going to tell you.”

I press down on the piano keys with more force than necessary. Why didn’t you then?

“I thought you didn’t want to be exclusive,” I say.

“And I didn’t. But he’s really sweet. I guess he won me over.” She sighs. “He asked me to be his girlfriend after Thanksgiving. I don’t know … love is weird sometimes.”

My hands freeze on the keys.

Love.

Mia is in love—?

Suddenly, the door in the back of the room swings open with a thundering crack. “Arrr, well done. Ye’ve cracked me code. Venture into me chambers if ye’ve got the guts. But heed this, the door will be closing in five, four…” The announcement booms through the room, urging us to hurry. We dash toward the next room, but Mia trips over a loose floorboard and falls to the ground.

“Wait!” I sprint back to get her, but the door slams shut, leaving Mia trapped in the first room. “Mia! Are you all right?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll play the code on the piano again,” she calls out, her voice and the sound of the piano echoing through the wall.

“We’ll wait for you before working on the next clue,” Jason says, throwing me a look that leaves me slightly puzzled.

I shove my hands in my pockets and shift from foot to foot, the weight of the silence pressing in on me. Fuck, I suck at small talk. I don’t know anything about him, so I’m not sure what to ask.

“Can I just say, you’re, like, mad talented, Sassy,” he supplies.

“Thanks,” I say, relaxing a little. “Do you like my music?”

He snickers. “Nah, I’m not into girly music, that’d be kind of gay.”

“Huh?”

“Sorry, that came off the wrong way. I just mean, it’s not my thing,” he says. “I’m more into podcasts at the moment. Finance and like, men’s self-growth, you know?”

I don’t know, because you’d have to catch me dead before I listened to a podcast about any of those things, but suddenly the finance book on Mia’s bedside table makes sense.

“Got the code!” Mia calls out, and before I can say anything, the door slides open, and a triumphant Mia comes through. “Also, we forgot the treasure map with the clues. Guys! We need to do better.”

“Babe, you’re so smart!” Jason picks her up and spins her around.

“Thanks for waiting.” Mia ropes her arms around his neck.

Jason pecks her lips, letting his hands wander to her ass. “I missed you.”

“You’re such a sap. Put me down,” Mia says before kissing him back. The world melts around them, and I disappear along with it.

With a sigh, I reach for the treasure map and turn toward the next clue. It’s going to be a long escape room.



By the time we get back to her apartment, I can’t wait for Jason to leave. He mentioned something about needing to meet up with his friends, so I jump in the shower to give them some alone time, hoping he’ll be gone when I come out.

i hate this guy, I text the group chat between me, Kai, and Asher. And then, because my heart hurts and I can’t help myself, apparently they’ve been serious for a while. she didn’t tell me.

KAI

wtf. SINCE WHEN?

I find some strange relief in the fact that I wasn’t the only one who didn’t know. But shouldn’t I? I mean, I’m still Mia’s best friend … aren’t I?

ASHER

are you mad she didn’t tell you?

ME

I don’t want to be, but yeah. I feel sort of betrayed.

“Are you for real right now?” Jason’s voice echoes through the wall, snapping my attention away from my phone. There’s a thud, like something just crashed to the ground, followed by the muffled sound of objects tumbling from a shelf onto the carpet.

A shiver courses through my body when I don’t hear Mia reply. I throw on some clothes and dart back into the living room in record time.

“Calm down,” Mia’s telling Jason. She has her hands up, facing him, while he paces across the apartment like a caged animal. “It’s taken out of context. There’s nothing going on between me and Asher. I kissed him on the cheek, and it was a joke.”

Wait, Asher? Mia shoots me a look, her eyes darting toward my phone. With a sinking feeling, I navigate to my social media, and sure enough, there it is: a picture from Toni and Malvin’s New Year’s party. In the background, unmistakably, Mia can be seen kissing Asher’s cheek, but it’s blurry, so it’s up to interpretation what was going on between them. One of our relatives must have posted it without noticing Asher in the background and the press must have found it.

The first article I click on has a flashy headline: ASHER GRISH MOVES ON FROM ROSA LÓPEZ WITH SASSY’S CHILDHOOD FRIEND. SOURCES CONFIRM SASSY INTRODUCED THEM OVER THE HOLIDAYS, AND ALTHOUGH IT’S NEW, THEY’VE BEEN DATING SERIOUSLY FOR A MONTH. LOOKS LIKE SASSY’S NOT JUST A GREAT SINGER, BUT ALSO AN INCREDIBLE MATCHMAKER!

What the fuck is this garbage?

“Right. And then you fucked him.” Jason’s voice is laced with a sinister edge.

“What the fuck? I just said I kissed him on the cheek.” Mia’s voice shakes in a way that makes me want to kick Jason out of her place. “You need to calm down. It meant nothing. You know I love you.”

“She’s telling the truth,” I interrupt, stepping between them and putting a hand on Jason’s chest so he backs off. “I was there. It was my idea, actually.”

“It was your idea for my girlfriend to kiss another dude?” He frowns.

“I kissed Asher on the cheek as a joke, then Mia did the same.”

“And your boyfriend let you?” Jason says.

“Huh?” I cross my arms. “It wasn’t even a real kiss. Nothing happened after. I understand you’re confused, but she’s telling the truth. This is how the press works. They like to make up rumors—”

Jason scowls. “Okay, no offense, but shut up. This has nothing to do with you.”

“Bro, you shut up,” I say, gathering my courage. If Mia can’t speak right now, I don’t mind speaking for us both. “It has everything to do with me because I was there. It was a stupid New Year’s kiss on the cheek. You have the right to be upset, but not to treat Mia like this.”

“Then let me see your phone.” Jason pushes me aside and tries to reach for Mia’s phone on the couch.

I grab it before he can. “The fuck you think you’re doing?”

“It’s not a big deal, Sasha,” Mia says. She’s rubbing her temples, but her voice is thick, like she wants to cry. “Just give him my phone. I have nothing to hide.” Mia’s hands gently grip Jason’s arms in an attempt to soothe him. “Jason, you can trust me.”

“Why can’t I see your phone if you’re innocent?” Jason says, softening.

“Seriously?” I scoff, unable to contain my anger at the whole situation. “Dude, either you trust her, or you don’t.”

“It’s not so simple,” he barks. “All my friends think she cheated. I look like a fool.”

“But she didn’t. She just told you,” I say. “Look, if you can’t trust her, you’re wasting her time and yours.”

Jason’s eyes widen. He looks between me and Mia. Silence spreads, but the more it drags, the more my stomach clenches. Mia takes a tentative step toward him, pleading for understanding. There’s a brief flicker of uncertainty on his face when Mia touches him, and for a second, I think I’ve convinced him.

Then Jason grabs his jacket and flings the door open. “I can’t do this. I’m sorry. We’re done.”

“Wait—” Mia cries out. She swipes her phone from my hand and bolts after Jason, throwing me a nasty look on her way out. “Thanks for that, by the way.”

The door slams shut in my face, and I freeze, not fully sure of what just happened. I didn’t mean to break them up. I was trying to stand up for her.

My breath catches, and I press my thumbs against my eyes with horror. I don’t realize my hands are shaking until I reach for my phone to send Mia a text. just text me so I know you’re okay.

Hours slip by, but there’s no response. I don’t know what to do, who to call. Kai? Asher? Panic tightens its grip on my heart. She’s not picking up, and it’s pitch-black outside in the middle of New York. Not only that, it’s winter. And she left without a coat—

The sound of keys rattling outside has me sprinting toward the door as it bolts open with a hollow thud. “Mimi?”

Mia walks in, her figure silhouetted against the harsh light of the corridor. I lock my arms around her in a fierce hug, but she shoves me aside.

“Don’t.” She turns to me blankly, huddled in Jason’s hoodie. Her voice is hoarse, like she’s been crying.

“Are you guys still broken up?” I ask.

“No, I managed to fix it.” She marches to her bedroom and flops on her bed, her back to me. “I just want to go to sleep.”

“I’m sorry. I was trying to look out for you.” Regret carves a hole in my chest. I never meant for things to get out of hand. “I didn’t like the way he talked to you.”

“For fuck’s sake. He was insecure,” Mia cries out, sitting up. “He saw a picture of me kissing some famous dude. Of course he freaked out! You should have let me handle it.”

“By letting him talk down to you?” This isn’t like her, and the disapproval must be written all over my face, because she presses her lips together and looks away.

“He wasn’t—he’s never like that. You don’t know him.”

“Do you?” I blurt out.

Her body stiffens as if bracing for impact. “I’m getting to. That’s what relationships are for. I’m sorry not everyone wants to be alone like you, Sasha.”

Her judgment presses down on me.

“Better to be alone than in a shitty relationship.” My voice is laced with a sudden bitterness.

“You know, this is why I didn’t want to tell you we were dating. Because I knew you’d react like this,” Mia says. Her eyes flash with hurt. “I’m sorry that some of us want to be loved.”

I want to be loved, too.

I flinch at the sting of her words. We’ve never fought like this, let alone over a guy.

“You are loved, Mia. I love you. Your family loves you. Kai, all of your friends love you.” I reach out, but she pulls away, as if my touch burns.

“It’s not the same.” Mia’s voice trembles. “I’m sorry, but it’s not. Friendship has a ceiling that relationships don’t. The depth of intimacy you get from a partner, you can’t get anywhere else. And if you don’t think that, you’re naive. Look at Toni and Malvin. They’re each other’s everything. I want that, too. Everyone wants to find their person, Sasha. Everyone. I’m tired of you looking down on me because I want something you don’t.”

“I…” I falter. “Is that what you think?”

A knot forms in my stomach. Have I been looking down on her without realizing it?

“Yeah. It’s like you judge me for wanting to be in love.”

“I don’t,” I say. But do I? “I want you to be happy.”

“Are you sure?” Mia meets my gaze head-on. “You’ve been in a mood all day.”

“I was just caught by surprise. I didn’t know he was coming with us. You didn’t say. You didn’t even tell me you were serious.” I shift uncomfortably, my hands fidgeting with the hem of my shirt.

“What’s wrong with the three of us hanging out? It’s not like I bailed on you to hang out with him,” she scoffs. Her expression softens slightly, but there’s still a hint of frustration in her eyes as she leans back against the headboard, crossing her arms over her chest. “It’s normal, Sasha. People prioritize their partner, because you’re trying to build something meaningful together.”

“And friendship isn’t meaningful?” My voice tinges with defiance. “Just say what you really mean. That we’re growing apart.”

Her expression falls. It hurts when she says nothing. All I want is for her to prove me wrong. To tell me that it’s all in my head, and that nothing’s changed.

“We have.” She averts her eyes, and I can’t read the expression on her face. Not anymore. We sit in silence, the only source of light Mia’s lamp on the bedside table, casting long shadows across her cheeks. “What do you want me to do? It’s not my fault. I tried. I really did. But we have different lives. Even if we didn’t, what are you trying to make me feel guilty for? Because I want to fall in love? Look around, Sasha. No matter how much effort you put into a friendship, love always wins. You just can’t see that.”

The admission hangs between us, a sharp, jagged thing piercing my heart.

Love always wins. Despite how much her words suck, I can’t deny she’s right. It’s everywhere I look, unescapable. Society is meant for two. I’m just the friend that walks behind everyone on the sidewalk.

My nails dig into my palms as my gaze drops to the floor where the clay axolotl lies flattened under a book. I don’t know how it ended up there, or maybe she doesn’t care about it anymore.

“See what, Mia? That you’re just desperate to have a boyfriend? It doesn’t matter who it is as long as it’s someone, right?” My words shoot out like venom. I regret them immediately.

I don’t mean to be spiteful, but to hear her say those things, like our almost twenty-year-old friendship pales in comparison to a month-long relationship, cuts deep.

“Oh my God, grow up. Your PR relationship won’t last forever. Kai will find someone he wants to be with, too. Maybe he already has.” Her gaze pierces through me, accusing and wounded. “Stop trying to fix everyone else. Maybe you’re the broken one.”

Her expression crumbles at the last part, as if she regrets it, but it’s too late. I take a step back, and I can physically feel it, the moment my heart shatters. Each of her words slices through me like a knife. Mia was the first person I came out to. The person I cried to when I left Kai. Is this what she really thinks about me—that I’m broken?

Something wet stains my cheeks. I have no idea when I started crying.

I thought I knew exactly who Mia was, but maybe I don’t know anything. Whatever rift has grown between us, maybe it can’t be mended.

It’s an illusion. Everything. Everywhere. All the time.

A sob rocks my body. It’s like no matter what I do, no matter how hard I try, everyone keeps reminding me there’s something wrong with me. And that I deserve to be alone.

I reach for my overnight bag and my shoes and bolt out of her place, wiping my cheeks.

“Wait, Sasha—” Mia’s voice seeps through the walls, but I’m not Jason, and she doesn’t chase after me. I don’t want her to. Part of me knows she’s right. Love always wins.






CHAPTER 16
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I board the first flight out of New York, needing to put some space between me and Mia. She called me once, but I didn’t pick up, and she hasn’t tried again. By the time I land in LA at two AM, the airport is a ghost town. Fluorescent lights hum overhead, rows of empty seats stretching out. Ironically, the only other people in front of me are a couple, lovingly rubbing each other’s backs and sneaking in kisses while they wait for their baggage.

Must be nice, I think, to exist without that existence being called into question.

My footsteps echo in silence as I ponder what to do. I don’t want to go home. My moms would freak out if I showed up unannounced, since I wasn’t supposed to be back yet, and I don’t feel like explaining what happened with Mia.

They’ve always been supportive of me being aroace, but sometimes I catch it, that look of pity in their eyes. Deep down, I know they’d be relieved if I fell for someone. Even though they’ve never said it, they’d like for me to find a love like theirs. And I understand why, but it makes me feel like they don’t get it. They don’t get me.

Maybe Marissa’s right. Maybe I should get my own place.

I decide to head to Kai’s house in the hopes that I can crash there. He’s the only person I want to see right now. I just want to go back to that peace I’ve felt for the past few weeks, spending the holidays with him and Asher.

The moment the cab drops me off, I rush down the roadway toward his grandpa’s house, painted in a golden glow under the streetlights. The sidewalk is lined with parked cars, leaving just enough room for me to squeeze by. I pull my jacket tighter, bracing against the chill as I dart across his backyard, the grass tickling my ankles above my sneakers.

Kai gave me a key over the holidays, but I don’t want to wake anyone up, so it’s better if I use the back door. Relief floods through me when I see faint light spilling from his basement. His grandpa keeps a detached apartment there with its own independent entrance. Kai often stays there, drawing or watching TV until late. I texted him to ask him if I could spend the night at his place, but it never went through, which tracks. The reception in his basement is crap.

I don’t think he’ll mind, though.

I ease the door open with the faintest creak. Gripping the walls, I make my way down the stairs carefully, but before I can announce my arrival, a soft whirring sound envelops the air, and Asher’s voice cuts through it.

Oh, nice. He’s here too—

“It’s romantic, right?” His laughter drifts up the stairs. “You wanted to do something romantic.”

My steps halt. Romantic?

“This is your definition of romantic?” A scoff betrays Kai’s presence. “Dancing in the fridge light like in some cheesy romance song?”

“Shut up and kiss me again,” Asher says.

Static fills my mind as I peer down the staircase. I don’t mean to eavesdrop, but my feet drag me forward. Kai’s got Asher’s face in his hands, pulling him close for a kiss as they sway together, the fridge behind them spilling warm light around their figures.

I freeze. Are they—

Kai and Asher are kissing. Not just that. There’s something about the way Asher smiles against Kai’s lips that tells me it’s something more.

A sharp, painful twist grips my heart, rooting me to the spot. I stand there, caught between wanting to say something and needing to flee. My first thought is that they make sense together, but as reality sinks in, so does the realization that I shouldn’t be here.

Mia was right. I’m the broken one. I can’t deny it any longer. A storm of emotions rages inside me, but I will myself to spin around and bolt up the stairs before they see me.

Meow. A ball of fur dashes out from under the couch and clings to my leg. Panic grips me as I try to shake Muse off, but his meows turn louder until they echo across the room.

I can almost feel it, the moment they realize I’m there. The air thickens, like we’re all holding our breath. When I whip around, my eyes meet Kai’s across the room.

He peels away from Asher, his face draining of color. “Sash?”

“I—” I trail off. I can’t bear the look on Kai’s face right now, the way that sweet smile drops from his face. I’ve broken up their intimacy, stealing a moment I wasn’t meant to intrude on. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt…”

My voice catches in my throat. I should have never come here. It was so stupid of me to think I could rely on Kai. He’s not my boyfriend. He owes me nothing.

Love always wins. Mia’s words are a mockery, echoing in my mind.

Without another word, I burst out of the house. Despite the jacket I’m wearing, shivers race down my arms—partly from the cold, partly from Kai’s frantic voice dashing down the street after me.

“Sasha. What happened?” Kai’s hand wraps around my arm, pulling me into a spin. His eyes widen, chest rising and falling with quick breaths. “Why are you back? Did something happen—”

“I’m okay.” I shove him away with enough force to make him stumble. “Leave me alone.”

Guilt snaps through me at the dejected look on his face. I don’t want him or Asher to think they’ve done anything wrong. Deep down, I’m happy for them. I had never seen Asher smile the way he did when Kai kissed him. They make sense together.

It’s just … It feels like everybody’s love makes my loneliness louder.

Stop trying to fix everyone else. Maybe you’re the broken one.

“Sasha, let us explain—” Kai says. Us. It used to mean me and him. Now it means him and Asher. I look around, expecting Asher to sprint out of the house, but it’s just Kai and me in the middle of the road.

How long have they been dating? Is there a reason they wanted to keep me in the dark, like Mia did? Am I just … Did I do something wrong?

“Go home, Kai” is all I say before I walk away. He moves as if to chase me. “Don’t.”

He stands there, frozen under a streetlight. I don’t even bother turning back to look at him as I take off running, my bag bouncing beside me.

Everything is a blur by the time I stagger through the door of my house. Tears carve salty trails down my cheeks, but I wipe them away in a hurry, not wanting to wake anyone up as I tiptoe my way to my room. I collapse on the bed without bothering to take my clothes off, wishing for the sweet release of sleep, but the pressure threatens to crush me. My therapist said accepting your sexuality gets easier with time, but for me, it’s the opposite. I don’t know how to fit into the mold everyone else effortlessly inhabits without suffocating. I don’t know where I fit in a world made for two, a world where friendship can’t measure up to romance.

Maybe the truth is there’s just no space for people like me, and I won’t ever be enough.



I wake up to several missed calls from Kai and Asher. I ignore them all.

I know it’s only a matter of time before they show up at my place, so I leave for the studio, making excuses about needing a new song in time for the Grammys when my moms and Sonia ask why I’m back early.

I don’t know if it’s my puffy eyes, or the way my voice keeps cracking when we try to record, but Shirley brings me tea and a chocolate croissant from the place down the block, a look of understanding on their face.

“You want to talk about it?” They slide their chair closer to mine.

“Not right now,” I say.

“Want to sing about it?” they ask, forcing a smile out of me—the first one today.

We’re halfway through a take when Shirley removes their headphones to answer a call. A minute later, they rise from their chair, abruptly marching toward the booth.

“Did I mess up? I’m sorry, let’s do another—” I start to say when they open the door.

“You have a call.” They hand me their phone, covered in Pokémon stickers. “I’m gonna get some air. I’ll give you a few minutes to talk.” They wink and step out, leaving me alone in the booth with a dumbfounded look and their phone.

“Can we talk?” Asher’s voice catches me off guard as his face appears on the screen. His hair is pulled back by a headband, and the circles under his eyes look huge, like he didn’t sleep.

I blink in surprise. How did he get my producer’s number? How did he know where I was? Who I was with? I rub my face, trying to process. I mean, he probably knows a guy who knows a guy.

“Look, I realize this is borderline stalkerish, but you weren’t answering, and Kai’s freaking out. I just want to explain.”

Guilt squeezes my heart like a thorny vine. I don’t want Kai to suffer. Yesterday was just a lot. I needed to get my thoughts in order. But I’m not trying to punish them. They haven’t done anything wrong.

“Sure,” I say. “Sorry I haven’t picked up the phone.”

“I understand. And look, we weren’t trying to keep it from you. It’s recent.” His voice is apologetic, but all I hear is the echo of Mia’s words.

My stomach hollows. “How long have you two been dating?”

“We’re not … dating.” His words are measured, but I catch the way he stiffens, as if pulling away from the screen. “We kissed a week ago. A little after New Year’s. But I wouldn’t say we’re dating. We haven’t talked … He lives here, and with my schedule … I don’t even know if we could make it work.”

He averts his eyes, his lips pressing into a tight line. That’s when it hits me. Asher doesn’t fall in love. Wasn’t that what he said, that night on the balcony? I can’t seem to fall in love, no matter how hard I try.

My expression hardens, the tempest of feelings curdling in my stomach crystallizing into protectiveness. “Don’t play with his heart, Asher.”

I don’t want Kai to go through that kind of pain again. I don’t want him to wake up one day and realize the person he’s with can’t love him in the same way he loves them. I already did that, and it almost destroyed him.

“I’m not.” Asher’s voice softens. “I wouldn’t.”

“You said you can’t fall in love.”

“I said I hadn’t.” He hesitates, then meets my gaze. “I … I’m not saying I love him. It’s too soon. I’ve just been confused. What I feel for him, I’ve never felt it for anyone else. It’s not platonic.”

“How can you tell?” I press.

“I don’t know. It feels different. Not better or worse, just different.” His face betrays a flicker of discomfort, like he’s struggling to articulate something complex. “Remember at your cousin’s party, when Kai handed me his bowl of grapes because they were smaller and easier to chew? My heart did this really gross thing it had never done before.”

“Poetic,” I say, but a little smile tugs at the corner of my lips, an aw wanting to escape.

I’m torn between feeling happiness for them and sadness for me. I thought Asher was going to be uninterested in romantic relationships like me, but even he isn’t. I hate this rift between me and everyone else. Everything would be easier if I could just fall in love. If I could fit into the mold.

“I told you. Maybe I’m a romantic aromantic.” Myriad emotions swim in his eyes. “I’ve looked it up and you were right. I am aromantic. Or aromantic spectrum. I guess the term would be demiromantic?” A childlike smile lights up his face. “Kai is the only person I’ve felt … these things for.”

“These things?” I can’t help but smile, too. “I think you mean romantic love.”

“Well, yeah.” He snorts, but his expression darkens after a moment. “He’s crazy worried about you, you know? He loves you, too.”

Soon he’ll love you more.

Soon you’ll be holding hands on the sidewalk while I walk behind you, watching you laugh at jokes I don’t get. The thought twists my lips into a bitter smirk. “I know.” Shirley walks back into the studio right then, shooting me a look. Do you still need time? “I have to go now. I have to record.”

“Sasha—”

“Bye, Asher.” It feels more final than I intended it to. But maybe Mia’s right. I’m going to be alone, so I might as well accept it and get used to it.

I slump against my seat, returning the phone to Shirley.

“Drama?” They raise an eyebrow.

“Something like that.”

“Wanna turn it into a song?”

“I can’t put any of this in the album. Trust me.”

They give me a knowing smirk. “Who says it has to go in the album?”



I’m not surprised when I find Kai sitting by the sidewalk outside my house. I sort of expected him to show up when I didn’t answer the phone.

When our eyes meet across the street, the expression on his face is hauntingly familiar, like he’s replaying the details of our first breakup. Back then, we had a fight—I can’t even remember what it was about—and we didn’t speak for a few days. He showed up at my house unannounced, face honest and broken, just like he’s looking at me now, and we went into my room to talk. He told me he loved me. I told him the truth.

“Hey,” he says and springs to his feet, but he hesitates, waiting for me to approach him.

“Hi.” My hands tighten around the straps of my backpack. “Sorry I ran off.”

“Don’t apologize. I was just worried,” he chokes out. “Shit, Sasha, I—”

My fingers slacken, and my bag slips from my grasp, hitting the pavement with a muffled thud. My feet carry me toward him, and my arms wrap around his back.

“I’m sorry.” I’m not sure what I’m apologizing for, but I hold him against me like he’s about to evaporate into thin air.

“Are you okay?” He hugs me tight, the tension in his shoulders dissolving under my touch.

I’m scared of losing you again.

“I’m fine.” I pull back. “You can let go now.”

“I don’t want to,” Kai whispers. He squeezes me. “I talked to Mia. She says you fought?”

“Something like that.” I swallow hard. I don’t know how much Mia has told him, but I know he must have freaked out about the way I reacted last night.

Mr. Santos, my elderly neighbor who always gets into extremely loud arguments with his wife, walks past, throwing us a strange look. I move away from Kai, suddenly self-conscious, and pick my backpack up off the road.

“Want to come in?” I offer, and Kai nods.

My moms are at work, and Sonia is at school, so we go to my room and sit on my bed facing each other. It’s like déjà vu. I remember holding his hand the day we broke up. I remember the way he pulled away.

“We weren’t planning on keeping it from you.” His voice is a whisper. “It’s just been confusing. For both of us. We’re not dating. I’d never date anyone without asking you.”

Why would you need to ask me? I almost say.

“Do you love him?” I blurt out. It’s been a week, but I know Kai. He wouldn’t kiss anyone he doesn’t have feelings for.

Kai’s gaze drops to his lap. “I … might.”

He shrugs, a shy smile tugging at his lips. A rush of affection rushes through me. Shy Kai is like a rare Pokémon—hard to find, hard to keep. He traces the edge of my blanket with his thumb, as if seeking comfort in the familiar texture. A faint blush creeps up his cheeks—the way he tries to hide it behind his hair makes something inside me soften.

“I’m happy for you,” I say, and I mean it. “You make a good couple.”

“You don’t look happy.” Sadness flashes through his eyes. Or maybe it’s my own, reflected in his gaze. Because it feels nice not to be alone. It hurts to know things will change again. I wanted to move in with you.

The words linger, unspoken. Is it weird to want to spend your life with someone you haven’t fallen in love with? It’s not something I can ask him. He wouldn’t understand. Or worse, he would, and I would burden him with it. With me.

“Listen, the contract is up soon.” I clear my throat. I need to be cold about this. Mia is right. Everyone is just looking for their person. I can’t keep Kai from finding his. The longer we keep this up, the harder it’ll be for him. “Marissa wants us to talk about it.”

“Oh.” Kai blinks, as if this was the last thing he expected us to discuss. “I mean, I wouldn’t mind if we keep fake-dating. I actually wanted to ask you—”

“We should end the contract,” I say, pushing the words out before I can regret them. “I want to end the contract.”

Kai stiffens. “What does that mean for us?”

“We should probably spend some time apart.” I’m unable to meet his gaze this time. I scan my room, my eyes landing on a row of plushies on the shelf. Funny how they’ve seen us fall apart twice. “Since we’ll technically be broken up. You know, for optics.”

“Fuck optics. Are you serious?” His brow furrows as he searches my face for answers. “Sasha, what’s going on? Talk to me.” His voice hardens with frustration when I don’t respond. “I don’t read minds.”

My lips tighten. There’s a selfish part of me that wants to keep him around forever. Not in a friend way, or a boyfriend way, just in a partner kind of way.

Stop trying to fix everyone else. Maybe you’re the broken one.

“You’re not going to lose me,” he says, and it’s ironic—for someone who can’t read minds, he can surely read mine.

“I know,” I say. It comes out quiet. He won’t drop out of my life like the first time, but I’ll lose him regardless. I will lose him like I’ve lost Mia, one silence at a time, and somehow that makes it worse. He reaches for my hand, but I move back. “This is just what’s best for us.”

“Is that what you want?”

“I—” No, it’s not what I want. But I can’t say that. My phone rings, breaking the urgency of the moment. “It’s Marissa.” I move away from him. He searches my face, pleading, but I’ve said my piece. “You should go.”

“Fine. Have it your way,” he says. His eyes glisten with tears. His hand clenches around my doorknob, frustration rolling off him in waves. “Goodbye, Sasha.”

I breathe into the phone, unable to speak yet. The sound of Kai’s footsteps gets farther and farther away until I can’t hear them anymore.

“Hey, girlie! What’s up?” Marissa’s tone shifts when I don’t answer. “Talk to me. What’s up?”

“I want to end the contract.”






CHAPTER 17
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I spend the next couple of weeks holed up in the studio and rehearsing for the Grammys, tuning out the world. It fits the narrative Marissa and my PR team have shaped: that I have disappeared to process my breakup.

Not even two days after I told her that I wanted to end the contract, there were already five hashtags with our names trending, multiple outlets describing how we’ve called it quits, and that it’s amicable, so please respect our privacy.

The devil works fast, but Marissa works faster.

Everyone wants to know how I’m doing, what I’m feeling, and me being off the radar is supposed to build anticipation for the Grammys. My lead single is now a heartbreak song I’ll be debuting there.

“Do they end up together?” Shirley asks. They munch on an Oreo, leaning against the cluttered studio table. “I don’t mind spoilers. Just tell me.”

“Nobody knows yet! The show’s still ongoing. But I have a feeling they’re going to have a tragic ending.” I slide my chair over to the computer to show them the fictional story our new song is inspired by. I feel relieved that I told them. That I don’t have to pretend around them.

“No!” They groan and bury their face in their arms, careful not to disturb the massive mixing table. “Wait, I need to watch this show immediately.”

Their phone buzzes, distracting them for a moment.

I stiffen on instinct, thinking back to when Asher called me out of the blue. I wonder how he’s doing. How Kai’s doing. Asher’s tried texting me, but Kai has gone full MIA, like he did two years ago. I can’t blame him, though. I haven’t texted him, either.

“Sorry, do you mind if I take this?” Shirley asks. “We’re trying to buy a house.”

We. I didn’t know Shirley was in a relationship.

I nod, giving them a thumbs-up.

I mean, it makes sense. Shirley is the coolest person ever. Yet it’s strange, to feel like you know a person, their soul, while simultaneously not knowing the little details about their life. I know Shirley likes to grow their own plants but has a thing against getting people flowers as a gift. When I got nominated for the Grammys, instead of a bouquet, they sent me an aloe vera plant.

My eyes flick to the miniature Eiffel Tower next to the computer. It’s their lucky charm—they got it in Paris when they were a student, and a few months later one of their songs went viral. Their favorite tattoo is the one on their back, the one that shows the Avengers each holding a Pokémon.

But they never mentioned they had a partner, so I never asked.

I seriously need to get better at small talk.

“Okay, ask Margot what she wants to do about it, but I like it. I’m in a session, but I’ll call you later? Okay, love you. See you at home.” Their voice colors with affection. I guess Margot is their real estate agent, and whoever they’re talking to is their partner. After the call ends, Shirley tosses their phone on the couch and rubs their temples with a sigh. “Buying a house is such a headache.”

I knead their shoulders with my fingers, undoing the knots there. “Does this help?”

“Hm. A little.” They relax against the chair before pulling up a picture of a home in Pasadena. “What do you think? It needs work, but my partners and I loved it the moment we set foot in it.”

Partners? My heart skips a tiny beat. Maybe it was a slip of the tongue.

Shirley swivels their chair to face me. “But anyway, are you excited for the Grammys?”

I will the expression on my face to resemble a smile. “Something like it.”

My new single is an intimate ballad, so it’ll just be me and my piano onstage. No dancers, no chorus to back me up. Everyone will be watching my every move. Or, well, Sassy’s.

“Are you sure? Because that sounds like a bunch of BS,” Shirley says. They raise an eyebrow. “Little S, we’ve spent the past few weeks in this studio together, and we’ve written like what, half a song? Normally I have a sample from you in my inbox every other week. I can tell your mind is somewhere else.”

I flinch, caught off guard. They’re right. I’m creatively dry—I just didn’t think it was that obvious. Some people use sadness to fuel their creativity. I rely on happiness, but even when I write from sadness, there’s a threshold for how much it can inspire me. A little is an outlet, too much cripples my creativity.

Shirley’s expression softens, as if sensing my discomfort. “Is this about Kai?”

“We didn’t really break up. I’m fine.” I wave a hand. But they just stare at me, offering me half of an Oreo in exchange for words. “Remember what I was about to tell you in the car, the day we had to rescue Kai?” I ask with a sigh. It feels like a lifetime ago. “You already know this, but Kai and I weren’t really dating. It was PR.”

Shirley nods, but their eyes betray a silent question: Why? Back then, I told them enough in person for them to know Kai and I weren’t dating, but I never told them the reason.

“What about the guy who called you on my phone a couple of weeks ago?” they ask. “Does this have anything to do with him?”

“No, it doesn’t.” I twist my sleeve between my fingers, feeling the fabric bunch and release beneath my touch. “I’m the problem, really.”

“How?” Shirley leans forward with genuine concern, but their phone buzzes again. “Sorry, just one second.” They let out a loud exhale before picking up. “Love, I just talked to Sam. They want to go ahead. Think about what you want to do. I can’t talk now, but I’ll see you at home. Love you.”

Love you. See you at home. Wait, they said that both times, but they talked to two different people.

The confusion must show on my face, because Shirley’s eyes widen in sudden realization. “Ah, shoot, I guess we’ve never talked about this.” A grin tugs at their lips when I don’t speak, as if they find my struggle amusing. “Got questions? Ask away.”

“When you said partners earlier, you meant…”

All I know about Shirley’s love life is that they’re pan based on the flag the Pikachu sticker on their phone is holding.

“Sam and Margot, my partners,” they clarify. “You couldn’t have known. I’ve never mentioned it before. You know how this industry is…” A pang goes through my heart. I do. “But I trust you.”

“I trust you, too,” I say. “Thank you for trusting me.”

Their smile wraps around me like a warm blanket. “I’m in a poly relationship. Sam, Margot, and I have been together for three years, and we’re trying to buy a house. Emphasis on trying. I’m worried it’s going to go to another buyer.”

“Damn.” I blink, processing. “I hope you get it. I’d love to visit you and meet them.”

“Of course you can,” they say. A spark of relief flits through their eyes. “You should come over for puzzle night. You’d get along with both of them, for sure. I’m pretty sure Margot has seen half the shows you’ve told me about, and Sam has a nearly infinite board game collection.”

“That sounds like heaven,” I say. “Just let me know when.”

“You’re so sweet.” Shirley smiles.

“Do people ask you a lot of intrusive questions? When they learn you’re dating two people?” I slump back on the couch. It’s not the same, but people seem to feel entitled to know about my private life just because I’m aroace.

“Sometimes. Some people, mostly cishet men, equate us being together to having an endless threesome. There are also people who assume we’re in an open relationship, even though we’re exclusive. Nothing wrong with open relationships, it’s just not our vibe. Poly relationships aren’t always open.” Their shrug is nonchalant, but their eyes dim a little, like this hurts more than they’re letting on. “It just gets a little exhausting, how we’re automatically seen as less committed than a couple in a traditional relationship. The way we met is pretty romantic! And I wouldn’t trade it for the world.”

“Hm.” The ghost of a smile appears on my face. They’re not in love with one person, but two! That’s lucky. “I kind of envy you. You have a lot of love in your heart. I can’t fall in love at all.”

Shirley studies me with a frown, and I regret my words immediately. I brace myself for the usual You just haven’t met the right person yet, then realize Shirley wouldn’t hit me with that.

“Um, maybe you already knew this, but I’m aroace,” I say. “I like being me. I’m just struggling lately … with what’s expected of me. It’s like I don’t know how to love.”

“Nonsense. Who says you can’t love?” they say. “You just said I have a lot of love in my heart. So do you. I know you. Love comes in all shapes. Romantic love is just one of those shapes.”

“It’s the shape of our society,” I reply with a bitter edge. I don’t know who I’m mad at. It’s not anyone’s fault if they fall in love. Stop trying to fix everyone else. Maybe you’re the broken one.

Shirley pulls something out of their drawer, a block of Play-Doh they start molding into a ball. They like to play with it sometimes, says it helps with the creative flow.

“Society makes us think love is a monolith you fit into. When, in reality, love is a shapeless thing. You don’t fit into it. It fits you.” Shirley hurls the ball of Play-Doh at me. I barely catch it, and it flops from my hands onto the couch. “You can mold it, you know? Love. You can mold it so that it fits you.”

Mold it. I roll the ball of Play-Doh between my palms. What am I supposed to mold it into?

“Can I give you a piece of unsolicited advice?” Shirley says. “There was a time when I thought it would be easier to live life the way everyone expected me to because it would hurt less. I was wrong, and I’m so glad I disregarded those voices and gave myself the space to meet the real me, to love them. It was scary at first, but if I hadn’t, I would have lost myself.” Their shoulders drop, and their eyes fill with concern. “Don’t lose yourself, Sasha.”

I squeeze the ball of Play-Doh until it flattens between my palms. I don’t want to lose myself, but it’s like Asher said. If you show them the real you, you’ll disappear. So maybe the only way not to lose myself is to be someone else. To hide Sasha and give them Sassy.

Before I can dwell on their words any longer, the door swings open. Marissa barges into the studio, a large coffee order in hand, the loud clack of her boots thunderous against the floor.

“Hey, what’s up?” Marissa asks.

“We were just talking about a song,” I lie. I don’t feel like bringing Marissa into the conversation we were having. I don’t think Shirley would want me to, either. “What are you doing here?”

Marissa is the embodiment of “this meeting could have been an email.” She doesn’t get stuck in LA traffic unless she has no other choice.

Marissa looks between me and Shirley. “Hey, Shirley, would you mind stepping out? I need a private word with Sasha.”

Shirley turns to me, as if asking Do you want me to stay?

“I don’t mind if Shirley hears. I trust them. What’s going on?” I cross my arms and sink farther into the couch, a sense of dread pooling in my chest. If Marissa came all the way here, it means she wants to tell me something she couldn’t tell me over the phone.

“You want the good news or the bad news?” Marissa says.

“Bad news first.”

“Let’s start with the good news.”

“I just said—”

“Your label has an amazing new marketing plan for your upcoming album. Sasha, when I tell you I gasped … it’s so detailed. And they’re doubling our budget.”

“Why?” I ask, my heart dropping. “I already get enough exposure. Why would I need more?” I don’t even want it. The thought of a longer press tour makes me want to bang my head against the wall.

Marissa’s expression turns uneasy. “That’s the bad news. Check your socials.”

Shirley exchanges a glance with Marissa and reaches for their phone. The pause stretches as I grab my own phone. Suddenly I’m met with a picture of Kai and Asher, kissing in the middle of a hallway.

Shock slices through me. What? No, this can’t be. Surely, it’s AI. Or Photoshop—

My body goes cold, my fingers numbing as I scroll through a bunch of posts, eyes darting from video to video, comment to comment. But it’s real. The picture was taken from far away, but Asher’s arm is clearly around Kai’s waist, and they’re leaning into each other in a way that can’t be mistaken for a platonic gesture.

Several hashtags are already trending: #hecheated, #wreckitasher, #SASSYWELOVEYOU.

“We need to do something.” A sinking feeling settles in the pit of my stomach. This is my fault. My lie, spinning out of control.

Marissa squeezes my shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’re working on a contingency plan. We’ll say that you were blindsided by the news, and that as far as you know, you guys were already broken up.”

“That’s not the truth!” I swat her hand away, scrambling to my feet. Marissa would do anything to keep me out of this mess. I understand that’s her job, but doesn’t she have a heart? My friends just got outed. Everyone thinks Kai cheated on me, and Asher’s spent his entire life protecting himself, only for me to expose him in a second.

“They did blindside you with their relationship,” Marissa says. “It’s not lies when it’s based on the truth.”

The room spins around me until I have no choice but to sit down on the couch. How does she even know that? All I told her is that I wanted to end the contract because Kai had started seeing someone else, and it wasn’t fair to them. She must have put the pieces together when the picture leaked.

Fuck. How did these pictures get out in the first place?

“The truth is a lie,” I say. “I won’t throw Kai under the bus.”

I pull at my ponytail so hard my scalp hurts, but the ache in my chest remains. I can’t let Kai go through this alone. He agreed to the contract to help me.

“It will destroy your career if you don’t,” Marissa says, her tone gentler. “Sasha, how do you think your fans are going to take it? When they find out that you’ve been lying about who your music is about, about dating Kai, and even about your sexuality.”

“You told me to do it!” I yell, anger pulsing through me even though I know it’s not her responsibility. I agreed to this in the first place, and I should have known better.

“Because you had to, Sasha. Your image is more important than your personal feelings. Your entire career hinges on what your fans think of you.”

My image. My throat burns with a mixture of tears and frustration. Is this what the rest of my life will be like? Lying to avoid compromising the previous web of lies?

“They won’t have much mercy for Kai or Asher either if you tell the truth. Kai was your accomplice. If you come clean about the contract, they’ll hate him as much as they’ll hate you.” She crouches beside me and reaches for my hands. “This isn’t about being honest, Sasha. This is about damage control. Someone has to control the narrative. Right now, you do. You can leverage this into a heartbreak album that paints Kai in a good light to soften some of the blow. But there’s nothing you can do for them right now. They chose to kiss in public. These are the consequences.”

Chose to kiss in public. How the fuck is an empty hallway a public space? I replay the scene in my mind, but the pieces don’t fit together quite right. Asher wouldn’t make a mistake like that, especially if he wanted to keep his relationship private. He’s been in this business since he was born. He knows how to avoid paparazzi, which means …

Did someone set them up? But who? And why?

Marissa’s words wash over me like distant echoes, lost in the static that fills my mind. I started this. I need to put an end to it.

When we try to exit the studio later in the day, a swarm of paparazzi surrounds the building. The moment they catch sight of me, they press forward, attempting to breach the doors, but security stops them. With no other choice, we escape into the parking lot, and I squeeze into the cramped trunk of Marissa’s car. She drives us out of there, darkness enveloping me like a protective cloak as I lay my head on a blanket Shirley lent me for comfort. It should feel suffocating, being stuck in a trunk like I’ve been kidnapped, but the world is quiet and dark, and the steady rhythm of the road soothes me, so I drift off to sleep. It’s like my brain needs to reboot. I don’t know how to process all of this—the pictures, the comments, Marissa’s words.

The jolt of a speed bump and a text from Shirley forces me awake. i know you’re going through a lot, and i can’t tell you what to do because i know shit about PR. but if you ever want to talk, or continue our conversation, i’m always in the studio. and in case you need to get your mind off things, we’re holding an emergency puzzle night this friday. you’re more than welcome to stop by.

I smile. They really are like an older sibling.

My street is quiet when I step out of Marissa’s trunk, no paparazzi in sight. I stretch my arms and crack my hips back into place, feeling some tension release from my muscles. Thankfully the press doesn’t know where I live—Marissa probably put out a fake address to confuse them—but it’s only a matter of time before they find out. Fame is eating me up. Soon it will eat up my home, too. I need to ask my moms to take Sonia somewhere safe.

“Sash. Are you listening?” Sonia’s voice snaps me from my stupor when I walk through the door. I need a shower. I probably smell like whatever was in Marissa’s trunk—fast-food leftovers and spilled energy drinks. “There’s someone waiting for you in your room—”

Her frown deepens, and she looks uneasy.

A knot forms in my stomach. Asher. Kai.

I don’t wait to hear the end of her sentence before rushing upstairs. My hand trembles as I push the door open, but when I look inside, it’s not either of them in front of me.

“Hey,” Mia greets me. She sits on my bed with one of my plushies in her lap. It’s an identical octopus to the one she has in her room, the one I won for us in the claw machine after trying for weeks.

It feels like forever ago.

“What are you doing here?” I ask. We haven’t talked in weeks, and she hasn’t tried to call. Neither have I. But it hurts to think about her. It hurts to remember the things we said.

“Your sister said I could wait for you.” Mia’s gaze meets mine with a softness that tugs at my heart. “I should have chased you that night, not him. I’m sorry.” She’s not even switching to Spanish, and it creates this strange distance between us.

“I shouldn’t have left like that,” I say, voice strained with regret. “I’m sorry.”

My notes are filled with things I wanted to say to her, but right now I can’t remember any of them.

“I’m sorrier.” Mia’s eyes glisten with tears. “I didn’t mean the things I said, Sasha. You’re not broken. I don’t think that.”

“Then why did you say it? Did you just want to hurt me?”

“I—” She hugs her knees to her chest, her hair falling around her face. A tear spills down her cheek, and I have to keep myself from wrapping my arms around her. I’m still hurt, but I’ve always had a low threshold when it comes to seeing other people cry, especially Mia. “I think … I think I was scared.”

“Scared?”

“Of being alone.” She pushes the words out in a rush. “College isn’t what I thought it would be. There are days when I barely talk to anyone outside of class. I have no real friends, and—”

“But you do have friends,” I say, confused. Mia’s always been popular, a natural at connecting with people. I’ve always envied that about her, the way everyone gravitates toward her. I’m the opposite; growing up, the only friends I ever made were the ones she had already befriended. I don’t even know if I would have gotten close to Kai if she hadn’t been in that group project.

“Friends who are not you,” she says. Her shoulders slump. “Or Kai. Or any of the people that matter. And it scares me. That this is going to be it for the rest of my life. Just … shallow friendships that come and go. Loneliness. I thought a partner was the only way out of that loneliness,” she chokes out. “It’s not an excuse, though. What I said to you is unforgivable, and I regretted it immediately. I guess you struck a chord when you said I was desperate to be with someone. I don’t know. I felt judged. I wish I could be like you.”

“Like me?”

“You’re not afraid to be alone.”

“I’m terrified of being alone,” I say. She blinks. “I’m just not scared of being single. But it doesn’t mean I don’t want to be loved, too.” I look down, unable to meet her eyes. “You made me feel like I wasn’t worthy of love.”

“You are. Fuck, you are. I’m so sorry, Sasha. You’re my best friend, and I love you.” She sobs, clutching the octopus plushie like a lifeline. “You know I don’t think that.”

The worst part is, I know she doesn’t, because she’s my best friend. I’ve known her since we were in diapers, and I know her heart. A five-minute argument doesn’t erase years of friendship, but it still hurts. Every time I replay her words, it’s like I’m being stabbed with a rusty blade.

“You’re not broken, but maybe I am,” she says, locking eyes with me. “There’s a part of me that feels incomplete because I’m not with someone. I don’t know why, and I just … Ugh. Look at what I’m saying. I feel so stupid.” She groans in frustration, wiping at her cheeks.

“You’re not broken.” I take a tentative step toward her and sit on the other end of the bed.

“I thought having a boyfriend would make me feel less lonely. Jason made me feel like I had someone who cared about me, and I got lost in it. It felt really nice to be wanted. Like I had checked off an invisible box and I could finally relax.”

A tinge of understanding courses through me. I’ve always thought it was stupid, the way people rush into relationships because they can’t be alone, but isn’t that what I did with the contract, in a way? It was a way to conform, to escape the pressure. I guess we’re all lonely in the end. It’s just … romantic relationships can’t be the only way to have someone deeply care about you.

“I understand,” I say. Surprise flickers through Mia’s eyes. “And I shouldn’t have said that you were desperate to be in a relationship. You were right. I was being judgy. It’s okay to want one, and to want to be crazy in love and spend time with that person. Or persons,” I add, thinking of Shirley.

She shakes her head. “Not if it means fighting with your best friend.”

“Then why didn’t you just talk to me?” I ask. “Why didn’t you tell me that you were lonely?”

I thought we told each other everything.

“You’re always so busy. When I call, you hardly have time to pick up. I didn’t want to burden you with it.” Mia cradles the plushie in her hands, staring at it blankly. “You have your own life now. A life I’m barely a part of.”

“You’re never a burden to me.”

“But you were right,” she says. “When you said that we can’t connect in the way that we used to. Hearing you say it out loud made me feel like I had already lost you. Like I was grasping at the straws of our old friendship.”

I gulp. There it is—the elephant in the room. Mia and I are growing into different people. I don’t know how to fix that. But I know I want to work on it. Maybe the love we have for each other needs to be remolded into something else. Relationships take work, but friendships do, too.

“You will never lose me.” My voice wavers, but I speak on. Even if we’re upset, even if an apology doesn’t make things okay right away, she needs to hear it. “Sorry to say, but you’re stuck with me. I mean that. We’re going to rock the retirement home together.”

That earns me a snicker. “Okay.”

“Even if we’re apart right now, I still want you in my life, Mimi. I want to find ways for us to reconnect. And I don’t want you to be alone.”

“I want that, too,” she whispers, reaching out and giving my hand an uncertain squeeze. “You know I’d choose you before any guy, right? I shouldn’t have invited Jason to hang out with us without asking you. I’m sorry.” She lets out a quiet laugh. “I broke up with him, by the way.”

“Are you okay?” My stomach clenches a little. Even if I didn’t like him, I don’t want her to hurt.

“I will be.” She wipes at her cheeks with a sniffle. “I should have broken up with him after that night. I don’t know why I didn’t. I hated the person I became around him, but I was stuck in it. It’s like I became small.”

My heart lurches. I feel stuck, too. In Sassy’s skin, the expectations that go with her. I should be doing something to protect Kai and Asher, and yet, here I am, feeling too small to do anything.

“Wait, then what happened?” I ask. “How did you break up?”

“Nothing, really. One night we were playing with this baby simulator to see what our kids would look like, and he said something about how I’d be a great mom—that he could already see me staying home with the kids. And I was like … Uh, no. Maybe I want to be a mom one day, but I love microbiology. I’m not giving it up. It spun into a fight, and then, I don’t know. Remember the Barbie movie, when the Barbies suddenly wake up? It felt like that. Fuck him, honestly.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. He can burn in hell for all I care.” She flops down on the bed, staring at the ceiling with a mix of anger and resignation. “You were right. Love sucks.”

“I never said love sucks.” I let myself fall next to her until our heads touch. “Have I ever told you who Jason reminded me of? The rat from Ratatouille.”

She gives me a look. “Don’t disrespect Remy like that.”

We both start laughing so hard that we have to sit up. I want to say it’s like old times, but that’s not true. I shouldn’t cling to the past, because it doesn’t allow room for change. This is new, but our bond can take it. It’s steady, even if it evolves. Even if it changes. It’s ours to shape.

“Can I hug you?” Mia asks. I tackle her in an embrace before she can finish her sentence. “I love you, you know that?”

Her hair tickles my nose. It smells like strawberries. “I love you too, Mimi.”

“So does Kai. He visited me,” she tells me. She pulls away and holds my hands. “He came to New York with Asher to get us to talk. He said I shouldn’t make the same mistakes he did. That spending two years away from you was torture.”

A pang of pain spears through my chest. Kai’s ready to burn down the world for me. And I’m not even doing anything to shield him from a storm of my own making.

I reach for my phone and navigate to my private account and look for Kai’s profile. I don’t even know what I’m going to do—message him? And say what?

My stomach flops when my feed updates and Kai’s profile appears at the top. It’s the anonymous page he created to post his art. It was doing really well, and no one knew it belonged to him. But someone must have found out, because it’s flooded with hate comments.

werideatdawnforsassy CHEATER

kai_you_should_kys trash art from a trash person.

sassyapologist09 sassy’s next album is going to be a banger, so thanks.

kaiistheworst you suck, hope this helps.

The fuck? My lips twist into a scowl. People are eating this up. My fans are eating this up. At least some of them. I know they want to defend me, but they don’t have any context. Others only care about what music is going to come out of this.

Kai’s not even defending himself. I kind of wish he would. I wish he’d just tell everyone that I’m to blame, that we weren’t actually dating. Then all of this would be over.

I want to call him, but I don’t know how to face him after our last conversation. I can’t keep popping in and out of his life. Every time I do, I make it worse.

I’m the one who started this. I need to be the one to fix it.

“I feel guilty,” Mia tells me. She frowns as she eyes the comment section of Kai’s latest art video. “That picture of Kai and Asher, it was taken somewhere in my building when Kai visited me. Someone must have caught them kissing after he spoke to me.”

“Asher wouldn’t let anyone catch him doing something he’s not ready for people to see.”

Asher is meticulous. He would know it was career suicide to let himself be caught kissing Kai so soon after our breakup.

Mia shrugs. “Love makes you stupid.”

“Not this stupid.”

Asher’s too much of a pro to slip up like this, no matter how in love he is. The only way he’d kiss Kai in public is if he was absolutely sure that no one was watching.

“This looks like a hidden camera.” Mia points at the blurry picture. It was taken from an angle. “Maybe they hid a phone somewhere. There is a trash can in that corner. Is that even legal?”

“But who would do that?” I ask. “And why?”

Something doesn’t make sense. It could be that someone was after Asher, or his family, and they wanted to out him. But the timing is strange. It got out right after Kai and I broke up. Maybe it was an accident. Maybe they were in the wrong place at the wrong time. But …

“You’re the famous one. You tell me,” Mia says.

I’m the famous one.

A shiver slithers down my spine at the realization. What if this was never about Asher? What if this was always about me?






CHAPTER 18
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I decide to call Asher, unable to muster the courage to talk to Kai yet. I huddle against the pillows on my bed as I let the phone ring. Part of me hopes he won’t pick up. The other part of me really misses his stupid, handsome face.

“Hey.” A hint of surprise flickers in his eyes as he materializes on the other side of the screen, as if he wasn’t expecting to see me. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just wanted to talk.”

“Okay … Are you somewhere we can talk?” There’s a weariness to his voice, but surprisingly, he doesn’t look as tired as he did a few weeks ago, and the purple bags under his eyes have dimmed.

“Yeah. In my room,” I say. “Are you somewhere safe?”

Behind him, a skylight illuminates a lush expanse of woods. I don’t know where he is exactly, but it looks somewhere off the radar.

“We’re at one of my dad’s houses. Mum’s making soup, which is bound to poison someone, and Dad’s organized a chess match between us five. Kai’s grandpa insisted on coming with us.”

His gaze shifts, as if acknowledging someone off-screen. A hint of relief washes over me. When the news broke about him and Kai, death threats followed. Asher’s parents came out in full support of their son, which surprised me. They’ve spent so long trying to look like the perfect family, I had never seen them actually acting as parents. Perfect Asher is gone, and now he’s just Asher, the guy who got between the perfect couple. And yet, there’s something different about him when I look at him, like a weight has been lifted off his shoulders.

“It’s like a cabin retreat,” he says. “With a large security detail.”

“Where’s Kai?” My eyes dart across the background, but he’s nowhere to be found.

He assesses me for a few beats and clears his throat. “He’s outside. He’s doing okay. I’m teaching him how to fish.”

“Kai doesn’t fish,” I say. A pang of anxiety courses through me. Kai would feel bad for the fish, or the bait. Which means Asher’s hiding something. “Asher, tell me the truth. How is he?”

“We’re hanging in there. His grandpa is keeping an eye on him.” His face falls. “Don’t worry. My team will fix this.”

There’s a hint of resignation in his voice, and I hear the part that he doesn’t say. That his career as he knows it is over. No amount of money can buy his reputation back.

Friday just won an award, and Rosa told me that Asher hasn’t been invited to attend the ceremony with the rest of the cast. He’s been getting tons of hate online—from people who think he got together with Kai while Kai and I were still dating, which caused us to break up, but also from people who are just straight-up homophobic.

The studio behind the show might be worried about how this will affect ratings, and whether or not fans will boycott it. I wouldn’t be surprised if his character gets mysteriously killed next season. They won’t be able to pull it off, though. Rosa says she would threaten to quit.

“I’m going to make this right,” I say, attempting to swallow down my guilt.

This is all my fault. And I hate that I’m not doing anything.

“You can’t,” he says. A shadow crosses his features. “Sasha, don’t do anything rushed. Don’t tell them about the PR. Remember what I told you, that if you show them the real you, you’ll disappear? It serves no purpose for you to take the fall to save us. You’ll just doom your career.”

It’s exactly like what Marissa said, and yet—

“I don’t think that’s true,” I say. “I like the real you. And I like the real me.”

I don’t like Sassy. I wish she’d disappear.

“I like the real you, too.” Asher’s expression softens.

“Other people would like the real you, too,” I say. I like the Asher who spent the holidays baking cookies with my sister. The Asher who would make meal plans for his cat. The Asher who’s tender and a little shy and in love with my best friend.

“That’s … optimistic. Considering our current circumstances.”

“That’s not the real you they’re seeing. You’re not a home-wrecker. Kai’s not a cheater,” I say, but Asher responds with a tired smile. “I’m sorry about all of this. It’s not just the fake rumors. You got outed in the worst possible way.”

“Well, it’s not the way I wanted to come out, but I would have done it eventually. Not because I care what people think, but because I don’t want to hide Kai.” He sighs. “I wish things were different. But it is what it is. Don’t overthink it.”

“If I hadn’t agreed to a PR relationship in the first place…”

“I told you. There’s nothing wrong with PR relationships,” he says. “And if you hadn’t agreed to it, I would have never met you and Kai. So, I, for one, am happy that you did.”

His words go down my throat like hot chocolate on a cold winter morning, warming me up on the inside. I guess I hadn’t thought of it that way. If Kai and I had never pretended to date, he and Asher would have never met.

“Even if it cost you your reputation?” I ask. Even if I ruined everything? Asher frowns, not understanding. “If you knew how it was going to go down, would you—”

“I’d do it all over again,” he says without a glimmer of hesitation. “He’s worth it. You’re worth it.”

I sink back against my pillows, breathing against the knot in my chest. I don’t know much about Asher’s love language, but I’d get canceled just to meet you all over again speaks volumes about how he feels about Kai.

“How did they get that picture of you and Kai anyway? I know you’re careful.” The air in my lungs stills. I’ve been meaning to ask him, because there’s no way Asher would slip up like that.

He tenses, his expression darkening.

“I was going to call you when I knew for sure.” His eyes roam over my face, as if parsing something. “You’re right. Kai and I were careful. There was no one in that hallway when we kissed. My team looked into it. Someone hid a phone in a trash can, and that’s how they got the footage. Someone gave them a tip about where we were going to be, and they orchestrated the rest. Someone paid them to be there.”

“Someone paid for paparazzi to follow you? Wait, how did they know where you were?”

Kai went to New York to talk to Mia. I assume they flew private. Asher’s security team could have given them away, but his parents would know if it had been an inside job. It’s possible someone spotted them on the street, but how could the paparazzi get there so quickly? How did they even know Kai and Asher were dating?

Someone must have told the press that Kai and Asher were together, and that if they went through the trouble of hiding a camera, they’d get the latest exclusive.

“Someone from your team told them,” he says.

My body turns to ice. “That’s impossible. Nobody on my team knows about you and Kai.”

“The paparazzo that sold the picture was the same guy your team hired when those pictures of you and Kai first leaked, at the ice cream shop. He said he was hired by the same team. Your team.” His lips twist into a scowl. “I know it wasn’t you, but—”

“What do you mean, when those pictures of Kai and me first leaked?” My mind reels. “That wasn’t staged. It was an accident.”

The picture someone took of Kai and me was totally random. He rescued me from the meet and greet, and we went somewhere private to talk. No one knew where we were going to be.

“It wasn’t.” Asher makes a face, like he’s genuinely confused. “That’s why I thought you and Kai were PR from the start. Those pictures of you two were paid for, a photo op. I’ve been in this business long enough to know they were staged. It wasn’t an accident.”

My heart thuds so loud it pounds against my ears. I scramble for words, but they get stuck in my throat. What does he mean staged? Who would do that? Did someone hack me? That sounds unlikely. They would have exposed Kai and me when we started to date. Did someone tell them where we were? The only people I share my location with are—

Oh.

“I—I have to go.” Realization dawns on me like a sunrise after a sleepless night. “I think I know who’s behind this.”

Pressure builds behind my eyes, and I only realize that I’m squeezing my hands into fists because of the way the edges of my phone dig into my palms.

“Who?” Asher’s expression hardens.

I contemplate telling him, but I don’t know for sure yet, and I don’t want him to do anything that might damage his reputation further. “Do you trust me?”

“Of course.”

For someone who doesn’t trust anyone, it surprises me how fast his answer comes.



I was right. This was never about Asher. It was always about me.

I convince Shirley to let me borrow their studio for the evening. I need somewhere private, and I don’t want to do this at home with my moms and Sonia around.

I’m too embarrassed for them to find out. I’m embarrassed that I was so naive. For bringing the wrong person into my life. My family’s lives. For trusting without reservations.

I drum my fingers against the mixing table, the soundproof walls making the silence ring across the room. My pulse skips a beat as the door opens.

“I brought us pizza to celebrate ‘Summer Blues’ charting at number one again. Girl, your first album is having a major moment. Five of your songs are the top sounds across social media,” Marissa says. She walks in with a pizza box. I don’t know what expression my face makes, but she seems to catch on quickly that something’s wrong. “Sash. Is everything okay?”

Anger simmers in my chest, but I push it down. We’ve always celebrated together like this, as a team, whenever I accomplished a milestone. Because Sassy isn’t just me. It’s me and her, my music and her guidance. She’s been with me through my first album release, when I opened for artists that she spent months booking for me, when I received my first award nominations that she submitted me for. She’s been my biggest supporter, but when I look at her, all I feel is ice crawling through my veins.

“I know it was you.” I need to throw the words out before I throw a punch. It feels like I’m staring at her for the first time. Someone I don’t recognize. “You leaked those pictures, didn’t you?”

“What pictures?” She’s frozen for a second, brow pinched as she studies my face, like she has no idea what I’m talking about.

“Why don’t we start with the one of Kai and me at his grandpa’s shop?” I spit out. “You called the paparazzi on us.”

A shadow crosses her expression, a brief hesitation that makes her jaw tighten. She regains her composure and stretches her lips into a smile.

“Are you crazy? I didn’t even know where you were going to be. You ran from the meet and greet, remember?” She opens the pizza box and offers me a slice, as if asking me to drop it. “I think you’re just hungry and tired. Have you been eating regularly? We both know you’re not the best at taking care of yourself. It’s making your brain obsess over strange things.”

There’s a patronizing edge to her voice that I hadn’t noticed before. Maybe it’s because I’m older than when I started working with her, but I hear it now, and I hate it. I hate that I missed it, and that I allowed myself to be manipulated like this.

“Except you did know where I was. I shared my location with you,” I say.

When the pictures of Kai and me were leaked, I thought the PR relationship was collateral. A price to pay for my carelessness. Not only had I accidentally liked that post saying I was aroace, but I had also let myself get caught hanging out with Kai. The post was my mistake, but Marissa had planned to coax me into a fake relationship one way or another. She just needed to find some way to get me to agree. The like gave her a reason. My mind races at the realization. I don’t know how deep this goes. Or if people from my label are involved.

All I know is I’m a puppet on strings.

“Why did you out Kai and Asher?” I will my voice to remain cool. I want to shake the answers out of her. Make her pay for the pain she’s caused. “How does it feel? To ruin two people’s lives, and for what?”

Even if she confesses, it won’t undo the damage, but I need to hear it.

“You’re being dramatic,” she says. Her eyes widen slightly and then shift to her phone as she types something. I snatch it from her hand in a violent motion and fix her with a glare, daring her to look me in the eye. “Hey—”

“I have proof,” I say coldly. “The paparazzo you hired, he said it was you. Both times.”

After Asher gave me his details, I was able to call him and pay for some info of my own.

I catch it on her face, the moment it sinks in that she can’t lie her way out of this. A flicker of panic crosses her eyes before her mouth smooths over.

“Sasha, I always have your best interests in mind.” She sits down and leans forward, placing her hands in her lap like a parent talking to a child. “I’m just doing what needs to be done so you have a long career ahead of you.”

She doesn’t, though. She’s only ever had Sassy’s interests in mind. Somehow that only angers me more.

“Define best interests,” I say, sinking back in my chair. Every time she took care of me and made sure I ate three meals a day, every time we watched TV together, every time she calmed my nerves before a show, was it all a lie? Did she ever actually care? Did she ever see me, or was I just a vessel for the person she wanted me to be?

“By releasing that picture of you and Kai on a date, I was just giving you a push in the right direction,” she says. “We can’t market aroace. Think of every major female artist. They became big names after a little bit of drama in their personal lives. It drives people to listen to their music.”

Anger bleeds out of me like poison. I don’t know what pisses me off more, that she thinks my sexuality is a marketing tool, or the way she stressed the word female, as if the only way women can be relevant is if they talk about men, or that she seems to be confirming what used to be my biggest fear: that to her, my music is only as good as the guy it pretends to be about.

“I thought you wouldn’t agree to a PR relationship unless you had no choice,” she says. “The way I saw it, at best, you and Kai would fall in love, or at least reconnect. Like I said, I had your best interests in mind.”

“Based on what?” I scoff. “Your fucked-up fantasy about what my life should look like?”

“Come on, Sasha. I’m older than you. You’ll outgrow your aroace phase. Sex and love are amazing things. Everyone should experience them, including you. Otherwise it’s just sad. Kai seemed like the right person to help you … grow up.”

My hands grip the edge of my chair. Her words sting, but they ring hollow. A few months ago, they would have devastated me. But now I can’t bring myself to give a fuck about the opinions of people who don’t give a fuck about me. I never should have in the first place.

“What about Kai and Asher? Why did you out them?” My voice feels like a thread, raw with emotion.

“The idea of ‘the boyfriend’ wasn’t going to last forever.” She gives her shoulders a little shrug. “Our metrics showed that your fans were starting to care less about the love story. We needed a new narrative to drive people to buy your next album. The artists that last are the ones that are constantly giving people something to talk about.”

We, I register. So there are more people involved than just her. It’s probably my label. The thought makes me want to scream. Did they all gather in a meeting room to talk about this behind my back? Prepare a slideshow about how to ruin my life and my friends’ in ten simple steps? Bet some poor intern had to put it on their calendars.

“Look, it was nothing personal.” Marissa has the nerve to shrug again. Furious heat lashes through me. The people who made me, the ones who gave me my first chance, never cared about me. I was just a product. I was just Sassy.

“Don’t look at me like I did a horrible thing,” she goes on. “Coming out is not a big deal nowadays. People do it all the time. And they are dating. It was bound to come out one way or another. If they’re smart, they’ll spin it in a way that paints them both in a good light. They’ll make it look like their love was meant to be. They’ll be LGBTQ icons once the cheating scandal dies down. Everyone will be fine.”

Fine? It takes all my self-restraint not to hurl the box of pizza at her. She has no idea what coming out feels like. How traumatizing it can be when it’s not done on your terms. How unsafe.

And she did it all for what? A couple of headlines and streams? For all the money she makes through my success?

I squeeze my eyes shut until I see stars. I don’t know if she’s always been this cold, or maybe she just doesn’t care. Maybe Asher was right from the beginning. This industry destroys the real you. The Marissa standing before me has been stuck in the centrifuge for too long, torn into pieces of her former self and reshaped into a monster.

Or maybe shitty people are just shitty without an explanation.

“You’re fired,” I say flatly. She doesn’t deserve to get another reaction out of me.

“Sasha, you can’t fire me. It’s your label that decides that.” A flame of defiance sparks in her eyes.

“Then I’ll be firing the label, too.”

“Sure,” she scoffs. “Look, I’ve been honest with you. Now it’s time for you to be honest with yourself. It’s time for you to start thinking like an adult. And adults make difficult decisions and move on.”

“I am thinking like an adult.” I wave a dismissive hand at her and swivel in the chair, turning to the computer. I don’t want to have to look at her again. “Leave.”

“You should reconsider this,” Marissa says, standing up. She grips the edge of my chair and spins me around. Her eyes harden into a piercing glare. “I made you who you are—”

“My music made me who I am.” The declaration slips from my lips before I can make sense of it. For the first time, I believe my words. Sassy wouldn’t exist without my music. The stories around my love life, they only started because my music was good enough to inspire them. I thought people only cared about my songs because of the drama around them, but it’s the other way around. “Get the fuck out. You’ve outlived your usefulness.”

That earns me a bitter-sounding laugh. “Is that supposed to be threatening? I’ll show you threatening—”

“You heard her,” Shirley interrupts. They come out of the recording booth and stand behind me, holding their phone in their hand. I asked them to hide in there and record everything, just in case. “You’re in my studio. Would you prefer I call security?”

“You should watch the way you speak to me. I can get you both blacklisted. You’ll never work again.” Marissa shifts her gaze between us. I hate the way my body shivers at that. Marissa has so many connections within my label and the other major ones. I don’t doubt she can get me dropped, but I don’t care.

I’m doing the right thing.

“And you should watch your back.” I stand up to match her height. “How do you think Asher is going to take it, when he finds out it was you who ruined his life? I don’t need to remind you how powerful his family is.” At this, Marissa flinches, gluing back the cracks in her mask a second later. I guess she hadn’t accounted for getting found out, or the consequences of it. And now I have a recording of her admitting to everything, so I give her a shit-eating grin. “Good luck with the lawsuit.”

“Likewise,” she huffs. She turns around and slams the door behind her. “You still owe us an album, Sassy.”



By the time the Grammys roll around, I have a plan. And a brand-new song.

My fingers dance absentmindedly over my piano as I pick up the phone and dial. “Do you want to be my date for the Grammys?”






CHAPTER 19
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Mia and I stand shoulder to shoulder, our breath mingling with the evening air as we wait in line for our turn on the Grammys’ red carpet.

A pathway stretches out before us, flanked by a row of bodyguards who stay close to the throng of celebrities, their colorful outfits shimmering under the bright flashes.

“You nervous?” Mia asks, linking her arm with mine. I glance at her, taking in the elegant sweep of her silver gown, her skin shimmering with specks of glitter.

As they pose, I catch glimpses of stars I’ve admired since I was a kid, singers and musicians I would love to collaborate with. In different circumstances, I’d be jumping with excitement, but I can’t feel anything past the nerves in my stomach.

“I guess I’m a little anxious.” Terrified. “But I’m ready.” I smooth my hands over my dress, tracing the delicate black lace gauze that drapes over my neck and arms. The fabric hugs my waist before gracefully cascading all the way down my legs. “What face do I make for the Glambot?”

My fight-or-flight instinct kicks in during red carpets, and I never know what face to make, but I’m supposed to strike a pose for the Glambot—a camera that moves fast and then replays the clip in slow motion.

“Just smile,” Mia says.

“Okay, but do I smile like this?” I mimic a tight-lipped smile, then a wider one. “Or like this?”

Mia looks horrified. “You’re overthinking your facial expressions again. Hmm. Maybe just give them a smoldering look. It goes with your vibe.”

“Pose with me, Mimi,” I beg, grasping her arm tighter, the pressure in my chest easing. I’m glad she was able to come with me. I don’t think I could do this without her.

“For the Glambot? I would love to.” Her face lights up as she bounces on the tips of her heels.

“You look ethereal as fuck, Mimi.” I raise my hand, inviting her to do a twirl.

“Thank you. You look badass.” She beams, and I hold her hand until a man with a sign with our names printed on it beckons us onto the red carpet.

The moment we step out, myriad photographers push forward, barely missing one of the suspended cameras filming the event. My heart races as Mia and I get separated so I can pose alone. I square my shoulders and force myself to endure the barrage of flashes without blinking too much or making a weird face.

“Sassy, to your right!”

Flash.

“Sassy, how are you doing after the breakup?” someone shouts.

Flash.

“Sassy, how does it feel to get cheated on?” someone else calls over the crowd. I straighten, keeping my expression neutral. They don’t mean for me to answer. They just want a reaction.

Flash.

“Sasha! Sasha! I hope you win tonight!” A guy my age points a phone at my face. He’s live, struggling to stand his ground as the mob of journalists drags him around, pushing him against the fence. He rearranges the shoulder pads of his tuxedo jacket, looking both elated and absolutely out of place among the throng of fortysomething photographers. “When can we expect new music?”

I fix the hem of my dress and wave at the screen. “Tonight.”

Tonight, everything changes.

A cacophony of screams echoes from outside the venue. Some of my fans are out there, filling the streets to the brim, but I wasn’t allowed to sign autographs due to security concerns. They must be following the red carpet via the Live.

“Sassy, to your left.”

Flash.

“Sassy, over here. Have you talked to Kai?”

The mention of Kai sends a pang through my chest. I walk away from the red carpet, the rest of the photographers’ questions drowned under a sea of light and noise. My ears ring as I’m waved into an indoor area by the staff, welcoming the darkness after the flash storm.

Sassy this, Sassy that. If only they knew they came to witness her funeral.

“Mia! Did Asher cheat on you, too?”

I turn around to watch Mia pose next. I wasn’t expecting her to get any questions, but she looks unfazed, flipping her hair with a grin.

“Asher and I never dated. I am single and not looking to mingle. Leave me alone.”

“Sweetheart, give us something, huh? You’re just a nobody.” The same photographer is shouting. “Who are you wearing?”

“Your mama.” She waves at them and struts away. Which, iconic.

“Sasha, what message do you have for your fans who’ve come here to support you?” The guy doing the Live manages to break away from the journalists and photographers and sprints toward me. He looks thrilled, his eyes sparkling with awe as he scans the place, like he can’t believe he’s here.

“That I’m thankful for their love, and that I hope they continue supporting me after tonight.” I turn to him. “Who are you with? A news outlet?”

“No, no. I’m a creator on social media. I was invited. It’s my first time at this event—or well, at any event.” He beams. “I can’t believe I’m talking to you. I’m your biggest fan. I … I don’t know if you’ve seen it, but I made that audio with your song that went viral, with the—”

“With the animation! I saw that! You’re so talented.”

“Thanks. I’m Peter.”

“Peter, nice to meet you. Thanks for your hard work.” When I give him a hug, he shakes in my arms. He reminds me a little bit of myself when I started. When it was just me and my camera in my bedroom. “Listen, I don’t know if you got tickets for the awards ceremony, but if you ask that person over there, the one with the badges, she’ll give you a pass. Tell her I sent you.”

Peter squeals and thanks me before taking off toward the coordinator. Mia is escorted to our seats inside, and I’m whisked away into a quieter area where different outlets are allowed to ask me a few questions before the ceremony begins.

“Are you open to finding love again, Sassy, or are you taking a break from dating?” a man in his thirties asks me. “Your love life fueled the success of your first album. Do you have a new muse?”

I can almost hear Marissa’s touch in his question. I know she’s looking for ways to get back at me, and even though it’s only been a few days since I fired her, she might have fed the journalists questions.

“I have more than enough love in my life,” I reply. “I know this isn’t your fault, but that’s sort of a stupid question to ask. Do you really want people to derive their sense of worth from whether or not they’re dating someone? My music is nominated tonight. Not my relationship. And you’re wrong. My love life did not inspire my first album.”

The reporter’s face falls. I don’t wait to see his reaction as I move inside the auditorium, where Shirley and Mia are waiting for me.

Shirley and I are both nominees, since they’re up for Producer of the Year and Record of the Year, so the three of us are at a table right by the stage. A surge of nerves and anticipation courses through me as I look at the stage. It’s bathed in warm lighting, which casts shadows that dance across the floor. Soon I’ll be up there, performing for … I crane my neck to look at the end of the room. It seems endless, seats and tables stretching into every corner of the space.

“How are you feeling? Ready for your big night?” Shirley asks. They look amazing in their designer pants and blazer with a loose salmon bowtie.

“Yeah.” My hands are shaking, which isn’t good. I’ll be performing in less than thirty minutes. Fuck—I can’t afford to ruin this.

“Remember, it’s just you and the piano,” they say. “If you get nervous, look for me in the audience. Pretend we’re at the studio, okay?” They give me a hug, and I slump against their shoulders, letting out a sigh of relief.

“I’d wish you good luck, but you’re going to be awesome, and you’re going to win everything you’re nominated for,” Mia tells me, before joining the hug until I’m uncomfortably squished between them. I laugh, pushing them both off me.

“I doubt it,” I say. I mean, my plan sort of hinges on me getting one Grammy. Best New Artist, since Shirley thinks it’s likely I’ll win in that category. If I don’t, it’s not important. I move to Plan B. I already have a video in my drafts, ready to be posted.

The other Grammy categories—Song of the Year, Record of the Year, Best Pop Vocal Album, and Album of the Year—are almost a sure miss since this is my first year.

“Sasha?” Mia prods. She shoots me a look, as if she knows I’m planning something. I haven’t told her about my plan, though, at least not fully.

“Don’t worry about it,” I say, giving her a grin.

It’s not like I’m about to destroy my career in front of everyone.

My phone vibrates in my pocket, a text from Kai.

KAI

good luck tonight.

My heart lurches. We haven’t talked yet, because I still can’t face him, and I was worried he’d figure out I was up to something. If I had, he and Asher would have stopped me. I actually had a dream the other night that Kai tackled me offstage mid-speech.

Thanks. I miss you. I wish you were here with me, I almost reply.

My phone vibrates again. It’s a picture from Asher of him holding Muse, who’s wearing a crocheted party hat and looking displeased. The text reads: Muse is ready to go to war if you don’t win.

A smile pulls at my lips and, soon enough, my hands are no longer shaking. Even if they’re not here, they have my back. It’s strange, but I feel the same way about my fans. They’re out there, rooting for me, even if I can’t see them. I hope they’ll stay after tonight.

I navigate to my social media and watch a few of their reactions.

MOTHER IS HERE.

she deserves to win best new artist.

it’s 4am my time but I WON’T SLEEP UNTIL I SEE HER WIN.

There are pictures of groups of friends gathered for a viewing party, and it warms my heart how they’re able to find community through each other. I think of María and Zoya, of everyone I’ve met and talked to, everyone who my music has been able to help somehow.

Another row of comments catches my eye.

her dress? is she mourning her breakup? OMG, HEARTBREAK ANTHEM CONFIRMED.

i was hoping she’d bring Kai as her date. i wanted those rumors about their breakup to be a lie. they looked so good together. RIP Kassy.

A bittersweet feeling coats my tongue. Some of them might be disappointed after tonight. But it’s okay; maybe I don’t want everyone to like me.

“Sassy? It’s almost time for your performance.” A team of stage coordinators has come to drag me backstage. I exchange hugs with Mia and Shirley and head to my dressing room. Everyone expects me to wear another stunning dress for my performance, but I throw on comfy clothes instead, the ones I used to wear in my videos before I got famous.

I want my fans to see Sasha during my performance. I always write like this at home, and that’s how I want people to feel. Like it’s just me and them.

Saying hello. And saying goodbye.

A grand piano sits in the middle of the stage, keys shimmering under the overhead lights. As I step behind it, my heart races with a mixture of adrenaline and nerves.

This is it. This is how Sassy dies.

A sea of faces stares back at me, their eyes alight with anticipation. Somewhere in the crowd, I spot Mia giving me a thumbs up and clapping.

A memory flits through my mind. I remember playing her one of my songs for the first time, just me and her in my room, and her having the same reaction. It’s comforting to realize that no matter how things might change between us in the future, some things will remain the same.

Taking a deep breath, I lower myself onto the bench. The audience falls silent.

“Hi, everyone, this is my new song. It’s called ‘Kaleidoscope.’” The moment my fingers start to dance over the keys, everything else ceases to matter, like I was born to be here, in this moment. There’s something incredible about knowing people in every corner of the world are waiting to hear the lyrics I wrote in my room. “There’s this bitch I hate, tragic how she wears my face.”

I lose myself in the familiar rhythm of my hands on the piano. This song is a confession, a story about being forced to be someone you’re not. For me, it’s the pressure of society, forcing me into the role of Sassy, the perfect lovestruck girl. But I’m not her, and every chord feels like a liberation.

For Shirley, it might be about choosing themself and living a life that makes them happy.

For Mia, this song might be about not giving up a part of herself for a relationship, about not dulling her light so that someone else can shine brighter.

That’s the beauty of music; it means something different to everyone. It’s the real kaleidoscope, reflecting back whatever you need it to.

“I’m just a kaleidoscope, babe, mold me into shape, are you satisfied yet?” I sing until my fingers ache and my throat feels raw. I don’t realize I’ve stopped playing until screams fill the auditorium. The crowd roars so loud their cheers rumble in my chest, and I’m barely aware of leaving the stage and changing back into my dress before being brought back to my seat.

Mia’s hug is the first thing that grounds me, if only because she holds me so tight, she crushes my ribs. “Holy shit, Sasha. You were incredible.”

I flop onto my seat as categories are announced, reaching for my phone. Did my fans like the song? Did they understand what I was trying to say? Are they still watching?

Record of the Year is announced, and we don’t win. I turn to Shirley and squeeze their hand. It was a long shot, but if we had won, we could have accepted the award together.

“Next, the nominees for Best New Artist—”

Mia and Shirley each grip one of my hands. Their heartbeats ripple through my skin. Every breath feels heavy, filled with hopes and fears colliding. This is it. If I win, I’ll get to speak and—

A different name is announced.

Oh.

The realization dawns on me like a bucket of cold water has been poured down my back. Winning Best New Artist was my safest bet. My only chance to speak onstage.

Maybe this is for the best, I tell myself. Sassy would have won best artist. Not me.

It would have been a lie.

More categories are announced, but they go by in a blur. I clap and smile when the cameras are on me, but I’m in a daze. I might not get to win at all, which is fine. I still have the draft as my Plan B. I’ll post it on my socials and explain.

It’s just … For the first time, I want to be seen. I want to be heard.

“Can you hide this spoon in the pocket of your dress?” Mia points at one of the silver spoons on our table. It’s round and long with an impressive arch. “I think we should add it to our collection, but the cameras are on us, and my dress doesn’t have pockets.”

That earns her a chuckle from me. “Of course.”

She’s trying to distract me. And it’s working. We might go home empty-handed, but at least we’ll have this spoon to remember the night by. That’s enough, to know we got to live this together.

“Quick, quick. The cameras are panning away,” she says. I sneak the spoon into my pocket just as a voice fills the air.

“And the Grammy for Song of the Year goes to…”

Oh, shit.

I need to get my defeat face ready. Sad but not too sad—

“—‘Summer Blues’!”

I applaud. Good for them. Good for them—

Eh?

Wait.

Wait.

WAIT.

Is that my song?

“Summer Blues.” I wrote that.

Shock slams into me. I turn to Mia, if only to make sure I’m not having some sort of auditory hallucination. She and Shirley pounce on me, and a slew of cameras close in on me against a backdrop of applause.

“You won! You won!” Shirley yells, their voice piercing through the veil in my mind.

“Sasha, you have to go. You have to get the award,” Mia urges, guiding me forward and pushing me toward the stage. I make my way up the stairs, careful not to trip over the hem of my dress as I accept my award and hug everyone.

Everything is blurry, from the wall of faces in front of me to the glare of the lights overhead. The weight of the award feels strange in my hands, its polished gold surface cold against my fingertips.

“Thank you. Honestly, I don’t even know what to say. To my team, my amazing producer, Shirley, thank you for seeing me. Really seeing me, and giving me the space to create songs like this one, the ones on my album, or the one I sang tonight. Shit, ‘Summer Blues’ won a Grammy. I’m speechless, which sort of defeats the purpose of me giving a speech, but…”

I try to collect my thoughts and remember my plan, but all I can focus on are the two people who should be sitting at my table, sharing this moment with me.

“There’s been a lot of speculation about this song. A lot of people think I wrote it about a guy I dated. I didn’t.” My voice sobers. Silence descends, and even though I can’t see them, I feel a thousand eyes on me. A flicker of hesitation swims through me, but I shove it down. “I never said anything, because I felt a lot of pressure to try to fit into this idea people had of me. Everyone thinks my music revolves around a guy. Everyone thinks I’m straight. Both are lies.”

A collective gasp flies around the room. I catch a glimpse of Mia, jumping to her feet out of sheer surprise. When I clutch the mic tighter, my dress shifts, and I’m pretty sure there’s a spoon sticking out of my pocket, but I can’t stop it, the way my heart longs to crack open.

“Sassy, the version of me you’ve been sold, is a straight girl who likes to write about her love life. But the real me, the real Sasha, has always been an aromantic, asexual girl who started writing music about her favorite fictional stories and posting it on the internet. I want to believe this award is for the latter, and not the former.”

Murmurs fly around the room, and people pull out their phones to record. A cameraperson scoots closer and tightens the angle on my face, but all I feel is the weight of the Grammy in my hands. I think back to myself from two years ago. I believe that girl would be proud if she saw how far I’ve come, and how far I still have to go.

“I let some people convince me that my career would be done before it even began if I came out, so I agreed to a PR relationship with someone. I’m not proud of what I did, but I was scared. When I almost came out because of an accidental like, there were a lot of people who judged me or were disappointed that my music wasn’t about some guy they imagined in their heads. Someone even commented that they’d rather die than be like me, because they didn’t want to be alone forever. I don’t think being aromantic or asexual means being alone, but I think society often forces us to be.”

My voice quivers when I make eye contact with the audience, but I plow on. This is my truth, the shape of my love, and it deserves to be heard, too.

“I let those comments get to me. I let myself believe that things would be easier if I just played along and became the version of myself everyone wanted me to be. I guess part of me wanted to be her, too. Not because I don’t want to be aroace. I love it. In many ways, I consider it a blessing. But it was easier to pretend—adulthood revolves so tightly around the idea of falling in love and finding ‘the one,’ that it looks like there’s no space for people like me, or others who experience love in a nontraditional way. Sometimes it’s easier to fit into society’s standards, to fit into the monolith, than to punch cracks in it. But I feel like I have to say something now. Because people I care about got swept into my lie, and they got outed in the worst possible way. The only thing they did was shatter the illusion you had of me. Or, well, of Sassy. But she’s gone now. I killed her.”

A gasp travels through the auditorium. I’m pretty sure I’m out of time, but no one is forcing me away from the mic.

“If you hate me after this, if you feel like I lied to you, I understand. And if you’re no longer interested in my music because it doesn’t revolve around my personal life … well, I suggest touching grass.”

Laughter ripples through the audience. My shoulders sag with relief. I don’t know what will happen after this, but I’m proud of myself. I’d rather go down because I told the truth than rise to the top because of a lie.

“I’m still going to write about my favorite things, if you let me, but from now on, I’ll be honest about it. I’d rather y’all see the real me, Sasha, than lose her in the process. This award is for her, and for everyone who’s ever been made to feel broken or alone, just because they don’t conform to society’s bullshit. Oh, fuck, I can’t swear on this thing, can I? Oh, shit, ummm … Thank you for the Grammy. I don’t have time to thank everyone. To my family; my moms; my sister, Sonia; my producer, Shirley; my best friend, Mia. To Kai and Asher. Thank you for being my people. To my fans, thank you for your support. You make me want to be a better person. Anyway, that’s all. Bye!”

I scurry away with my award amid a whirlwind of emotions. When I return to my seat, I expect Mia and Shirley to scold me for my recklessness, but Mia just curls her arms around me, and Shirley holds their hand up for a high five.

“I’m proud of you,” they say.

“You’re crazy,” Mia adds.

My body shakes with adrenaline, but I’m grinning. I can’t believe I just did that.

The moment I sit down, my phone buzzes with messages from my moms, Sonia, my cousin, and the rest of my family as well as Mia’s. There’s even a message from Kai’s grandpa, who sends me a clapping Minion emoji. Kai and Asher have texted me, too, but I decide to open them later, when I’m not surrounded by cameras.

No one knew I was going to do this, and I’m glad I got to do it alone. It’s like Rosa said. Home is nothing but yourself. But unlike a few months ago, my house is no longer empty. I’m there—Sasha, not Sassy—and for the first time, I’m home. I’m home, and I decide who I let inside.

I swipe over to my social media, torn between wanting to thank my fans and see what they’re saying. But before I can click on any reaction posts, my name echoes through the auditorium again, drowned out by applause.

“Sasha, you won,” Mia screams. “You won Best Pop Vocal Album!”

What? When I look around, there are people clapping, and my name is written in bold letters on the giant screen. Oh, shit. I did not expect to win in this category.

“What do I do?” I say idiotically, probably because my brain has stopped receiving the oxygen it so clearly needs.

Shirley and Mia laugh.

“What do you mean What do I do? Accept your award!” Mia says, her voice a buoy in the sea of chaos.

I muster the last drop of adrenaline that still courses through me to make it to the stage. My heart is a bundle of nerves as the audience’s eyes train on me, phones poised to record my speech.

“Hi, y’all … I promise I’ll be faster this time.”






CHAPTER 20
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A COUPLE OF MONTHS LATER …

My new house is a four-bedroom a short walk away from my family’s home. It still has that empty-place smell, and it feels a little lifeless, but if people are the heart of a home, I’m determined to make this house’s heart beat again.

I still spend most days at my moms’ place. I need help with self-care and keeping a routine, and I feel more emotionally grounded when I’m around them and my sister. So for now, I only come here when I need independence or time alone in the studio I added. I’ve slowly begun to decorate, but there’s no pressure for me to move in full-time until I want to.

I’m back in therapy, and I’m learning how to honor the real Sasha—the person I’ve always been, the person I’m not trying to hide anymore. We’ve been chatting more about the autistic spectrum, and a lot of the things my therapist has mentioned do sound like me. I’m taking things one step at a time, figuring out what I need and what support means to me. My soul still feels exhausted most times, but I feel privileged that I have access to tools and support, which not everyone does, and I’m able to pick up better strategies to recharge.

“Where are you going to put your Grammys?” Shirley’s laughter echoes through the screen. We’re doing a Live together, along with María and Zoya, the two musicians I met in New York. They reached out in support after my speech, and I introduced them to Shirley.

They’re all hanging at Shirley’s studio right now while I’m at my new place, trying to put together some furniture.

“Maybe it’s because it’s only been a little while since I got them, but I keep having this dream where I have to travel with them in my suitcase and I lose it at the airport. Then everything floods. What do y’all think it means?”

I wait for a few comments to roll in. Someone mentions that dreaming of a flood symbolizes an emotional release, and, I mean, that tracks. It feels like that’s all I’ve been doing since the Grammys.

“You assembled the middle piece backward.” Shirley’s leaning forward, narrowing their eyes at my bookshelf through the screen.

“No, it’s supposed to look like that—shit.” I slump against the floor when I realize they’re right. “I don’t even know if this shelf is going to fit all my books.”

I refocus my attention to the screen, where a flurry of comments pours in. There are currently fifty thousand people watching me fail at building furniture.

sashaspiercings is the new album coming out soon? are you finally free? #freesasha

“Hopefully?” I say. “I can’t talk about it yet.”

sashaseyelash01 we got your back #ReleaseKaleidoscope

More comments roll in, a lot of them including the hashtags #FreeSasha or #ReleaseKaleidoscope.

My former label wasn’t too happy with my Grammy speech, or that I came out publicly without their consent. But numbers are numbers, and my new song, “Kaleidoscope,” is trending while still unreleased. They want to sink their teeth into it, even though it isn’t part of the new album. They threatened to drop me and Shirley if we ever pulled something like that again, which Shirley took as an invitation to quit on the spot.

Shirley is starting an independent label they want me to co-own. I want to work with them, but my situation is tricky. Technically, I still owe my former label an album, but I own my masters, and if I can prove that the label was involved in Marissa’s plan, or threaten to go public with the details, it’s likely that I’ll be able to break my contract and walk away free. Lawyers are involved, so the release of my second album is on hold, which has given me actual time to recharge and just write. And I have a new manager—Asher referred me to his team—someone who treats me like a person and not a product.

“Actually…” María chimes in, looking from Shirley to me. “Can we tell them? The secret we’ve been keeping?”

Shirley nods.

“Yes,” I say. “Let’s tell them.”

“Well,” Zoya goes on with a smile. “There might be an Easter egg in the studio right now that hints at Sasha’s new song.”

Excited comments rush in:

sashassunglasses omg guys i think i’ve figured it out. the clock on the wall reads 5:08. New song coming out May 8? Or August 5?

iloveyousasha omg omg omg

sashasformerpinkhair someone screenrecord

sashasshampoo can we get a clue? is it about a character? a love story?

It’s become a game between me and my fans, for them to find Easter eggs in my lyrics and videos and figure out what piece of media each of my songs draws inspiration from. I was so scared that coming out would be the end of my career, but my fans have fully embraced me. And the ones who haven’t, the ones who liked me just for who I pretended to be, well, I haven’t cared enough to read their comments. They can become a fan of whoever Marissa signs next.

leviackermanscravat just cried again watching your Grammys speech. i’m aroace too, and you gave me the courage to come out to my family.

“I’m glad. I … Thank you. I don’t know what to say, really. You’re really brave.” The knot in my throat thickens. It still feels unbelievable … that my words can have this sort of impact. It makes me feel like this is what it’s all about. The only thing fame is good for.

To connect like this, not just through my music, but to know that me being myself is having an impact on people’s lives fills me with so much gratitude.

Thirty minutes and a collapsed bookshelf later, we call it a day and end the Live.

I decide to unpack some of the boxes in my room before I go home to hang out with my moms and Sonia for dinner, but a call from Mia interrupts my plan.

“Hey!” she says. There’s no video, so I can only hear her voice, but there’s noise in the background, like she’s driving somewhere. “You’re done with your Live, right?”

“Yeah! Just finished. Why?”

“No reason,” she goes on. “So you’re home alone, right?”

“Yeah?” I ask. “Why?”

“No reason.”

“Huh?”

“Okay, bye. I have to go, but I’ll call you back. Love you!” With that, the call disconnects, and I’m left smiling at my phone.

A gentle breeze stirs the curtains, music blaring from my speakers as I arrange my plushies around the desk and across my floating shelves, the soft glow of the evening sun washing over the room through the window. My chest feels light, like I’m floating, but I’m no longer an untethered balloon. The centrifuge hasn’t stopped spinning, but I can keep up with it now, and I’m even enjoying the ride.

When I unearth my keepsake box, a tiny pang goes through my heart. It’s still filled with memories, both old and new. The movie tickets from my and Kai’s first date are nestled next to a snow globe Asher bought me in London. The friendship bracelet Kai, Mia, and I share is tucked around a stack of Polaroid pictures Asher took of us in London. The Levi Ackerman plushie Kai got me forever ago is holding the spoon Mia and I stole at the Grammys. As I rummage through my memories, I realize I no longer want to keep them tucked away, hidden inside a box like it’s a compartment of my heart I’m only allowed to open every once in a while.

This box holds my love for my friends, and I want it on display.

I put the Levi plushie with the spoon next to my pillow and grin. When I think of Kai, it doesn’t hurt to think of the past anymore. If anything, it makes me feel blessed to know we’ve shared so much. Although I haven’t seen him in person since I ended the contract, and the way we parted still nags at me, we’ve spoken on the phone since I cleared his name.

Things are back to normal. Whatever normal means for us.

I’m not sure I even know what that is. For two years, normal meant being out of each other’s lives. Then, all of a sudden, it meant being friends again, together all the time. And right now, he and Asher are in some remote location, probably enjoying the spring breeze in a park. Asher called in a panic the other day when a sheep broke into his living room. Apparently, Muse attacked the sheep in his defense, so Kai’s started calling him Muse in Boots.

Things have calmed down since the Grammys, but Asher’s publicist told them to lay low for now to avoid overexposure. So they’re stuck in the countryside with a vengeful sheep.

I don’t know when I’ll see them again, but for the first time, I know that no matter how long we spend apart, our bond will never fade, even if it changes. I think that’s what Kai meant when he said I would never lose him. You can’t lose someone who’s made and unmade you in so many different ways. They just become part of you.

A sudden banging on the door jerks me from my thoughts. When I scramble to turn off my speakers, “Somewhere Only We Know,” one of my and Kai’s favorite songs, echoes from somewhere nearby. Huh? I can’t quite place where it’s coming from. Did I leave a speaker on in the studio?

My phone buzzes with a text from Sonia.

open the door. thank me later.

I frown at my screen. She’s supposed to be doing her homework. I’m going to kill her.

I rush downstairs when the banging on the door becomes more insistent. “Soni, ya te oí. Un momento.”

But as I swing it open, I find myself staring at the last person I thought would be here.

“Hey.” Kai stands on my doorstep, holding a cup of Froyo. There’s an unfamiliar expression on his face, something soft and shy I’ve only seen flicker through his eyes once or twice in my life.

I freeze, puzzled. “What the fuck?”

“Rude.” He cocks an eyebrow. “Even though I brought you a special delivery…” He shifts his weight from foot to foot, raking his fingers through his hair.

My eyes dart across the front yard as my brain races to catch up. How is he here? Where’s the music coming from?

“A gift from my grandpa. He came up with a new combo. It’s called the Grammy Winner.” He waves the cup in front of me, a stream of melted frozen yogurt dripping down the side.

“Why is it melting?” I ask. “How long have you been standing there?”

“It is crying … because you are not eating it,” he teases, but his eyes turn serious when they meet mine. “Can I come in?”

“Sure.” I let him in and take slow steps toward my room, since there are too many boxes scattered across the living room for us to sit down, but silence hangs between us. I want to tell him I’ve missed him, but traces of our last conversation play through my mind. This is the first time we’re meeting in person since I ended the contract. I pretty much kicked him out of my life … again.

I hurt him again.

It feels like forever ago, although it’s only been a couple of months. We’re no longer a fake couple, and he’s in a relationship. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s still a little mad at me for the way things went down, for the pain he and Asher went through.

“I like your new place,” Kai says. He looks around, scanning my room. I frown at the open window as another one of my favorite songs echoes from somewhere outside, this time an anime intro. Seriously, where’s that coming from? Before I can peek out, Kai speaks again. “Were you busy?”

“Just trying to put together a shelf,” I say, shrugging. He winces. “What? I’m succeeding!”

“It’s falling apart, isn’t it?” he says. “Like that time you helped me put together my bedside table, and it fell apart while I was sleeping. I almost had a heart attack.”

“It was structurally unsound.”

“Yeah, because you forgot the screws…”

I roll my eyes, trying a spoonful of the Froyo. The tangy sweetness of the tart dances on my tongue, mingling with the chocolate syrup and the chewy mochi on top.

Despite the lingering tension in the air, this feels right in a strange way. When Kai and I are together, a feeling of peace washes over me, like I belong here, in this moment.

He gives me a look. “How is it?”

“It’s really good,” I admit. “How did you know I’d like this combo?”

“I guess I just know you,” he says, taking a seat on the rug, his attention drifting to the pieces scattered there.

“Better than anyone,” I say under my breath.

It’s true. Mia, Asher, Sonia, my moms—they all understand me in their own ways. They see me, really see me. But there’s something about Kai. When he looks at me, he sees through me, the shape of my soul, the kaleidoscope in its true shapes and colors.

“You know that’s true for me, too, right? You know me better than anyone,” he says. “I miss you, Sash.”

“I miss you, too.” My heart clenches. I pace the room, unable to meet his eyes. Another song starts playing outside. “Once Asher’s team says it’s okay, we should all hang out. Mia’s in town, too—”

Kai’s fingers wrap around my wrist, tugging me to the rug. “Listen, I’m serious about Asher. I think I love him. I wanted to tell you.”

“Good, you two deserve—”

“Let me finish.” He grabs the Levi plushie from the bed and hurls it at me. “When I think of who I want to spend the rest of my life with, I don’t just think of him, Sasha. I think of you, too.” He looks down at his hands, playing with the rings on his fingers in the way he does when he’s trying to gather his words. “Not in a romantic way. It’s just … in a soulmate type of way. Look, who says that people can only have one soulmate anyway? Boring shit, if you ask me.”

Who says people can only have one soulmate anyway? Society, I almost reply. But society also says there’s no space for people like me, that to be aro or ace is to be alone.

Fuck that.

“I meant what I told you back then. You’re not going to lose me,” he says. “I want, no, I need you in my life. Every day for the rest of our lives. I want us to live together one day. To travel places. To make long-term plans without having to worry about who’s going to take off first this time.” Deep brown eyes lock on mine. “I want to be the person you come home to.”

The person you come home to.

A memory flashes through my mind. Asher and me, on a balcony in London. He asked me what love was, and I told him it was the person you wanted to come home to.

I make a sound between a laugh and a scoff, blinking away the tears that rush to my eyes. The bastard … He had something to do with this, didn’t he?

When Kai reaches for my hands, I don’t pull back. Part of me wants to agree. And part of me wants to retreat into the safety of what I know, of what’s expected of me. Because maybe I’m complicating things into a shade of gray that shouldn’t exist. Life is black and white—romance or friendship.

But what Kai and I share isn’t romantic love. It’s not a regular friendship, either. Or maybe it is, because it feels just as deep, only more committed. And if there’s something I’ve learned these past couple of months, it’s that love isn’t a monolith.

Maybe this is just the shape we’ve given to the love we have for each other.

“If you’d still have me as your life partner,” he whispers. A thread of unease weaves into his expression when I don’t reply. Partner—the weight of the word settles into the corners of my heart. I let myself imagine what that would mean.

I like the idea of visiting his grandpa after a writing session and FaceTiming Mia. I like the idea of us living together, fighting over groceries and the limited space in the fridge. I like the idea of Asher staying over, moving in with us when he’s ready. I can almost see Kai drawing at his desk while I help Asher rehearse and Muse naps on the couch. I like the idea of the three of us spending the holidays at home, baking cookies with my sister, driving to the beach with Mia.

I like the idea of being partners, whatever meaning we choose to give it.

“I love you,” I say, leaning forward on my knees to wrap my arms around him. He freezes for a second, as if taking in my words, then relaxes into me.

These are words I never thought I’d get to say. Or if I did, I thought I’d have to pretend they meant something different. But I mean them now. I love him. I love him in the least romantic way. I love him in the most fundamental, profound way.

He tightens his grip around me. “I love you too, Sasha.”

The music outside screeches to an abrupt halt, then resumes, this time in Spanish. My brow furrows when Fonsi’s “No Me Doy Por Vencido” starts playing. I shoot Kai a glance—this is one of my and Mia’s favorite songs and our go-to karaoke jam—but he just sighs and buries his face in his hands.

“They’re so embarrassing,” he mumbles under his breath.

When I glance out the window, Mia and Asher are crouched behind a bush, wrestling for control over a boom box. Asher holds the speaker over his head where Mia can’t reach, but she steals his phone and changes the song again, which prompts Asher to chase her around the yard. Mia’s laughter drifts down the street, making me grin.

“Seriously, love. You had one job,” Kai calls, peeking out the window and shooting Asher a look.

“I’m innocent,” Asher says, still running after Mia. “She stole my phone and ruined the mood. Also, I told you it would have been better if you held the boom box from the start.”

“I’m not showing up to someone’s house holding a boom box,” Kai responds. “Extremely cringe.”

“It’s sweet,” Asher goes on, turning his face up to me with a smile. “So, did you say yes?”

“This was all you?” I sweep my gaze between them and Kai in disbelief.

“No, I don’t associate with failure,” Kai says. He looks away, hiding a blush behind his hand. “Remind me to never involve those two in another plan. They’re awful crime partners.”

“Asher’s playlist was putting me to sleep,” Mia complains, and Asher trips her. There’s a line of black cars at the end of the street, which I can only assume are his bodyguards. Mia brushes leaves off her jeans. “Don’t you know Sasha at all? Seriously, men are useless.”

“Ah, so that’s where the music was coming from,” I say. Mia and Asher smile at me from below, and my heart swells. These people right here, they’re my home. They’re what love means to me. “Come here, idiots.”

Soon, the echo of hurried footsteps reverberates through the house, and Asher and Mia burst into my room, tackling me in a hug. Sandwiched between them, Kai taps his finger on my hand. The sunlight streaming through the window casts a warm glow over his face.

Our eyes meet, and a silent understanding passes between us.

“Platonic soulmates?” I offer, holding out my hand.

He takes it, and this time he doesn’t let go, like he’s ready to hold it forever. When he grins back at me, mischief and happiness dance in his eyes. “Platonic soulmates.”

I guess Mia was right. Love does win in the end.
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