
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				Praise for Rules for Ghosting

				A New York Times Best Romance of 2024

			
			“The richness of this book left me breathless: how carefully Ezra works to square his trans self with the gendered requirements of Jewish rituals, the fragility of love after loss, the burden of feeling like you’re the only one who can hold a group of squabbling people together. It also brims with such delectable drama that I had to pause mid-scene to find the nearest person and dish as though it were real-world gossip.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Rules for Ghosting is the kind of book you want to live in. This gorgeous debut marvels at new life and does not shy away from life lost. It cracks open the meaning of the word ‘haunting’—whether that be of discarded identity, hidden yearning, or literal ghosts.”

			—Haley Jakobson, author of Old Enough

			“A tender, heart-filled novel, Rules for Ghosting is a beautiful story about identity, family, faith, community, and first love…. A breathtaking debut.”

			—Ashley Herring Blake, author of Delilah Green Doesn’t Care

			“A triumph. With equal amounts of humor and pathos, Rules for Ghosting is sensitively and gorgeously told. [Shelly Jay] Shore writes characters real enough to step off the page, filled with raw vulnerabilities that allow readers to share in all their pain and love.”

			—Shelf Awareness, starred review

			“Heartwarming…[Tugs] at the heartstrings and leaves readers sighing happily.”

			—Booklist

			“[Rules for Ghosting] is about finding your place in the world, in your family, in partnership, and, finally, within yourself. It was a joy to read, and I can’t wait to see what’s next from Shelly Jay Shore.”

			—Celia Laskey, author of So Happy for You

			“As unabashedly queer as it is loudly and beautifully Jewish, Rules for Ghosting is one of the most unique, poignant novels I’ve read in a long, long time. Ezra’s journey through self, complicated family dynamics, and opening up to new love was one I’ll never forget. Throw in a looming ghost or two and this book truly has it all.”

			—Carlyn Greenwald, author of Sizzle Reel

			“A movingly wrought story about the ways queerness, Jewishness, grief, and joy intersect in messy, painful, and beautiful ways.”

			—Lev AC Rosen, author of Lavender House

			“A deeply moving story of guilt, grief, ritual, and transformation.”

			—Laura R. Samotin, author of The Sins on Their Bones

			“Rules for Ghosting is fun as hell. It’s giving TJ Klune, but instead of supernatural children we’ve got dead people. Same sexy queer longing, though (and honestly, also some supernatural children).”

			—A. E. Osworth, author of We Are Watching Eliza Bright

			“Tenderhearted…Shore has gifted readers with a haunting tale full of grief, joy, and desire…. A gentle love story with a beautiful, queer, Jewish relationship at its center, Rules for Ghosting will make you laugh and make you cry, maybe even at the same time.”

			—BookPage
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			For all of us who wanted to go,

			and all of you who convinced us to stay.

		

	
		
			Content Warnings

			Love Me Like a Rock Song is, at its core, a hopeful and adventurous romance, but it does touch on some heavier topics and experiences, including mental illness and suicidality, emotional abuse within romantic and familial relationships, past death of a parent and a parent figure, alcohol and drug use, and description of past manic and depressive episodes. Mental illness is a central theme, and there is on-page discussion of past suicide attempts. A main character regularly experiences suicidal ideation and suicidal thoughts.

			Please take care of yourself—and know that whoever you are, however your brain decides to treat you, you are so, so deserving of love.
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				Turnkey-Ready

				Crying in Lesbian-Mart (Hello, Angel)

				[instrumental / unexpected]

				Another Bad Idea

				[instrumental / disobedience]

				Spark Notes on the Freeway

				Liminal Spaces

				Haunt the Narrative

				Campfire Stories

				This Is Your Pharmacy Calling

				[instrumental / contamination]

				Butterfly

				Revenge Bodies

				Close Quarters

				[instrumental / don’t let me fall]

				Corrupting Influences

				The Garden

				[instrumental / technicolor]

				Starved Rock

				[instrumental / you, in grayscale]
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				Track 1

				Delilah

			
			TMZ [@TMZ]

			[image: Police car light emoji.] BREAKING—Insiders report that singer-songwriter duo Sam Knight and Delilah Cohen have called it quits, less than 24 hours before their wedding! Get the scoop [image: Index pointing down emoji.]

			Us Weekly [@usweekly]

			There goes the bride??? Sam Knight hints at split from fiancée and songwriting partner Delilah Cohen on Instagram.

			BuzzFeed [@BuzzFeed]

			No statement yet from Sam Knight or Delilah Cohen on their reported breakup, just hours before they were scheduled to head down the aisle. Here’s everything we know about the rumors so far [image: Three eyes emojis.]

			Iris Gold [@goldeniris]

			y’all PLEASE stop tagging me in posts about sam & delilah’s wedding, i am so obviously not going to say anything until they say something themselves!!!

			It’s seven in the morning, the day after she should have been married, and Delilah Cohen is trying, and failing, to convince the girl at the rental office to hand over the keys to the honeymoon van.

			Her fingers itch for the cigarettes she quit smoking when she was twenty-two. Six years on, the cravings still hit her anytime she’s emotional or antsy or hungover or high, which is most of the time, one way or another.

			Today she’s emotional and hungover as hell, vodka-sweat prickling half-dried on her skin under the cardigan she threw on against the October air. In a universe with any kind of justice, she’d still have nicotine gum in her purse. Instead, she drums her fingertips against the counter like it’s a keyboard, tapping out a silent arpeggio of irritation and anxiety as she tries to make sense of the paperwork spread out in front of her.

			The honeymoon road trip was Delilah’s idea, born out of a mix of nostalgia and romanticism. Sam wanted a tropical vacation, the kind they’d taken throughout their relationship: the two of them lounging on a beach, all skin and sun and the kind of sweet blended drinks that made Delilah’s teeth ache. Sam always befriended the bartenders as soon as they arrived, her Hollywood looks and natural charm more than enough to get an extra shot of rum poured down the straws of her piña coladas, and Delilah got to reap the benefits—for all she usually regretted it once the sugar and alcohol started adding up. Those vacations were always beautiful, luxurious, and picture-perfect, until the flash of the sun off the ocean turned into the flash of cameras from the paparazzi. Sam’s PA, Brooke—never far out of reach—would shoo them away, but it always took Delilah too long to relax again, no matter how many times Sam told her to stop looking over her shoulder. Even after five years together, Delilah never got used to the way paparazzi flocked to Sam like the gulls that circled the beach.

			Delilah empathized with the birds. She knew exactly what it felt like to be searching for crumbs—not of dropped French fries or liquor-soaked fruit, but of Sam’s undivided attention.

			Sam, music industry heiress that she was, could brush the paparazzi away with the ease of long practice, projecting effortless indifference even as she tilted her head or adjusted her posture to ensure they captured the most flattering shot for whatever tabloid had managed to track them down.

			“You know you’re just rewarding them for stalking you,” Delilah had said once, brushing sand off the bottom of her feet in the entryway of their suite.

			“Photos sell albums, babe,” Sam had told her with a wink as she pulled her bikini top over her head, laughing her sunshine laugh when Delilah wobbled off her flip-flops. “And don’t we have better things to be doing than worrying about them?”

			Unlike Sam, who made her People debut at six months old, Delilah grew up in the sweetness of anonymity. Her vacations were just her, her mom, their ancient Subaru, and the interstate. Together they would pick a line on the paper map in the glove compartment and carve a path between cheap motels and diners and world’s largest objects. She would tuck her legs beneath her in the back seat, watching the lines on the highway as the car followed them toward what felt like limitless potential.

			Delilah and her mom had no plans, no assistant-arranged itineraries, no travel agents—the polar opposite of Sam’s world of all-inclusive resorts. Delilah had been determined to show Sam that different didn’t mean bad. “You’ve been showing me your world since we got together,” she’d said, twirling a lock of Sam’s hair around one finger as they lay together in bed, passing potential honeymoon destinations back and forth. “It’ll be an adventure.”

			An adventure for just the two of them, she hadn’t said. No cameras, no constantly looking over their shoulders, just the open road and the endless sky.

			Getting Sam to agree had felt like a tiny win in the planning of a wedding that was spiraling out of control. What had started out as an intimate, rustic gathering of family and friends had ballooned into something decadent and massive pretty much the instant Sam’s mother had gotten their wedding planner’s phone number. Delilah may have been overruled on flowers and venues and whether Liza Minnelli and Faye Dunaway could be seated at the same table as her aunts, but the honeymoon was just for them.

			At least, it was until Sam told Vogue about their plans, and suddenly they were drowning in offers of free luxury camper vans with built-in showers, all theirs for the low, low price of five grid photos and ten story posts and an endorsement tag. Delilah had put her foot down as much as she could. “It’s not a real road trip unless you have to actually stop to pee,” she said, crossing off three more potential companies. Sam threw up her hands and gave Delilah carte blanche to choose her favorite, and they’d signed a contract for a refurbished camper van that balanced Delilah’s love of kitsch and vintage nostalgia with Sam’s love of social media aesthetics.

			The note Sam left had shut the door on more than just the honeymoon van, but it’s the contract for that van that Delilah is staring at now that might push her back over the edge. Apparently, it’s no marital bliss, no honeymoon, no service.

			It should probably help that the girl behind the counter looks about as mortified by the situation as Delilah feels, but it really doesn’t. She has a name tag shaped like the Mystery Machine clipped to her electric-blue polo. The label reads, Hi, my name is Jenna! How can I help you take an adventure today?

			Delilah would like to adventure directly into a cave and never come out. Except then Sam would win.

			“Look,” she says, “I get it. The influencer contract is scrapped, whatever. Can’t I still just make an actual reservation? With a credit card? Like a normal person?”

			Jenna chews her lip. She looks about twenty. Delilah feels sort of bad for sweating vodka all over her nice clean counter. “I don’t know if I’m allowed to just change things around like that,” the girl says. “It’s a different system.”

			Delilah will not cry in front of this child. She’s sure she’s got some dignity left, somewhere. Probably stuffed at the bottom of her bag, crumpled up next to old receipts and expired granola bars and half a bottle of Xanax.

			She casts a help me look over her shoulder at the three women sitting in the little office’s waiting area, clustered in the aggressively yellow chairs that clash with the countergirl’s uniform like an eclectic entourage. Her mother, manager, and best friend exchange a silent glance, and then Alex gets to her feet in one long, elegant movement, sliding into the space beside Delilah with the grace of a panther. The lack of incessant buzzing from the phone in her hand must mean she’s finally silenced it—a relief and a terror. Delilah doesn’t want to think about how bad the notifications must have been for even the world’s most unflappable manager to shut them up in order to handle the damage control.

			“I’m sure we can work this out,” Alex says with a scarlet-lipped smile, and Jenna goes a bright and predictable pink. Where Delilah is wearing yesterday’s makeup, her curves hidden under an oversized sweater she found in a bargain bin, Alex is all sleek black clothes and knife-sharp eyeliner, her red hair swept into a flawless fishtail braid, skin dewy with a ten-step skin-care routine she somehow found time to do even after spending the whole night talking Delilah down off a ledge. She looks exactly like her power lesbian reputation, radiating the terrifying competence that lets her ring up any record label in LA and cow them into submission. Mystery Machine Jenna doesn’t stand a chance.

			“Why don’t you go get a manager and we’ll see if we can come to an agreement, mm?”

			Jenna lets out a little squeak and nods, seemingly unable to wrench her eyes away from Alex’s predator-like gaze as she backs up into the office behind her, the beaded curtain in the doorway rustling shut in her wake.

			As she disappears behind the glittering beads, Delilah says, “I think you woke up another one.”

			“It’s not even a challenge anymore,” Alex says. “I’m getting jaded in my old age.” She eyes Delilah. “Is it worth my telling you that I think this is ridiculous?”

			“People who get left at the altar take their honeymoons alone all the time.”

			“I think that usually applies to people drowning their sorrows in all-inclusive booze for a week,” Alex says. “Not the ones going full Chris McCandless by Pier 1.” She gestures around the little rental office, with its bright, cheerful posters of airbrushed couples and groups in various poses around refurbished vintage vans—interiors with soft white linens and cozy pillows, exterior shots with fairy lights and campfires and skylights open to the stars.

			“I think what Alex means,” Delilah’s mom says, joining them at the counter with Iris close on her heels, “is that we just want to make sure you’re not trying to avoid the situation.”

			Delilah rubs at the indentation on her finger where her engagement ring had been up until she tried to throw it off her hotel balcony the night before. She thinks her mom rescued it, but she’s not sure where it is now. The vodka is mostly out of her system, but she still feels like she’s reeling, unsteady and unmoored, even with Alex’s steady presence at her side, the warm arm Iris tucks around her shoulders, the reassuring hand her mom runs over her messy hair.

			“I’m not avoiding,” she says, because she’s never been good at lying directly to their faces. It still comes out more snappishly than she means it to. “It’s not like I think taking this trip is going to make it so that the last twenty-four hours didn’t happen.”

			The three of them exchange another look, unsubtly somewhere between exasperation and concern.

			Twenty-four hours ago, she knew exactly where her life was going, and they were right there with her. She was marrying bold, brilliant, beautiful Sam Knight—Delilah’s songwriting partner for the past six years and her everything partner for the past five. Sam Knight, with her unironic love of horrible action movie parodies and her seemingly medical inability to speak in a whisper and her contagious laugh and her habit of throwing food away three days before the expiration date out of an overabundance of caution.

			Sam Knight, whose last name got them their first contract and their first album into production. Sam Knight, who knew the music world inside and out, who had been the driving power behind their shared career ever since—the front-and-center focus of every photo shoot, the loudest voice in every interview, the leading vocals when they recorded.

			It always drove Alex up a wall that Sam constantly put herself in the spotlight and treated Delilah like a backup singer. Then again, Alex is Delilah’s manager—it’s her job to get annoyed about that kind of thing. But Delilah never minded, not really. All she’s ever wanted to do is make music. She’s never kidded herself that she’d be where she is now without Sam’s connections and formal music education and classic pop-star looks, even with Alex’s sharklike approach to contracts and the producers she has under her Louboutin heels. Rags-to-riches Hollywood stories might sell in movies, but Delilah’s spent enough time in industry circles by now to know they’re not nearly as common as people think. There’s always an uncle in the business to get a demo into the right hands, or enough family money to pay for the best of the best music tutors, or a friend of the family who just happens to be a studio executive, and Oh, we’re sure no one will mind if you record, and why don’t we lend you a sound mixer while you’re here?

			Without Sam, Delilah’s just a nobody from Boston with perfect pitch, an unhealthy attachment to her dead dad’s guitar, and a lucky spark of genius with a pen and a piano. It’s one thing to know it, but it’s another to be so aggressively, humiliatingly reminded of it, to not even be able to use her own name to get a reservation to rent a camper van when the company could have had Sam Knight instead.

			Alex sighs, tapping the side of her phone against the countertop. It hasn’t left her hand since yesterday, when the wedding’s abrupt cancellation leaked online. Delilah’s own phone has been relatively quiet, but she thinks that’s because the first thing Alex did when the news broke was lock her out of all her public social media accounts and threaten to confiscate her phone altogether if Delilah didn’t stop trying to guess the replacement passwords. She’s always been a glutton for punishment, and even though she’s been in the public eye for the last six years, she’s never learned not to read the fucking comments.

			“Look,” Alex says, “I’m not unsympathetic to the fuck it, I’m out energy you have going on here. But unless you’re still planning to record an album that screams love letter to my new wife in two weeks, we’re either going to have to cancel the studio and pull the lawyers in to rework your contract or you’ve got a hell of a job on your hands.”

			“Then it’s a good thing I work best under pressure.”

			“There’s pressure and then there’s rewriting a full album in two weeks,” Alex says. “I’m trying to be on your side here, babe, but I don’t know how you’re planning to do that while you’re channeling your inner Jack Kerouac.”

			“More like my inner Thelma and Louise,” Delilah mutters, but she lifts her chin anyway, realizing too late and with a twist in her stomach that it’s her best impression of Sam—haughty, confident, and brimming with don’t you know who I am? energy. “Besides, I’ve done it before.”

			Iris’s arm tightens slightly around her shoulders, and her mom’s hand drops from her hair to the back of her neck, squeezing firmly in what’s either solidarity or rebuke, or both. It’s a not-so-subtle reminder that the last time she wrote a full album within that kind of time frame had been during a full-blown manic episode. Delilah had turned that album in on time, but she’d also gotten herself almost $5,000 in credit card debt and scared her closest loved ones half to death in the process.

			Not her finest moment.

			The thinning of Alex’s lips suggests that she’s thinking along the same lines. “It’s not your ability to get the job done I’m worried about, kid,” she begins, but she’s interrupted by the rustling of the beaded curtain behind the desk as Jenna-the-countergirl returns with a bright expression, a handful of papers, and—Delilah’s heart leaps—a jingling set of keys.

			“Good news!” Jenna beams at them, and maybe she’s making more than minimum wage, or actually likes her job, because it looks like a genuine smile, not the customer service rictus Delilah used to summon up when she worked at the diner down the street from her mom’s apartment. “The owner signed off to switch you over to a standard rental with an influencer subclause—she’ll discount you based on the number of posts you make, but she took all the honeymoon stuff out. If you’re willing to sign off, I can get you all hooked up and ready to go.”

			Delilah resists the urge to punch the air in victory and turns a pleading gaze on Alex, who rolls her eyes toward the ceiling and then holds out a hand. “Give me those.”

			She plucks the papers out of the girl’s hands before she has time to argue, pulls a red pen out of a pocket Delilah didn’t even know she had, and begins scouring the contract, no doubt for the kind of fine print that Delilah would ignore until someone told her she’d signed away her soul, her firstborn child, and the rights to all her intellectual property, which, if she’s being honest, are really all the same thing.

			Delilah pulls her face into a smile she hopes looks like something a normal human being would do with their mouth. “Thanks,” she tells Jenna, who’s turning the keys over in her hand as she watches Alex annotate the paperwork with a vague look of alarm. “I know that probably wasn’t actually part of your job.”

			“You’re welcome?” Jenna’s cheeks darken. “I just, um.” She lowers her voice, as if conspiring, and Delilah doesn’t have the heart to tell her that Alex has the ears of a fox. “It really seemed like you needed a win, after everything they’re saying online.”

			Delilah flinches. “Right.”

			“Not that I believe it,” she says, too quickly. “I mean, you’re not—like, you don’t seem—”

			“Jesus Christ,” Alex mutters without looking up from the contract as she jabs at a clause, scratching something out and scribbling in a replacement before she shoves it across the counter. “Here. Sign this and let’s get you on your Hail Mary odyssey before I change my mind and stick you in the trunk of my car.”

			“Be nice, Alex,” Delilah’s mom says, mild but firm. If Alex is a panther, her mom is a Maine coon cat, all fluff and friendliness and gentle affection. She and Delilah have the same pear-shaped figure and thick, curly hair, but hers is streaked with gray, framing a warm, round face still relatively untouched by time, except for the deep smile lines around her eyes and mouth. Delilah inherited her father’s dark hair and eyes, but she’s holding out hope that she’ll age like her mom.

			Her mom is also one of the few people Delilah has ever met who seems to find Alex’s prickly personality endearing rather than terrifying.

			Alex rolls her eyes with more exasperated fondness than irritation and hands Delilah a pen from the glitter-encrusted cup on the counter.

			Jenna has Delilah sign about a thousand forms and carefully makes a copy of her driver’s license, then finally leads her out of the little office to the parking lot in the back. Alex takes the handle of Delilah’s suitcase, leaving Delilah with just her backpack and her guitar, slung over her shoulder in its well-loved travel case. Her mom drops back to talk quietly to Alex, but Iris quickens her step to catch up with Delilah, walking close enough that Delilah can smell her floral shampoo on the crisp morning breeze.

			“Hey,” Iris says, nudging her. “I know you’re doing a badass independent reclaiming of the self thing, but it just seems messed up for you to be on your own right now.”

			Delilah shakes her head. “You spent the last month telling me about the shoots you have coming up next week. I’m not pulling you out of them just so you can come on a misery trip with me.” She pauses. “I could drive you to the train station, though. If you wanted.”

			Not because she’s needy or anything. But her mom’s been hovering nonstop since Sam left, and as much as Delilah loves her—and she does, so much it’s overwhelming—she could really use some of Iris’s no-bullshit energy if she’s going to actually do this thing. “No pressure.”

			“Are you kidding? I love a drive to the train station buddy.” Iris beams at her, looking, briefly, like the eighteen-year-old Delilah met on her first day at NYU instead of the professional photographer she is today. “We’ll stop for snacks. It’ll be great.”

			“It’s like a twenty-minute drive.”

			“So you don’t want snacks?”

			Delilah sniffs. “I didn’t say that.”

			“All right,” Jenna announces, pulling Delilah’s focus away from Iris and back to the lot. She consults the stack of papers in her hand, then makes a ta-da! motion energetic enough to make Delilah’s head throb. “Here we go! This is Roscoe.”

			Delilah braces herself on instinct, the last twenty-four hours of disappointment and defeat tensing up her shoulders in Pavlovian expectation of a letdown.

			But Roscoe, it turns out, looks exactly like the ads she and Sam had pored over when they planned the trip: a classic Volkswagen camper van in bright turquoise, refurbished and polished to a gleaming shine. Jenna unlocks it and slides the door open so they can see the refinished interior—light and airy in a vintage meets modern style that reminds Delilah of the apartment where she grew up. There’s a little cooktop and sink, a foldaway table with bench seating, a few patterned bohemian cushions and throw blankets added for ambiance, and fairy lights coiled all along the edges of the ceiling. When Delilah opens the cabinet under the little counter, she finds mugs and dishes in mismatched but complementary patterns, carefully tucked together to avoid rattling or breaking. Jenna shows Delilah the remote she can use to turn on the fairy lights when she parks for the night at one of the many campsites she’s booked at between here and LA, how to use the propane stove, and where all the instruction manuals for hooking the van up to water and power are tucked into a little folder next to the tiny fridge.

			Sam, Delilah thinks, would have hated this. She grins.

			“It’s perfect,” she says.

			The keys are warm in her hand when Delilah takes them. She closes her fingers around them and thinks she can already taste the freedom of her foot mashing the gas pedal until she can’t hear her own thoughts over the roaring of the highway.

			And despite the stops she still plans to make, she will have to roar her way down the highway. There’s a reason she and Sam had planned this trip down to the day, leaving as little wiggle room as possible: Two weeks from what should have been their wedding day, Delilah is supposed to be recording an album.

			Her album.

			She and Sam have been recording together for years and have three albums under their belt as Lilac+Crow. But this is Delilah’s first solo project, the first real record that’s all hers—her music, her lyrics, her styling, her sound. Sam had released two solo albums since they’d formed the duo, but she always insisted that it was never the right time for Delilah to do the same. Delilah’s music wasn’t mainstream enough, she’d said, and maybe that was true. Delilah likes poetry and lyricism, likes going on research binges that let her weave in references and Easter eggs and callbacks that no one except someone as nerdy as she is would ever enjoy finding, and her sound veers closer to indie folk than the top-100 alt-pop music she and Sam made together.

			“And anyway, I’ve already got the name recognition,” Sam had explained. “I can sell solo records, we know that. Let’s just wait until we’ve done another duo. By then, people will know you, and they’ll eat it up.” At Delilah’s frown, Sam had cupped her face in her hands and leaned forward to drop a kiss on her nose. “So many first solo albums flop,” she’d said. “I just don’t want that to happen to you.”

			Iris had bristled when Delilah told her what Sam said, insisting that it was a red flag and Delilah was just too lovesick to notice. But Sam’s take had seemed so reasonable at the time. She’d grown up in the industry, she knew what sold and what didn’t. Why shouldn’t Delilah trust her?

			It was only in the past year or two, watching artists with a sound uncomfortably close to her own starting to drift up the charts, that Delilah took the idea of a solo album to Alex for a second opinion. Alex looked like she wasn’t sure whether to kiss Delilah’s face or throw her out a window.

			“What the hell took you so long?” Alex demanded as she pulled up a marketing plan she’d apparently had sitting on her hard drive for over a year already.

			It took Alex exactly one closed-door conversation to convince Sam and her personal manager, Benny, that Delilah putting out a record right after their wedding would hit the perfect balance of inspiration and marketability.

			The queer happily ever after space wasn’t exactly overflowing with options for music-loving baby gays, and what better time to get it out there than while they were still coasting on the media high of the wedding?

			Best-laid plans, Delilah thinks, propping her sunglasses up so she can rub her eyes.

			As if sensing her thoughts, Alex says, “You know, it’s not too late to bail.”

			“I’m taking the trip, Alex.”

			“I meant on the album.”

			The unexpected gentleness in her voice is enough to make Delilah drop her hand from her face and look at her in surprise.

			Delilah isn’t naive enough to think that she doesn’t owe most of her success to Alex’s influence. Before Alex, most of her income had come from ghostwriting songs for her ex-boyfriend’s band. Every industry has a whisper network, and in music, news of a discreet, speedy writer who could deliver a good product quickly and keep her mouth shut had spread rapidly through LA. Alex had snapped her up when they met at a release party for one of the albums she had worked on, signing her immediately and doubling Delilah’s commission rate overnight by sheer force of personality.

			Delilah has never been good at putting a dollar value on what she does. But what she is good at is putting together a motherfucking hit on the kind of deadline that would send most artists into a panic attack. If she can do it for someone else, she can sure as hell do it for herself.

			Still, for Alex to even be offering to get Delilah out of doing the album is wildly out of character.

			“You’re the one who said you believe in what I write,” Delilah says, resisting the urge to pick at yesterday’s bridal manicure—today’s chewed-up thumbnail. “That means you have to trust me to write it.”

			“You could write it just as well back home,” Alex points out.

			“And what, hole up in your apartment for two weeks?” It goes without saying that Delilah can’t hole up in her own apartment—not without either running into Sam or being so surrounded by reminders of her that any hope of creativity will shrivel up and die.

			“Well,” Alex drawls, her tone drier than the martinis she’d been downing next to Delilah last night.

			Delilah scowls at her. “I’m not doing that.”

			Alex shoots a plaintive look at Delilah’s mother, who’s been poking through Roscoe’s tiny kitchen and politely pretending not to eavesdrop. “Lisa, can you talk some sense into her?”

			“Historically, no,” her mom says, but she climbs back out of the van, as spry in her fifties as she was in her twenties. She gives Delilah a reassuring pat on the shoulder, but Delilah catches the worry in her expression. “It’s the fact that you’re going alone that worries me, honey,” her mom says. “Especially after the shock you’ve had.”

			“What am I exactly, chopped liver?” Iris complains.

			Delilah’s mother rolls her eyes, but she reaches over to pinch Iris’s cheek fondly. “You’re only there for about fifteen miles’ worth of travel. It’s the other three thousand I’m worried about.”

			“I’m a big girl, Mom,” Delilah says. “Promise.”

			Alex sighs, crossing her arms and leaning against the side of the van. Behind the sunglasses she pulled on as soon as they left the office, her expression is resigned. “I want updates every day,” she says as Delilah tucks her suitcase snugly into a little nook between the counter and the table, laying it flat so that it won’t roll. She’ll wait until later to go through the bag and figure out what she needs to buy now that she’s not spending the next two weeks in honeymoon bliss. She’d packed before Sam left, and she’s pretty sure most of what she has is lingerie and vibrators.

			“Proof of life?” Delilah suggests, only half sarcastically.

			“Updates on the album, Delilah.”

			“I want proof of life, though,” her mom says. “Texts. Phone calls. Photos of you with the morning newspaper. I trust your creative mind.”

			Trying and failing to suppress a smile, Delilah packs her guitar in the van as well, taking much more care than she had with her suitcase. She pauses to give it a loving pat, fingers brushing the well-worn floral embroidery on the strap, the thread worn pale in places from years of Delilah’s fingertips touching it as she sent out superstitious prayers to the universe for luck or hope, no matter how many times they’d gone unanswered. She slides the door shut. “Come on, Alex,” she says, mustering the broadest grin she can. She’d have fluttered her eyelashes if she hadn’t been wearing mirrored lenses. “Don’t you trust me?”

			Alex gives her a deeply unimpressed look, then follows her around Roscoe to the driver’s side door and watches sourly as Delilah tosses her backpack behind the passenger seat and gives her mom a tight hug. Her mom squeezes her hard enough to make Delilah’s ribs ache, murmuring a blessing in her ear and punctuating it with a firm kiss to her cheek, while Iris hops up into the passenger seat. Alex waits until they’ve separated to say, “Will you at least try to write for yourself and not just to tell Sam to fuck off?”

			It’s not an unreasonable request, or it wouldn’t be if Delilah were running on anything other than heartbreak and spite right now. She climbs into the driver’s seat, pushing her sunglasses up on her head as she adjusts the mirrors. She catches a glimpse of her reflection—round face, dark hair still clinging to yesterday’s bridal blowout, brown eyes rimmed in day-old mascara and fresher eyeliner. The only thing that looks like her is the energized, half-manic determination in her eyes.

			“I’ll consider it,” she tells Alex, sticking the key in the ignition. Roscoe rumbles to life, and Delilah pats the dashboard once, approvingly. When she turns to grin at Alex and her mom through the window, it almost feels real. “See you in LA.”

			[on a piece of hotel stationery, tucked with care into Lisa Cohen’s purse, just in case]

			Del—

			This isn’t how I wanted to do this, or how I wanted to tell you this. It’s definitely not when I should have told you.

			But there’s someone else. There’s been someone else. I never meant to hurt you, but—

			[the rest of letter has been torn away]

		

	
		
			
				Track 2

				Delilah

			
			Delilah Cohen [@officialdelcohen]

			Before the rumor mill gets out of hand: Yes, I can confirm that Sam and I have gone our separate ways. Thank you to everyone who has reached out with love and support—and thank you for your patience during this very intense and challenging time. Much love! [image: Three heart emojis.]

			Lauren Rae [@lalarae]

			this could not be more obviously written by a publicist girl blink twice if you’re ok

			Katarina [@katydid27]

			is this a cry for help

			“Okay,” Iris says as soon as they pull out of the Dunkin’ drive-through, armed with sickeningly sweet iced coffees and a half-dozen doughnuts. “Do you want to know what I think?”

			Delilah flips on her signal light, takes a left turn out of the parking lot that’s almost certainly illegal, and starts navigating to the Metro-North station on muscle memory. “Sure,” she says. “Go for it.”

			“Thing the first,” Iris says. She plucks a Boston Kreme from the box and unceremoniously licks half the chocolate frosting off, because she’s a heathen. Delilah doesn’t know why she loves her. “Fuck Sam. Seriously. Like, fuck her. I hope she steps on Legos every day for the rest of her life and never has good sex again.”

			Delilah snorts. “Great start.”

			“Thing the second,” Iris continues. “And not to get too woo-woo on you, but I think there’s an opportunity here.” At whatever Delilah’s face does, she adds, “Musically! Musically, there’s an opportunity. Obviously the whole situation is garbage, and I still think we should maybe fly back to LA and set Sam’s car on fire—”

			“You’re going to get us arrested,” Delilah mutters.

			“Not in this outfit, baby doll.” Iris might do more work behind the camera than in front of it these days, but she still dresses like she’s stepped off the pages of a magazine. “But come on. I listened to the samples you sent me. And they were gorgeous, don’t get me wrong, but they were missing…” She waves a hand vaguely, silver bangles and braided cords clinking together on her wrist. “Some punch, you know? Happy families might be nice to live in, but they don’t make for the most interesting music.”

			“Wow,” Delilah says dryly, remembering that Iris had listened to her demos and been much nicer about it at the time. “Thanks a lot.”

			“You know what I mean.” Iris points her doughnut at Delilah. “You need to do a rage album.”

			“Not really my style.”

			“Maybe it should be.” Iris leans back, propping her feet on the dashboard. “After what Sam did to you, you deserve to write an angry bitch record.” Delilah keeps her eyes firmly on the road, not looking at her, and Iris sighs. “Del.”

			“I know.”

			“Delilah.”

			“I know.”

			She does know. She does. Not only did Sam call off the wedding hours before they were supposed to walk down the aisle, she made it loud and clear that she wasn’t doing it just because Delilah wasn’t the person she wanted, but because she had someone else who was. There’s someone else, her note had said, in that smooth, practiced handwriting Delilah knows so well, writing she’s memorized from years of lyric annotations and grocery lists and encouraging Post-its stuck up around their apartment.

			There’s been someone else.

			Someone who understood the kind of person Sam was, who wanted to live the kind of life Sam wanted to live.

			Delilah had thought that she was that person.

			“She did me a favor, if you think about it,” she says. The words sound weak and half-hearted, even to her own ears. She tries to sound more confident, even carefree, when she pushes on. “Divorces are expensive. And complicated. At least this way there’s less paperwork. Maybe we’ll even manage to get some of the deposits back. Being this pathetic has to count for something.”

			“If I thought you actually believed that, I’d push you out of this car.”

			Delilah sighs. “She told me I wasn’t right for her,” she says. “She said the future she saw with me wasn’t the future she wanted. Isn’t it better that I found out now?”

			Iris puts the mangled remnants of her doughnut back in the box and reaches over to take one of Delilah’s hands off the steering wheel, lacing her fingers with Delilah’s much less sticky ones. “It’s her loss, not yours.” Delilah doesn’t know how to say anything true in response to that without Iris getting upset with her, so she doesn’t say anything. Iris squeezes her hand, like she understands, then lets her go. “And hey, if she’s going to be all I’ve found someone else about this entire thing, you should too. Take a few breaks from writing a banger album to write, you know.” She pushes her sunglasses up so Delilah can see when she gives an exaggerated waggle of her eyebrows. “A banger album.”

			“Keep your day job.”

			“You don’t owe her anything, okay? If anything, she owes you for all the years she spent clipping your wings.”

			“She didn’t clip my wings.” Defending Sam to Iris has become an automatic reflex, and the words are out before she can stop them. Delilah bites her lip, waiting for the inevitable I told you so, but Iris just shakes her head.

			“You don’t have to be nice about her anymore, and anyway, she absolutely did. Musically and spiritually.” Iris picks up her doughnut again. “Just, if you’re going to do this, will you at least have fun? Don’t be miserable. You could be miserable at home. You might at least enjoy the trip.”

			The idea of really enjoying things seems about as unlikely as Sam changing her mind and coming charging after her, armed with a boom box and a grand gesture straight out of an eighties rom-com. “Best I can offer is spiteful refusal to let Sam win,” Delilah says.

			It’s weak, but for once, Iris doesn’t call her on it. She gives Delilah a considering look, then salutes her with her doughnut. “I’ll take it.”

			Delilah leaves Iris at the train station with fifteen minutes to spare. After giving her a bone-cracking hug and a promise to text her at least once a day, she clambers back into the van, rearranges the front seat to give her easy access to her backpack, her coffee, the water bottle she’ll probably forget to touch, and the four doughnuts still left in the Dunkin’ box, and gets back on the road.

			Five minutes later, she pulls into the first gas station she finds, pulls on a baseball cap low enough to meet her oversized sunglasses, and buys a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.

			About twelve of the pages she signed earlier had told her in no uncertain terms not to smoke in the van, so she finds a decently empty parking lot and pulls into a space, turns off the engine, leaves her shoes in the footwell, and uses the cushion of the driver’s seat to boost herself up onto Roscoe’s roof, backpack slung over her shoulder. She taps a cigarette out of the box, sticks it into her mouth and inhales just enough smoke to get it lit, and then lets it burn, familiar and pungent, as she tilts her head back and looks up at the clear October sky.

			The Great Queer Honeymoon Road Trip—as Delilah called it in all her notes and mood boards and late-night talks, curled up in bed with Sam like a pair of parentheses, Delilah chattering away while Sam watched her with an indulgent expression—was meant to be a grand celebration of their shared interests. Sam’s love of queer clubs and aesthetic hotels and hidden-gem restaurants; Delilah’s obsession with history museums and hole-in-the-wall bookstores and sweeping scenic highways. Delilah had tacked a crooked map of the trip to their living room wall while tipsy on rosé, next to the seating chart for their wedding reception that Sam kept rearranging, always dissatisfied with one table or another, muttering about networking and company feuds and frenemies and social capital. Whenever Sam got bored or frustrated or just needed a break from the seating chart drama, she’d come over and look at Delilah’s map instead, asking questions about this or that thumbtack, the color-coding system, the chaotic notes in Delilah’s scrawling handwriting. Those moments were the most interested Sam ever looked, like maybe she was actually excited about the trip, not just giving Delilah something to do so that she wouldn’t make too many waves about the wedding itself.

			Now, cigarette burning and her eyes stinging from more than just the acrid smoke, Delilah takes her mental picture of Sam’s shining blue eyes and shoves them into the dustiest corner of her head.

			“That way madness lies,” she mutters, flicking ash off the end of the cigarette and yanking her backpack open.

			When Delilah was twelve and graduated to the front seat of her mom’s car for their yearly road trips, her mother shoved a highway map, a hot-pink highlighter, and a ballpoint pen into her hands. She’d been their navigator from that year on, even once GPS became a thing that everyone had in their cars and then in their phones, because her mom was a creature of habit, and also because, by then, following the winding lines of the roads and finding the best path to their next destination was a challenge Delilah had learned to love. She’d ordered brand-new road maps from AAA for the honeymoon, poring over them with a highlighter in her hand and a pen in her teeth, laptop open to the list of their stops as she puzzled out the most scenic routes.

			“This is literally why Google Maps exists,” Sam said skeptically when Delilah sat down next to her to show her the route. “Is this not literally why Google Maps exists?”

			“You’re the one who said we were leaning into the classic road trip aesthetic,” Delilah responded. Sam had looked at her with all the horror of someone who barely drives to the nearest gas station without plugging the address into her phone, but Delilah had won the day.

			The first planned stop on their list was supposed to be a picnic brunch at a park halfway between their would-be wedding venue here in upstate New York and their next stop in Brooklyn. Delilah crosses it out so roughly that she nearly rips through the paper. Following the road with the tip of her index finger, she backtracks to the rental office and maps out a new route, switching from the tristate highway map to a more detailed one of the five boroughs. She stares at it until she has it memorized.

			Allowing herself one last deep inhale of smoke, she folds up the maps, stuffs them back into her bag, and slides down off Roscoe’s hood. She bends down to stub the cigarette out on the pavement, then jogs over to the nearest trash can to throw it away, glancing around the parking lot for any sign of hidden paparazzi or watching passersby. It’s rare that photographers catch her alone, and she’d be surprised to see them out here, even with the news of the canceled wedding hitting the internet already, but the last thing she needs is some asshole with a camera recognizing her and snapping a photo of her smoking—or worse, littering—and putting it online.

			Power-walking back to the van, Delilah pulls her backpack off the roof and climbs back into the driver’s seat. She pulls her phone out of the side pocket, where she’d stashed it earlier, and turns it back on to attach it to the converted sound system. The screen immediately fills with notifications.

			“Absolutely not,” she mutters, aggressively jabbing at the screen until the chorus of buzzes and pings goes silent. She’d turn it off altogether if she didn’t think her mom would sense it through the ether and long-distance murder her. Settling for turning off everything except calls from people on her emergency contact list, she drops the phone into the cupholder. “Radio it is, I guess.”

			Checking the route one more time to be sure she knows where she’s going, Delilah adjusts her sunglasses and gets back on the road.

			Considering that Roscoe is older than Delilah’s mother and probably the biggest thing she’s ever driven, it handles surprisingly well—almost better than Delilah’s own thirdhand Subaru, which Sam had been nagging her to replace for years. Delilah finds her way to the highway by memory, lets her lead foot drop down onto the gas, and rolls down the window as far as it’ll go. Ignoring the wind attempting to whip her hair out of its bun and into her face, she plays with the radio, jumping stations until she finds one playing classic rock.

			The Runaways wail their way through the speakers. Cherie Currie and Joan Jett are miles away from Delilah’s usual sound but exactly what she needs right now, unapologetic and aggressive, rhythmic and explosive.

			Cherry bombs and bitchery and teeth. Delilah turns the volume up.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			The route is smooth sailing for the first hour and change, a straight shot down the Taconic State Parkway, then to the Sprain Brook, and then the narrower, more crowded streets taking her into Brooklyn proper.

			The Lesbian Herstory Archives are the largest collection of lesbian records and materials in the world. They’re housed in a historic brownstone in Park Slope, a ten-minute walk from the house where Delilah used to babysit a very sweet toddler with the most terrifying helicopter parents she’d ever met in her life, the kind of people who scheduled every moment of their kid’s day down to the second, in the hopes of raising a future doctor or lawyer or CEO. Delilah, a latchkey kid from the time she was eight, couldn’t relate. But she liked to think that even as a broke college student, she’d been able to give the poor kid a little bit of normalcy as she ferried him from daycare to the park to lessons for the tiniest pianists she’d ever seen.

			Delilah shakes the memory away to focus on the street parking signs, managing to wedge Roscoe into a space with a hairsbreadth of room to spare. Getting out of the spot will be hell, but that’s a problem for Future Delilah. She flips the driver’s side sun visor down and shoves her sunglasses onto the top of her head to examine her reflection in the mirror. What she sees makes her grimace, and she fishes an eyeliner pencil out of her backpack. Licking her thumb, she wipes off the newest tear tracks and adds another layer of liner.

			The effect makes her look a bit like a goth raccoon, but it’s the best she can do. She drops her sunglasses back onto her face and slaps the visor closed, grabs her backpack from the passenger seat, and opens the door.

			A volunteer with a shock of violet hair and a vintage Lavender Menace T-shirt meets her at the door of the archives, eyes crinkling in a smile. “Delilah, right?” she says, stepping back to let Delilah in. If she knows Delilah’s name from anything other than the online booking, it doesn’t show on her face. “Come on in.”

			Delilah steps through the door and follows the girl to the welcome desk, breathing in the scents of old paper and dust, her shoulders relaxing almost instinctively the farther into the room she walks.

			Delilah inherited her love of research from her maternal grandmother, a classics professor at Harvard. Visits to Grandma Batya’s apartment in Cambridge were always thick with the scents of wood and paper and potpourri and the orange-vanilla candles she bought from her neighbor. Whenever they visited for Shabbat, Delilah would curl up at her feet after lunch so that her grandmother could read to her from books of ancient poetry—Enheduanna and her ancient hymns to Inanna, Sappho’s fragments, Anyte of Tegea’s mournful epigrams.

			“Don’t ever let anyone tell you that men invented romance, mayn neshomele,” her grandmother liked to say, speaking with the authority of a PhD in classical studies from Bryn Mawr, amid photos of herself speaking at feminist marches going back to the sixties. “Women did it first, and better.”

			Visiting the archives has been on Delilah’s bucket list ever since she used their digital collection of lesbian radio recordings while doing lyric research for an album that never ended up seeing the light of day—too many references to dyke poetry and sapphic history, not enough metaphors about sunshine on blond hair, the curve of hips and breasts and time and space. “More Sam, less Sappho,” the producer had told her.

			So that had been…fine. Delilah had sent her research to Iris instead, to use in the queer culture and history podcast that they’d started together in college but that Delilah had to leave behind when she started dating Sam and doing music full-time.

			The version of the song that ended up on the album had been okay. It wasn’t what Delilah thought it would be. But it was okay.

			A lot of the songs she and Sam put out were just okay.

			Delilah’s fingers shake around the pen, her signature blurring slightly when her eyes start to sting, and she forces back any hint of tears, refusing to let them fall.

			“You were interested in the poetry collections and love letters, right?” the volunteer asks her when she hands the pen back, checking over Delilah’s name and then nudging the book to the other side of the desk. “I pulled a few things for you based on your email, just to get you started, but you can feel free to just browse around too. I can show you where the sections are.”

			Delilah casts a glance around at the bookshelves lining the walls, dauntingly full. “I’ll start with what you found.”

			The volunteer laughs. Friendly, not mocking. Delilah’s been lucky with customer service today, and she wonders if she just looks so pathetic that everyone’s being nice to her out of pity. “This way.”

			She leads Delilah into a side room with a large table, where a stack of binders and books is already carefully arranged in front of a waiting chair. Delilah thanks her, probably a little more profusely than is necessary, but she’s so glad to have something go smoothly today that she could honestly cry.

			“Could honestly cry…” she mutters, taking out her phone and firmly ignoring the flood of notifications to take a few artfully angled photos of the room around her and the books on the table, “…but won’t.” Alex will have to give her the passwords to her public social media accounts eventually, but for now she puts her phone face down on the table and settles in to start reading.

			She makes it through the entire box of letters without a breakdown, feeling absurdly proud of herself for keeping her composure as she reads exchanges between friends and lovers, catalogs of the everyday lives of women who traveled and flirted, who joked and wept, who yearned and kept secrets, who dared to be themselves long before it was safe to do so. Delilah skims her fingertips over the pages, wishing she could touch them without the protective sleeves, trying to commit stories and handwriting to memory: Gail and Mary, Carol and Paola, Layla Snow, Valerie Taylor, Woody Blue. She distracts herself from the temptation to burst into tears by taking notes, scribbling down the lines that jump out at her, the little anecdotes she knows could turn into songs, the imagery she can already feel will make lyrics that hit people hard.

			Maybe, Delilah thinks as she flips to a clean page in her journal, if she focuses on the work instead of everything underneath it, she’ll get through this without making a fool of herself. Satisfied, she pulls over the stack of books the volunteer collected, chooses one at random, and flips it open.

			After all the years in her Grandma Batya’s living room, learning the languages of love and grief through the meter and voice of women long dead, Delilah thought she’d built up some kind of immunity to being overwhelmed by the words of people whose stories she’ll never truly know.

			Apparently, she was wrong.

			She should have known it would be a book of poetry that broke her. It takes less than ten minutes for her to start sobbing loud enough that the volunteer sidles nervously back into the room with a box of tissues, handing them to Delilah over a now tear-splattered first edition of On a Grey Thread and gently but firmly nudging the book away from the splash zone of the brokenhearted fury Delilah has been keeping at bay since she found Sam’s note yesterday morning, an hour before she was meant to walk down the aisle. She’d made it through Under all beauty that I know, / All vital dreams, / Sharp loveliness, with wobbling lips but without a total breakdown, but then she’d reached the next stanza—

			
				I cannot look on loveliness

				Or burn the flame of ecstasy,

				Or even dream for very long,

				Without the annihilating fear

				That it will suddenly tear some veil

				And bare its dreadful face.

			

			—and she was lost.

			Because Delilah had spent years squashing down all of her own annihilating fear, hadn’t she? And yet there it was, a letter on her dresser and a wedding dress she’ll never wear and a tan line on her finger she knows will take months to fade.

			“I am,” she manages, swiping uselessly at her eyes, “so sorry.”

			“Don’t worry about it, honey,” the volunteer says. “People cry here all the time. It’s a really beautiful history.”

			It’s easier to pretend that she’s crying for overwhelmed by the breadth and wealth of sapphic love and history reasons rather than for my fiancée left me at the altar and now I have to figure out what to do with my life, career, and general existence reasons.

			Delilah gives up on getting out of there with her dignity intact and settles for leaving without making a bigger fool of herself than she already has. Outside in the fresh air, she power-smokes a cigarette as soon as she’s sure none of the volunteers are watching her through the window. It settles her nerves enough that she can take a few deep breaths and walk more calmly down the sidewalk.

			She ducks into a cafe for a fortifying latte, and then distracts herself—or tries to—by dictating a string of text messages to Alex as she makes her way back to where she parked Roscoe. Sam might not have gone public with whoever her side piece is yet, but it’s not like Delilah will know if she does, since she’s already blocked on Sam’s private accounts. She tried to convince Iris to keep an eye on them and send her screenshots of anything Sam posted, but it wasn’t an easy sell. Iris was convinced that Delilah would just torture herself with it, which was probably true, but eventually Delilah convinced her by pointing out that if Sam put something online and Delilah didn’t know about it right away, she’d look even more like the pathetic scorned fiancée she was.

			“Look, I can’t say nothing,” Delilah says, keeping half an eye on the phone as the message transcribes in real time. “You’re the one who’s always saying how important it is to control the narrative. I’ll be classy about it. You can even read my drafts.” She hits a crosswalk and gives a cursory glance at the light before stepping into the street. “Something-something, we’re going on our own journeys, some carefully curated Ani DiFranco lyrics—”

			“Hey!”

			Delilah snaps her head up at the sound of the shout, just in time for someone to grab her by the waist and tackle her down to the sidewalk. An SUV flies through the intersection, close enough for the whoosh of it to send her hair whipping around her face, which only avoided slamming into the concrete because someone stuck their hand under her cheek at the last instant.

			Delilah dropped her cup when she hit the ground. The SUV has crushed it into a sad, wet lump of flattened paper, the remains of her latte following the treads of the SUV’s tires before drying up into nothing.

			“Are you all right?”

			“Yes,” Delilah says, still looking at the cup. The arms she barely registered around her loosen as her rescuer lets her go. She feels a little numb. Maybe a little disappointed. She’s probably in shock. “Huh. And to think that could have been me.”

			“I’m glad it wasn’t. Are you sure you’re okay? Can I help you up?”

			Just her luck to find the one Good Samaritan in Brooklyn who won’t pretend this didn’t happen. Or better yet, who wouldn’t just let her walk into traffic. Delilah puts on the best smile she can manage, just in case the person has a phone and a tendency to post about wayward semi-celebrities making terrible choices, and turns to take the offered hand—

			The words leave Delilah’s mouth before she can stop them. She’s always been a sucker for a pair of beautiful eyes.

			“Oh,” she says. “Hello, angel.”

		

	
		
			
				Instrumental

				Emmett

			
			Emmett is not, and has never been, an angel—but the words make him smile all the same.

			He gets carefully to his feet, brushes dust from his trousers, and pats at his sides, checking to ensure that he didn’t lose anything in the fall before he looks back down at the sidewalk.

			The girl—woman—is still on the ground, looking at the street. People flow around them, unbothered, as if they’re invisible. Emmett is often invisible, or, at least, unnoticed. He wonders if the woman has been folded up into his own well of inconspicuous existence, or if it’s just this city—so full of people and movement and chaos and noise—that makes it so easy to disappear.

			“Jesus,” she says after a moment, shaking her head. She looks up at Emmett. Her sunglasses had been knocked askew, and now she fixes them back into place with one hand. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even thank you.”

			Emmett rubs his hands together, dislodging grit and gravel from his palms. The dirt seems almost reluctant to leave his skin, but he wipes it away anyway. The tiny tears left behind are gone before Emmett extends a hand down to the woman on the ground. “It wasn’t any trouble. Are you all right?”

			She makes a sound that’s nearly a laugh, high and a bit manic, and shakes her head, accepting Emmett’s hand and letting him draw her to her feet. “I’m having a hell of a day, but I guess you just stopped it from being worse. So I suppose I can’t complain.”

			She’s the first new person Emmett has touched in years, and his fingers tingle slightly as hers curl around them. With calluses on her fingertips and chipped polish on her nails, her hands remind Emmett of Ruth’s, and the years she spent complaining about how easily she ruined her manicures. Emmett had learned to paint her nails for her, carefully holding the tiny brush between his inexperienced fingers.

			The memory sends a pang through Emmett’s chest, heavy and aching in the place where his heart should have been. He lets go of her hands. “I apologize for grabbing you,” he says. “It didn’t seem like you were going to stop.”

			“I probably wouldn’t have,” she agrees, with a wry little smile that makes Emmett wonder if she’s saying something more with those words than the obvious. She looks around on the ground and then bends down to pick up her phone, clucking her tongue as she wipes the screen against her sweater. As Emmett watches, the wind sweeps a few curls of dark hair from the knot gathered on top of her head. “Like I said, I don’t think I can complain. Given the circumstances.” She slips the phone into her bag and looks up at Emmett again, propping the sunglasses on top of her head and revealing a pair of large eyes the color of newly turned earth at springtime, framed by dark lashes and darker makeup. “You weren’t hurt, were you? We hit the ground pretty hard.”

			She’s very pretty, Emmett thinks. He pushes the thought away as quickly as it comes into his mind, the phantom snap of Jacob’s sharp rebukes so vivid he almost flinches. You know better than to look at women like that. You should not be noticing them. I didn’t make you to be lecherous.

			Jacob is gone. He’ll never give Emmett a command ever again. Still, his words linger.

			Emmett clears his throat. “I’m fine,” he says. Even if he had been, it wouldn’t have hurt him for very long. Nothing that hurts him can hurt him for very long. A blessing, Jacob would have called it, and who was Emmett to argue? “What about you? Hurt at all?”

			“Tragically, no,” she says. That’s confusing, but then, new people always are. “Not that I wouldn’t have deserved it. This is probably why they say you shouldn’t walk and text at the same time.” She gives him a smile, but it stops short of her eyes, which are tired and sad. Emmett wants to ask her why, but the memory of Ruth’s voice chiding him about normal social interactions makes him think it would be an invasive question. “Oh shit, is that yours?”

			Emmett blinks, trying to keep up with the change in subject. Spending his entire life in an insular community where he knew almost everyone’s personalities and habits and expectations and could plan his responses to meet them had always seemed like a useful way to live, but now, if less than one conversation with a stranger has made him feel this unbalanced, he’s not so sure.

			Trying to shake away the discomfort, he turns to follow her pointing finger. He’d dropped his backpack without thinking in order to get a last burst of speed to pull the girl away from the curb. The bag is still lying where it fell, but the zipper he’d opened partway to check the directions to the bus station seems to have opened the rest of the way, sending the contents spilling across the pavement. “Yes,” he begins, but she’s already moving, bending down to collect a few of the scattered papers in the greatest danger of blowing away on the chilly October breeze. Emmett hurries to follow her, scooping up Jacob’s leather-bound journal and tucking it carefully back into the bag, then scanning the sidewalk to be sure he didn’t miss anything else.

			“Here,” the girl says, handing him the pile. She nods at the top page as he takes it. “Going on a trip?”

			Emmett looks down at the bus ticket Ruth printed out for him a few days ago. “Yes.” Jacob always said not to offer details to strangers, but she’s still looking at him, eyebrows raised slightly as if in genuine interest. Emmett scans her face, but doesn’t see the impatience or irritation that he’s used to. “I’m going to California.”

			She looks horrified. “By bus?”

			“I don’t like flying,” Emmett says.

			It’s true, in the most literal sense of the word “like.” He’s never tried flying, so how could he know if he likes it?

			Emmett can’t lie, but he’s been at this long enough to know how to find a way to make the truth fit into what he’s willing to say.

			Or, more frequently, into what he needs to hide.

			“How long does that take?” she asks. “By bus, I mean?”

			“About three and a half days.” Give or take.

			“Yikes,” she says, and shakes her head. “You’re a braver man than me.”

			Emmett blinks. “Thank you?”

			She looks at him, and then smiles. This time, it crinkles her eyes around the corners. Real, Emmett thinks. Real, and lovely. Something about the truth always is. “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”

			Emmett shakes his head. “Not.”

			“Okay, well, you’ve got a poker face for the ages. If you haven’t considered gambling, maybe you should.” She glances at her phone again, grimaces, and then sighs. “I’d better—I have to get back on the road, I think. But thank you, again. What time is your bus? Can I buy you a coffee or something? I feel like I owe you something for keeping me from turning into roadkill, and I need another cup anyway. I could give you a lift over to the pickup stop after, if you need a ride.”

			“I—” He shouldn’t. Jacob would hate it. Would be furious. It is not appropriate for you to be alone with someone. What would people think if they saw you?

			But again, Emmett can’t help but think, Jacob isn’t here. Jacob will never be here again. Emmett isn’t free—he still has one final order to follow, one already pulling him unerringly westward—but after twenty years Emmett is nearly as good at finding loopholes as he is at shaping the truth.

			“I’d like that,” he says, a truth he doesn’t have to bend at all, and the girl’s smile lights up her face like the sun. He clears his throat. “I’m Emmett.”

			“Delilah,” she says. “Nice to meet you, Emmett.” She holds up her phone. “Just one thing first—do you mind if we take a picture?”

			Text message from: Delilah Cohen

			Found a friend to keep me company! xoxo D

			[attachment: 1 photo]

		

	
		
			
				Track 3

				Delilah

			
			Missed call from: Alex Stewart

			Missed call from: Alex Stewart

			Missed call from: Alex Stewart

			New voicemail from: Alex Stewart

			Text message from: Alex Stewart

			PICK UP YOUR FUCKING PHONE

			[read: 12:17pm]

			Text message from: Alex Stewart

			DO YOU WANT TO GET MURDERED???

			[read: 12:18pm]

			Text message from: Alex Stewart

			THIS IS HOW PEOPLE GET MURDERED!!!

			[read: 12:19pm]

			[written on a page torn from a journal, in Delilah’s handwriting, folded and tucked into the back of her wallet]

			Honeymoon B-Sides

			
				Butterflies

				Morning After

				Delicate, My Darling

				She Keeps Me Warm (cover)

				Everything We Promised

				Fly Away (Baby, We Can Run)

				Tell Me, Tell Me, Tell Me

				Sweethearts

				Birdsong at Midnight

				Oh, Multiples (Let Me Feel Everything)

				Escape Tone

			

			Delilah wasn’t really expecting Emmett to get in the van with her. Which—fair. Knocking a girl over on the sidewalk to save her life is one thing, but following her into a refurbished camper van parked on a street in the middle of Brooklyn is another, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if he thought she was a serial killer.

			She should probably be worried that he’s a serial killer. But there’s something about his eyes that makes her want to trust him. That makes her feel strangely, disorientingly, safe.

			And oh, those eyes, she thinks, looking at him where he’s tucked into the passenger seat, Delilah’s backpack tossed into the back so that he can keep his own on his lap. The part of her that was engaged yesterday feels disloyal and guilty for even looking, but she’s never seen someone with eyes like that: a clear, crystalline gray, luminous, very nearly silver. They look like the moonstones Delilah keeps (kept, she thinks, bitter) in a cluster on her bedside table in the room she shared with Sam, catching the light and reflecting a thousand shifting shades of blue and pink and gold.

			The face that goes with the eyes isn’t so bad either. It’s a sharp-featured, androgynous face, or would be if not for the shadow of stubble along the jaw. He could probably be anywhere between twenty-five and forty, with smooth, unlined skin. But she keeps coming back to those eyes, so much older than the rest of his face. They look even older than Delilah feels, and she feels like she’s aged a decade in the last thirty-six hours.

			Realizing she’s been staring, Delilah clears her throat. “So,” she says. “What’s taking you out to California?”

			She has her eyes on the road, but out of the corner of her eye she catches the way he glances at her, as if surprised by the question. They come to a stop at a red light, and Delilah shoots him a grin that almost feels honest. “If I’m going to pick up a strange man and drive him around the city, I feel like I should know at least a little bit about him.”

			Emmett’s cheeks darken, the barest fraction of a blush. Delilah tones down her smile to something a little gentler, and his shoulders relax slightly. Fair enough, she thinks; she’s always been told she can come on too strong. “Sorry to be nosy. I’m a songwriter, I like stories.”

			“So do I,” Emmett says. He meets her smile with one of his own. It softens the angles of his face, takes a few years away from that mystery age. That had happened once already, when Delilah had given him her full name—not with any recognition of her as a celebrity but of her last name. Delilah was raised a mostly secular Jew three blocks away from an Orthodox synagogue, and she got used to the way the shy boys who skirted around her on the sidewalk to make sure they didn’t touch her softened a bit when they learned she was one of them, even if several denominations removed. Emmett didn’t seem to have a problem grabbing her out of traffic, but the kippah pinned into his dark hair and the fringes visible beneath the hem of his shirt certainly suggest a level of observance she’s never bothered to explore.

			Though maybe she would have if the boys who lived on her street looked more like that.

			The light turns green, and Delilah looks back to the road. “Have you been out to California before? I grew up in Boston, so it was total culture shock for me the first time I went out there.”

			“I was born there.” Emmett speaks slowly, quietly, like he’s choosing each word with care. There’s an accent there too, something that softens his consonants and flattens his vowels. It reminds her a bit of her downstairs neighbor growing up, a tiny Polish woman who made Delilah a batch of kołaczki for her birthday every year until she moved away for college. “But I haven’t been back in a long time.”

			“Hometowns can do that to you,” Delilah agrees. The driver in front of her brakes at the next light as soon as it turns yellow. She makes a face, but stops behind him. “Small world, though. I live in Los Angeles—I’m heading back there this week. Do you have family out there or something?”

			“No, my…” Another hesitant moment. Delilah glances at him and finds Emmett looking down at his backpack, one hand absently coiling one set of fringes from his tzitzit around a long, slender finger. “The man who raised me passed away recently. He asked me to go back. It was important to him.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry for your loss.” She means it. Membership in the Dead Dad Club sucks. “Was the cross-country bus trip part of the request?”

			That gets her a laugh, a soft, almost startled sound. “Something like that,” he says. “What about you?”

			“What about me?”

			“You’re driving back? Not flying?”

			Delilah takes the green light ahead as a mercy, though it’s an effort to refrain from laying on the horn when the car in front of her takes its sweet time about pulling forward. Tourists, she thinks, with all the half-earned bitchiness of someone who lived in this hellscape of a city for barely two years before she dropped out of college to move out west. So maybe not earned at all. “It’s kind of a long story.”

			“Didn’t I say I like them?”

			She gives him the shorter version.

			Emmett doesn’t really seem the type to recognize Sam’s name, and he hadn’t recognized Delilah’s, but the little Alex who sits on her shoulder like a cartoon angel hisses at her not to say anything that could end up on the internet and make her life harder. She tells him about the wedding-that-wasn’t, though, and the honeymoon she was supposed to be taking, and the album she’s meant to be writing.

			Short version or not, the story takes them all the way through finding a parking spot for Roscoe and walking down the block to the closest coffee place, where Delilah buys Emmett the thanks for saving my life coffee she promised him, across the street from the corner where Emmett’s bus will pick him up. Normally she’d be embarrassed about rambling on for so long, but there’s something about the way Emmett listens to her, quiet and thoughtful and seemingly genuinely interested, that makes her want to keep talking. She finds herself admitting to more apprehension than she means to, not just about the album but about the trip itself. She’s no stranger to traveling, or even to traveling alone, but she’s never taken a trip that was supposed to be special and romantic and emotional and then turned into something entirely different, and all the righteously furious confidence she’d channeled earlier seems to have deserted her now that the reality of all that open highway is just a few hours away.

			When she stops talking, Emmett tilts his head to one side. “I don’t know,” he says. “You strike me as someone who can turn anything into an adventure. If you can do that, I don’t see why you wouldn’t be able to turn this trip into a good story, and then into good music. Doesn’t all that…go together?”

			“You’d be surprised,” she says. “I mean, it should all go together. But no one really agrees on what makes something good music, just that good is supposed to mean sellable.”

			Emmett wrinkles his nose. “I can see why that would complicate things.”

			“Money always does,” she agrees. “My fiancée—ex-fiancée—grew up in the industry, so to her it’s all obvious that something’s only good if it sells. It was one of the only things we used to fight about. She said that if the music was good enough, it would go mainstream, no matter what was trending or who was getting studio investment or whether or not a band had the connections that actually made a difference.”

			“I didn’t know the bootstraps theory applied to music sales,” Emmett says.

			“It does. Which sucks, especially when you consider that most new artists don’t even have the metaphorical boots. They’re out there in flip-flops, trying to power their way through a snowstorm.” Delilah pauses. “I swear to God, I’m usually better with words. I do this for a living.”

			Emmett’s eyes crinkle at the corners. “It wasn’t that bad.”

			Delilah takes a sip of her drink before she can say something like It absolutely was, or Bless your heart, or Aren’t you sweet. “Anyway. That’s my tale of woe. Not quite as woeful as yours, because I do not envy you that much time in bus seats, but still. Woe.”

			“I don’t mind being on a bus that much,” Emmett says. He glances down at his watch. “Actually, I should probably…”

			“Oh. Right.” Delilah tamps down a sudden rush of disappointment. She’d felt lighter and easier talking with this random man off the street than she had since she found Sam’s note yesterday.

			You’re just glad to have someone to talk to who hasn’t seen you at your worst, she tells herself, and shakes off the mental pout. She gets to her feet, holding out her hand. “It was really nice meeting you, Emmett. Thanks again for—you know.”

			Emmett takes her hand. His palm is cool and smooth, fingers long and slender but with strangely blocky knuckles, an unexpected imperfection on an otherwise lovely hand. “I’m glad I was there to do it,” he says. “Take care of yourself, Delilah. Good luck on your trip.”

			Something in his voice makes her feel like he means it, that he’s not just being polite. Delilah holds on to his hand for just a second too long. “I’ll do my best,” she says, faking a cheer she doesn’t really feel.

			It takes only a few moments for Emmett to gather up his backpack and his cup and leave the café, sparing her a final smile and an awkward little wave that makes Delilah laugh despite herself as she returns it. From her seat by the window, she can watch him walk to the corner and wait patiently for the light to change—Smart man, she thinks, her internal monologue as dry as ever—before he half jogs across the street to join the little cluster of people waiting for the bus.

			And just like that, she’s alone again.

			Delilah huffs, shaking off the thought, and pulls her phone out of her bag, just to have something to do with her hands and her eyes besides wistfully looking out across the street.

			The missed calls from Alex are no surprise, given Delilah’s last text to her. Delilah briefly considers not calling her back, but she knows Alex well enough to be pretty sure that she’d make good on her threat to track Delilah down and throw her into the trunk of her car. She taps on the most recent call and puts the phone to her ear.

			Alex picks up on the first ring. “I’m going to fucking murder you.”

			“Hi to you too,” Delilah says.

			“Please tell me you didn’t pick up a fucking hitchhiker in the middle of Manhattan.”

			“I would never do that,” Delilah says.

			“You literally sent me a picture—”

			“We were in Brooklyn.”

			“…I swear to God, Delilah.”

			Delilah rolls her eyes. “Stop it. I’m fine. He stopped me from walking into traffic, and I bought him a cup of coffee and drove him to his bus stop. Nobody got murdered.”

			Alex’s tone is very even in the way it gets when she’s staring at the closest ceiling in hopes of some kind of divine intervention. “You’re like a serial killer’s wet dream.”

			Delilah hums thoughtfully, propping her chin on her hand and letting her gaze drift out the window again. There’s a decent cluster of people waiting for the Greyhound now. Emmett is the only person not on a phone or wrangling a small child. People seem to weave around him as if he’s not even there. “Great name for the album rewrite.”

			Alex sighs. “I guess I should be glad you didn’t actually invite him to drive all the way out to California with you.”

			“Obviously I didn’t invite him out to—” Delilah pauses. Considers. “Huh.”

			“Delilah.”

			“Hold on, I’m thinking.”

			“Do not start thinking.” There’s an edge of hysteria in Alex’s voice. “Delilah, do not—”

			Looking across the street, Delilah puts the call on mute.

			Here is the thing she will never tell anyone: At the end of the day, Delilah is not, and never has been, a particularly brave person.

			Manic Delilah is bright and impulsive and spontaneous and exciting, always the first person to say yes to any idea, no matter how wild or dangerous or ill-advised.

			Stable Delilah, on the other hand, has faked her way through every moment that has ever made her special, from the first song she performed in public to the decision to chase her dreams in LA to the first kiss she’d given Sam six years ago, the two of them tucked into a dark corner of the Abbey, drunk off their first show together. Stable Delilah puts on the face and the personality and the beaming grin like the wacky club kid makeup Iris taught her to apply the very first time they went out together when they were eighteen with the world at their fingertips, ripe with possibilities that Delilah pretended weren’t terrifying but that left her shaky in the aftermath every time.

			And Depressed Delilah…well. Every risk she’s ever taken hasn’t been with the understanding that she could fail but with the secret, shameful hope that she would. After all, bravery is easy to fake when what you really are is self-destructive. When what you’re hoping for is that this might be the moment something goes wrong enough to justify every cruel thing you’ve ever told yourself and more.

			Across the street, Emmett has crouched down next to a small child of maybe four or five, a cherubic little blond creature of the age when they’re old enough to babble enthusiastically but too young to remember not to talk the ear off a stranger. Even from here, Delilah can read the expression on his face, open and thoughtful and kind, his eyebrows raised as if the words coming out of that little mouth are the most interesting things he’s ever heard.

			Serial killers don’t look at people like that, Delilah thinks.

			She unmutes her phone.

			“—and I swear to God I will get your mother on the phone if you don’t stop ignoring me, do not think I won’t, you absolute problem child, I—”

			“Hey,” Delilah interrupts. “I’m getting back on the road, okay? Chill out.”

			“Alone, right?”

			“I’ll call you from Philly!”

			“Alone, right? Delilah? Del—”

			Delilah hangs up, picks up her coffee, slings her backpack over her shoulder, and heads out the door.

			She’s still half a block away when the Greyhound bus pulls up to the corner. Emmett starts to join the line of people preparing to show their tickets to the driver, and Delilah quickens her pace, raising her voice to get his attention. “Emmett!”

			He turns to her with obvious surprise, moving out of the line to meet her on the sidewalk. “Delilah?”

			“Hi,” she says, unexpectedly breathless. “I have kind of a crazy question.”

			
				The pundits talk about “risky behavior” in queer communities like it’s proof of concept: some kind of evidence that we aren’t just full of immoral urges, but we also can’t be trusted to make good decisions. Safe decisions. A higher percentage of queer people do drugs than straight people; we fuck more people than straight people do; we get wasted and wild well into our thirties while our straight friends are getting married, getting settled, getting those two-point-five kids we’d have to pay hundreds of thousands of dollars in IVF to have ourselves.

				They say it like a gotcha, but they never ask why. Why people who are told that they’re worth less would treat themselves like they’re worthless. Why we’d go seeking the rush of a good fuck, a good trip, a good adventure, just to feel alive in a world that wants us dead. Is it a good idea? No, probably not, but what’s the alternative?

				Lord Byron, Patron Saint of Bisexual Hedonism, once said: “The great object of life is sensation—to feel that we exist, even though in pain.” Words from a man whose memoirs were said to only be fit for brothel readings, burned by his friends before they could be seen by public eyes. Every destructive kiss, every fantasy, every thrill a risk, not even to be shared in death.

				But what would you do, in pursuit of feeling alive?

				—Always Here with Iris Gold, season 4, episode 6: “Risky Business”

			

		

	
		
			
				Instrumental

				Emmett

			
			[on a many-times-creased-and-folded piece of paper, slipped into a leather-bound journal in Emmett’s backpack]

			You must understand: You have a role to play in our family. You are a protector and a safeguard, a confidant. You are, in many ways, my legacy, at least for now. Do not think that I see you only as an object, a mindless thing created from the work of my hands and the word of the Divine One. You stood beside Dana at the chuppah when Miriam and I were married. You taught Noah to read Torah, in the moments when I thought he would refuse to learn. I watched Ruth take her first steps into your arms. You bear Isaac’s face—and may God forgive me for that indulgence, for all it hurt us both—and in keeping you by my side, I have had his presence, or at least a memory of it, for longer than I deserved.

			You asked me once, “Who am I to you?”

			You are my greatest achievement, and my deepest regret. You are proof of the Divine, and a reminder that the gift of creation should be His alone.

			You are my son’s memory. But you are not my son.

			Text message from: Ruth Stein

			Are you really going all the way to California?

			Text message to: Ruth Stein

			Yes.

			Text message from: Ruth Stein

			Is it because of what Dad said?

			Text message from: Ruth Stein

			Because you know that doesn’t matter to me. Or to Mom. Noah’s being awful but you know he’ll regret what he said when he comes to his senses. You belong with us.

			Text message to: Ruth Stein

			It’s complicated.

			[message not sent]

			Text message to: Ruth Stein

			I’m sorry.

			[message not sent]

			Text message to: Ruth Stein

			I would stay if I could.

			[message not sent]

			Text message from: Ruth Stein

			Emmett?

			[read: 1:48pm]

			Emmett knows he should refuse.

			In the first place, the idea is…unthinkable. Delilah seems intelligent, seems—at least in the short moments Emmett has spent with her—like a bright, sensible person, and intelligent, bright, sensible people don’t invite strangers to join them on a cross-country road trip on a whim. That she’d asked Emmett to coffee as a thank-you was surprising, but not entirely outrageous, and it had been an unexpectedly enjoyable experience, without the edge of nervousness and self-doubt that Emmett was used to experiencing in every interaction with anyone outside Jacob’s family, and sometimes even with them. But this invitation goes far beyond gratitude, tipping well into the territory of the strange and confusing and perhaps even suspicious. Emmett can almost hear Jacob’s voice in his head reciting the running list of Emmett’s tells and missteps, recalling the myriad ways in which Emmett’s slips nearly exposed them.

			To ignore all of that and accept Delilah’s invitation, spending countless hours in a car with someone who does not know what Emmett is and can’t be allowed to find out—

			Jacob would never forgive him.

			But Jacob, he thinks, is not here.

			As if sensing Emmett’s hesitation, Delilah holds up her hands. “I know it sounds wild,” she says, and grins when Emmett can’t quite suppress a laugh. “I do, really! And I swear, I’m not usually like this. But everything for this trip is booked for two people anyway, and doing it by myself is just pathetic, even if I’m telling my manager and all my friends that I’m owning it. And you said you’ve never done the cross-country trip by yourself either, right?” She barrels on before Emmett even finishes shaking his head. “So it’s a win-win. You get to California without spending three days on buses, I get a travel buddy, and everyone goes home happy.”

			She pauses, then adds, “Except my mother, who will for sure murder me when she finds out about this. But everyone else definitely goes home happy.”

			Emmett blinks. “Your mother would hurt you?”

			Delilah lets out a startled laugh. “Of course not,” she says. “That’s the part you’re focusing on?”

			Emmett flushes. It’s an unfamiliar sensation, and he puts an unthinking hand to his cheek at the unexpected heat, finding it hotter than it should be against his naturally cool fingers. Usually he has to manufacture physical reactions like that, raising or lowering his body temperature or bringing a visible color to his skin in response to the cues of the people around him. This unintended rush of warmth is rare, and Emmett wants to flinch from it. It’s a dangerous imitation, his body leaning too far into that dark, shameful yearning for the humanity he’ll never be able to touch.

			He should say no. He knows he should say no.

			Because twenty years ago, in the depths of grief and despair and divine inspiration, Jacob crafted Emmett’s body with his own two hands, drawing him together with clay that held centuries of memories already—reaching back through the generations of Jacob’s ancestors, all the way to that first disciple of the great Rabbi Loew, whose own golem still sits, inert and silent, in the attic of the Altneuschul in Prague.

			Emmett is made of water and earth and memory, created to replace the irreplaceable. On his deathbed, Jacob had given one final order: for Emmett to return to the cave where Jacob brought him forth from the ground and unravel the threads of prayer and will and magic until there is nothing left of him but clay.

			“You know the stories,” Jacob had told him toward the end, during one of those few moments when Miriam had been persuaded to go and rest, leaving Emmett alone by his bedside, a quiet, constant sentinel. Jacob’s voice had been a rasp by then, miles from its old booming strength. “A golem without a master is unbound. A recipe for madness and danger.”

			“But Ruth,” Emmett started to protest, and Jacob had shaken his head on the pillow. “And Noah, and Miriam, and—”

			“If you want to keep them safe, you will leave them behind.”

			Emmett did want to keep them safe. He always had. It was why he’d barely ever stepped even a toe out of Jacob’s carefully drawn lines. The fear of even the hypothetical consequences of disobedience was enough to keep him from taking the risk. On the rare occasions when he’d felt too restless, too tightly bound by commands and restrictions, he’d looked for ways around the rules instead of breaking them outright—following the letter, if not the spirit, and always begging forgiveness in the moments when he failed to ask permission.

			Jacob always granted it, but never without making his disappointment clear. Never without reminding Emmett of his place.

			There won’t be any more reminders. But the stories linger, vivid in Emmett’s memory.

			So after the final night of shiva, he’d packed a bag—Jacob’s journal, Emmett’s own long-loved daily prayer book, some clothing, a few sentimental belongings he couldn’t bear to leave behind—and used the credit card Jacob had given him for emergencies to buy a bus ticket to California.

			It doesn’t matter that part of Emmett has always yearned to feel what it would be like to truly disobey. To do something not just because he wants to but because he’s been told that he shouldn’t. Just to see what it feels like. To see if freedom tastes as sweet as he’s always dreamed it does.

			And now here’s Delilah, offering him that chance.

			If you want to keep them safe…

			But how much of a risk could it be, really? Go back to where I made you, Jacob had told Emmett, but he hadn’t said, Go by bus, hadn’t said, Go without detours, hadn’t said, Go alone.

			Emmett is a creature made of scripture. He knows a loophole when he sees one.

			“Yes,” he tells Delilah, interrupting her mid-spiel as she lists all the reasons Emmett should agree to join her, outlining the various stops and attractions along her route.

			She breaks off, looking as surprised as Emmett feels. “Wait,” she says. “Wait, really?”

			Emmett realizes his hand is still pressed to his own cheek, and he drops it. “Yes,” he repeats. “If you’re serious about having me. I’d like to come.”

			“Oh my God, amazing,” Delilah says. She has the most expressive face of anyone Emmett has ever met, and the delight that crosses it is bright and beaming despite the smudged eye makeup and the lines around her eyes that suggest it’s been too long since she’s had a good night’s sleep. “Wait, I’m actually so excited about this, it’s going to be so much fun.” She grins, fierce and sudden and a little vicious. “Take that, Samantha.”

			Emmett blinks, and then remembers—Samantha, the ex-fiancée. The reason Delilah is taking this trip alone in the first place. He considers asking whether Delilah’s invitation is motivated by spite, and then decides not to. It’s not like he could blame her.

			“We’ll have to get more road snacks,” Delilah says. “I got some this morning, but I’ll be real, I inhaled most of them. Oh! Do you need to call anyone to let them know you’re changing your plans? With all the stops, it’ll be a way longer trip than your bus ride would have been. I mapped it out for the scenery, not for efficiency.”

			Emmett thinks of Ruth and the unanswered texts left on his phone. Of Miriam’s embrace before she saw Emmett to the door, refusing to meet his eyes. Of Noah, who hasn’t spoken to Emmett since he learned the truth. Of Dana, Jacob’s only living child from his first marriage, who always knew, and who never forgave Emmett for his existence.

			Of Jacob, who will never call for him again.

			He swallows. “No,” he says. “No, there’s no one I need to call.”

			Delilah stills, some of her animated energy fading. She regards him for a moment, that same intelligence that first caught Emmett’s attention bringing a quieter, more calculating light to her eyes. Then, after a brief hesitation, she reaches out, slowly enough that Emmett could move away if he chose. He doesn’t, and she puts a hand on his arm, squeezing gently.

			“Okay,” she says. “Then let’s go.”

			Without waiting for a response, she turns on her heel and starts off toward the block where she left her van.

			Emmett takes a breath he doesn’t need, tightens his grip on the strap of his bag, and follows.

			
				Listen:

				No one loves a monster story like queers love a monster story.

				Because how can we not, right? Pick a narrative, any narrative. We are created into monstrousness, into otherness, into unwanted-ness, through no choice of our own. Our love is violence, is consumption, is transformation, is metaphor for all of the above; to choose that love is transgression and unraveling and rejection of goodness and rightness and truth—because it must be, right? Because why else would we be taught that the thing in the woods, in the dark, in the closet, is a monster, if we weren’t supposed to fear it?

				—Always Here with Iris Gold, season 3, episode 9: “On Monstrousness”

			

		

	
		
			
				Track 4

				Delilah

			
			
				I genuinely believe that the only good treatment for queer heartache is to make at least one terrible, impractical, inadvisable decision that has nothing to do with sex. Get a horrible haircut. Make a dish that’s way more complicated than anything you’ve ever tried before and invite all your friends to come eat it. Go on a road trip without a map. Do something that scares you, that freaks you out, that rips the floor out from underneath you and leaves you reeling and looking for solid ground.

				Why? Because whoever broke your heart already fucked you up, baby, and you can’t change what they did. The least you can do is make sure the next thing that makes you feel out of control is all because of you.

				—Always Here with Delilah Cohen and Iris Gold, season 1, episode 4: “On Heartbreak”

			

			By the time they arrive in Philadelphia, Delilah has determined that there’s just the slightest possibility that she didn’t think this through.

			It’s a realization as familiar as a well-worn pair of house slippers, but not nearly as comfortable.

			Until Delilah hit college, her anxiety manifested not so much in thinking things through as it did in thinking things to death. Once she’d found herself surrounded by alcohol and took a head-spinning slip-and-slide into her first full manic episode, she swung as far the other way as she could, going with whatever felt good or right in the moment. After all, consequences were a problem for Future Delilah, and there was always the chance that if she went just wild enough, there wouldn’t be a Future Delilah to worry about things at all.

			Thanks to a combination of intense therapy and carefully calibrated medication, the extreme peaks and valleys of her moods have mostly settled into an even landscape of stability. And sure, maybe sometimes she misses the dizzying heights of mania, sometimes even misses the comforting dark of depression, but she’s safe now, and that’s what she’s supposed to remember. She has a therapist she likes and a safety plan that lives on her phone, copies shared with Alex and her mom and Iris and even Sam—a clear set of instructions for what she’s supposed to do when she finds herself making the kind of withdrawal and darkness that could signal a dangerous downward swing, or the impulsive decisions and wild bursts of energy that signal an upward one.

			Such as—and this is just a random example, obviously—inviting a perfect stranger into her car twenty-four hours after being dumped on her wedding day.

			Delilah casts a sidelong look at Emmett’s profile as Roscoe cruises down Route 1 toward Philly, looking for any indications of secret ax-murderer tendencies and trying not to notice the way the sun breaking through the October clouds catches the angles of his face and brings out the lighter strands in his dark hair, or the way his long fingers absently braid the fringes of his tzitzit as he listens to Delilah ramble on and on about—God, what is she rambling about?

			“What am I rambling about?”

			Emmett cocks his head in amusement. “Your friend Iris. At least, I think it was your friend Iris? That’s where it started. I’m not really sure how it ended up in Berlin.”

			“Oh. The podcast, probably.” Delilah reaches for the coffee cup in the center console, then makes a face when it’s lighter than she expects it to be. She peers ahead to the next exit, does some mental math, and decides she can justify pulling off for another cup. She’s going to expense everything back to Alex anyway. If she’s writing an album on this trip, she can claim it all under “professional travel.” Flipping on her signal light and sliding into the exit lane, she says, “We started it together back in college, but it’s mostly hers now—I just help her with the research sometimes, because I’m a huge nerd about it. She was going to do a whole season on queer culture pre–World War II, and Germany was apparently one of the hubs, so we took a trip together…oh, three years ago? Something like that. It was no Paris, obviously, but they had drag clubs and burlesque shows and this massive underground of queer politics—did you ever see Cabaret?”

			Emmett shakes his head. “I don’t think so.”

			Delilah snorts. “You’d remember. I’m sure it’s streaming somewhere. I’ll show it to you at some point before we hit California.”

			She gets off the highway and starts hunting for a drive-through coffee option. “Anyway, it was queer as hell. There were something like a hundred gay bars there before the Nazis showed up and ruined everything for everyone. Like they do.” She pauses. “Sorry. Are we at the if we can’t laugh at our intergenerational trauma, the Nazis won level of Jewish road trip companions yet?”

			The sound Emmett makes borders on a wheeze, and Delilah has half a moment to be alarmed before she glances over and finds him all but choking on laughter. “I’ll take that as a yes,” she says, and gets a breathless thumbs-up in return.

			As Delilah merges back onto the highway ten minutes later, a new supply of sweet, sweet caffeine in her hand—God, sometimes she really misses the old party drug days; no matter how much she likes her coffees, they really just don’t do the same job—Emmett says, “No GPS?”

			“Nope.” Delilah reluctantly keeps Roscoe in the right lane, not quite trusting the old van’s acceleration enough to go more than five miles over the speed limit. She reaches behind Emmett’s seat for her backpack, tugging the folder of maps and directions free. “All analog, buddy.”

			Emmett takes the folder and looks through it curiously. “I didn’t think people really did this anymore.”

			“They don’t, really.”

			She hates herself a little for wondering if Emmett will give her the same distrustful looks Sam did, like she didn’t believe Delilah when she said she could navigate their way across the country without a tiny computer telling them what to do. “This is how I used to take road trips with my mom growing up. That was pre-GPS anyway, obviously, but she had the best sense of direction of anyone I’ve ever met. Still does, honestly. I’ve driven all over the country with her and we’ve never gotten lost once.”

			“It sounds like you two are close.”

			“We are.” Not that the closeness will stop her mom from being absolutely fucking furious when she finds out what Delilah is doing, which is why she’s been unsubtly ignoring the text messages flooding her phone. “It was just the two of us when I was growing up. Us and my grandma—my mom’s mom. My dad died when I was really little, and his family didn’t really want anything to do with us.”

			“Oh?”

			Delilah considers how much to say, then decides she might as well share. Emmett’s probably already wondering what would make someone the kind of adult who invites strangers along on cross-country road trips, despite all common sense indicating that that’s a really fucking terrible idea.

			“My dad’s parents were old-money people,” she says, keeping her eyes on the road. “They had all these plans for him—you know, graduate law school, senior partner at a big firm, go into politics, yadda yadda yadda. Which feels wild to me, in this century, but whatever. He met my mom when she was working at this coffee shop in Cambridge that he used to study at when he wanted to ditch the ritzy friends his parents kept trying to get him to hang out with. She thought he was a huge dweeb, but I guess she turned out to be into that, because when he asked her out, she said yes.”

			She remembers asking her mom to tell her this story over and over when she was little, back when she was too young to really understand that it broke her mother’s heart to tell it. They’d been happy together, was the thing, despite everything. Dad had gone into legal aid instead of corporate law, spent his weekends playing guitar in a Springsteen cover band (“He loved dad rock way before he was actually your dad,” her mom liked to say, fond and wistful and just a little judgy) and reading terrible sci-fi novels, while Delilah’s mom worked on her dissertation and filled their tiny apartment with a thousand different kinds of fiber crafts as she tried to find a hobby she liked enough to stick with it for more than a month.

			They’d been happy, all the way to the end.

			Delilah wishes she’d gotten to know him. He died when she was barely three, too young to have real memories of him. But sometimes she thinks her body still remembers his presence in her life—when she recognizes a scent but can’t quite figure out why her chest flushes with a feeling of safety; when her mom presses a kiss to her temple and she senses the whisper of absence on the other side of her face; when she wakes up in the middle of the night at a phantom shift of her mattress, as if someone has come in late to check on her, just to make sure she’s sleeping safely, breathing and dreaming.

			Her eyes sting, and she’s grateful for her sunglasses. Clearing her throat, she says, “Anyway, after he died, my grandparents on his side basically cut off contact with my mom, except to put a bunch of money in a college fund for me, but I didn’t take it when I got into school.”

			“Did you ever take it? Even if you didn’t use it for college?”

			Delilah snorts. “No. Partially as a fuck you, but also because they probably would have put some strings on it. I was not cut out for law school.” She catches sight of the first sign for Philadelphia, takes note of the exit number, and turns off the cruise control. “Anyway, I had my mom and my grandma, and that was enough.” She inclines her head toward the back of the van without taking her eyes off the road. “That’s his guitar back there—one of them, anyway. But that one was his favorite. He had my mom paint flowers on it when they found out I was going to be a girl. My mom says he used to play me lullabies on it.”

			Emmett is quiet for a moment, and then says, “It sounds like he loved you very much.”

			“Yeah.” She swallows. “Anyway. That’s my tragic backstory. What about you?”

			“What about me?”

			She gestures between them without looking away from the windshield. “I’ve told you why I’m messed up enough to ask you to come on this trip. Who messed you up enough that you said yes?”

			Emmett laughs. “Is being messed up a prerequisite?”

			“Unless you really are a serial killer? Probably.”

			“Good to know.” Emmett still sounds amused. Delilah risks a glance over and finds him looking more thoughtful than anything else, like he’s not quite sure how he wants to answer her question.

			“I don’t know if I have a good answer,” he says finally. “I wanted to do something that—that I wouldn’t have been allowed to do, before Jacob died. He was very…” Emmett hesitates. Jacob must be the guy who died, Delilah thinks. The one who raised him. Emmett’s probably trying to avoid speaking ill of the dead. That’s nice of him. She doesn’t speak ill of her dad because he was, by all accounts, a total mensch of a human being, but she’d happily desecrate her paternal grandfather’s grave if given half a chance. Emmett seems like a nicer person than she is, but then, given how they met, that’s not really surprising. “He liked to know what I was doing, and he had very strong opinions about what I did and who I did it with.”

			“Doesn’t sound like a very relaxed way to grow up.”

			Another moment of hesitation. “No,” he says at last. “He had a son who died, before me. It made him very cautious.”

			That much Delilah can understand. Her mom hadn’t dated much after her dad died, and when Delilah had asked her if she ever wanted to get married again, she admitted that she wasn’t sure her heart could take it.

			Still, there was a difference between choosing not to take on a new relationship and messing up a kid because your own issues made you hypercontrolling. Probably. “So this is your independence road trip too?”

			Emmett is quiet for so long that Delilah chances another look across at him. His eyes are fixed on the road, but his lips are parted, tugged just barely upward at the corners, as if he’s experiencing something that’s as unexpected as it is welcome. When he turns to look at her, his smile is real, filled with a surprised sort of delight that spills all the way across his face.

			“Yes,” he says, with a decisive firmness that makes it impossible for Delilah not to smile back. “Yes, it is.”

			“Well, here’s to that,” Delilah says, and gets into the exit lane.

		

	
		
			
				Track 5

				Delilah

			
			Smith: There’s something liminal about a queer bookstore, don’t you think?

			Gold: Is this going to be a joke about fairy realms?

			Smith: It wasn’t, but now it almost feels like a missed opportunity. [laughter] What I mean is that a queer bookstore is like a pocket of time out of time. Space out of space. Separate from reality, you know? Where every connection is somehow both so unreal you’re not sure it happened, yet also so much realer and more true than anything you’ve felt before. There’s a stripping of armor. The lines are thinner—the lines we draw around ourselves to keep ourselves safe.

			Cohen: Not to lean too hard on the joke you weren’t making, but I thought that was supposed to be what made those fairy rings so dangerous. Right? You let your guard down, you taste the food—whatever that’s going to be a metaphor for, I don’t know, sapphic poetry or Baldwin or something—and then you can’t leave again.

			Smith: Is it that you can’t leave, or is that just what they say, when the truth is that you don’t want to? All I’m saying is that the veil is thinner there. It’s inherently a threshold. How many of us are the same person within the walls of a radically queer space that we are outside one? You walk inside and you get to make a choice between who you’ll be from one step to another, the moment you cross the boundary. Everywhere else, you can choose how you want to be seen, to a point anyway. How you want someone to see you. But you step into those stores, lined with pages and pages of history and story and love, there’s something in your soul that’ll turn visible no matter what. Something that calls out to be recognized.

			Cohen: As what?

			Smith: Well, you tell me. You walk through the door of one of those places, the little bell rings, the person at the counter looks up and sees you. What do you want them to see?

			Cohen: [after a pause] I don’t know.

			Smith: [gently] You do, love. We all do.

			
				—Always Here with Delilah Cohen and Iris Gold, season 2, episode 7: “Space Stations,” featuring Professor Aja Smith, astrophysicist, poet, and author of Made of Stardust: Speculative Futures of Queer Identity

			

			Their first stop in Philadelphia is the oldest queer bookstore in the country. Once a stand-alone bookstore named for the James Baldwin classic Giovanni’s Room, it’s now part of a larger Philly nonprofit, with proceeds from the store and events going to other local HIV/AIDS organizations.

			The fliers and flags adorning the brick building are visible from across the street as they make their way over from the municipal lot where Delilah found a spot for Roscoe, the bright blue door like a beacon against the prim and proper grays and burgundies of the rest of the neighborhood. A few teenagers with brightly dyed hair peruse the ninety-nine-cent books in boxes laid out on tables tucked up along the sidewalk, while a small dog tied to the nearest signpost—which seems to be wrapped in a crocheted tube sock in pride flag colors—looks on curiously, attracting pats on the head from passersby. Emmett, predictably, is one of them, crouching down to give the dog a generous round of ear-scratching. The dog wags its tail in enthusiastic response, and before she can stop herself, Delilah takes out her phone and snaps a photo.

			It’s a good picture, she thinks. Emmett’s face isn’t visible, but it’s a good angle for his long, lanky frame, the sunlight catching on his dark hair and surrounding the rainbow yarn wrapped around the signpost.

			Plus the dog is cute as hell.

			She briefly considers posting the photo online—obviously just because of the dog—but decides against it. She still only has access to her private accounts, but there are enough people who follow her there to cause problems if someone decides to be an asshole. And anyway, her mom will start blowing up her phone if she sees it, even if Delilah makes it seem like it’s just a shot she happened to take, with no connection to the person in it.

			No, she thinks, putting her phone away as Emmett gives the dog a last pat and gets to his feet, better safe than sorry.

			“So why here?” Emmett asks, following her into the store. “I mean, how’d this place get onto your destination list?”

			“A couple of reasons, actually.” Delilah waves at the person behind the desk, feeling relieved when the girl’s face registers no sign of recognition, and beckons for Emmett to come with her over to the music section. “I mentioned that I’m kind of a history nerd, right?” At Emmett’s nod, she continues: “So, this place got started in the seventies, when Philly’s queer community was blossoming—post-Stonewall, you know, when everything was here and queer and fuck you if you don’t like it. There’s a ton of history here, and like, I’m not saying I believe in the supernatural or anything, but in places like this, you can really kind of feel it, you know? Like the floor and the walls have been soaking in all the energy from every baby gay and queer elder and trans egg and nervous ally who’s come in over the last forty-whatever years.” She shrugs. “I’ve always liked the idea that places hold memory just as much as people do. Maybe more.” She huffs a laugh. “Sam used to hate that idea, honestly. She said it freaked her out.”

			Emmett shakes his head. “No,” he says. “I agree with you.”

			Delilah glances at him, surprised. “Yeah?”

			He nods, not looking at her as he reaches out to touch the nearest bookshelf, fingers trailing over the spines. “I think there’s more memory in the world than most people like to think,” he says. “I think…I think more of the world holds memory than doesn’t.”

			There’s something about the way the words leave Emmett’s mouth that makes Delilah curious about just what he’s thinking, and what he’s not saying. She thinks about how often Sam shut her down whenever she didn’t like something Delilah was talking about, and wonders if Jacob was the same way.

			She has a feeling the answer is yes.

			“What was the other reason?”

			Delilah blinks. “Hm?”

			“You said there were a couple of reasons you wanted to come here.”

			“Oh.” Delilah picks up a copy of David Bowie Made Me Gay and flips through the pages. “Sam and I met here, actually.”

			Emmett goes still beside her. She hadn’t even really noticed he was in motion until he stops, a perfect quiet coming over him, until it almost seems like he isn’t even breathing. Delilah looks at him and finds him watching her in return, his face unreadable. After a moment, though, Emmett inclines his head in obvious invitation.

			Delilah puts the book down again. “She doesn’t remember it,” she admits. “When people ask her how we met, she tells them about an industry event in LA, some party for up-and-coming artists. That was where Alex introduced me to her, and we started properly talking after that, mostly about music—we worked together before we started dating, did I tell you that?—and I guess that’s what she actually remembers. But the first time I met her was here, a few years before.”

			“And she doesn’t remember meeting you then?”

			Delilah shrugs. “I asked her once, but she just gave me this blank look, like—” She tries to imitate it and gets a snort of laughter in response, which makes her smile despite herself. “Yeah. I don’t know, maybe I wasn’t memorable.”

			“I find that hard to believe,” Emmett murmurs. “You make an impression.”

			“You’re only saying that because you had to pull me out of traffic.” Delilah crouches down to start flipping through records, mostly just to have something to do with her hands. “I was here with Iris. This was before we really got into our research era—we just took a weekend trip from New York. I think one of us had just gotten dumped; I’m not sure who. Probably me, though. Just, y’know, statistically speaking. People don’t really dump Iris.”

			“Why?”

			“She’s basically perfect.” Emmett scoffs. “Hey, I said basically.”

			Emmett’s voice is wry. “If you say so.”

			“Anyway, she brought us here for…I want to say a poetry event? Some local thing. I left halfway through for a smoke break and ran into Sam outside.”

			She’s replayed that night a thousand times over the years, the multipage, self-indulgent journal entry she’d written when she got back to her hotel room proving to be her most effective weapon against her usually horrible memory. It’s purple prose of the worst kind—as a writer, she can’t look at it without cringing—but reading it over and over again has helped her paint a Technicolor memory of the entire night. She can pull the half-memorized pages up in her mind, and all of a sudden she feels nineteen years old again, self-medicating her anxiety with a mix of coffee and cigarettes and alcohol, constantly feeling large and ungainly and uncool around her new college friends, all of whom had seemed like supermodels she’d half convinced herself were just keeping her around to make themselves feel better.

			“If you say that one more time, I’m going to push you into traffic,” Iris had said to her, arm in arm with Delilah as they hurried down the sidewalk to the poetry reading, Iris’s heels tapping a sharp click-click-click beside Delilah’s clunky boots. She’d held the door open for Delilah to duck past her into the crowded store. “Honestly, we have got to do something about that self-esteem.”

			They’d sat side by side in the kind of rickety folding chairs that always made Delilah feel conscious of the size of her hips. She tipped her head against Iris’s shoulder, taking in the words and soaking in the feelings of the room around her. It was an event for local poets, amateur and professional, and their poems were good, but none of them really spoke to her.

			And then a towering woman even broader than Delilah stepped up to the mic, unapologetically and passionately taking up space, and read a poem about fat queer desire that was so earnest and sensual and gorgeous that Delilah wanted to cry on the spot.

			She still remembers the heat welling up in her throat and pressing against her eyes. She’d made an escape before anyone could see whatever mortifying thing was happening on her face. The last thing she’d expected was to run into an emerging celebrity outside on the sidewalk, all blond hair and big blue eyes and standing out like a movie star despite the unflattering light from the streetlamps. Sam Knight was recognizable even then—her first album of breathy sapphic pop had been just transgressive enough to break the charts and put her face on magazine covers. She’d caught Delilah’s eye, swept a smoky gaze over her from head to toe in a look that made Delilah flush, and asked to bum a cigarette.

			Delilah’s hands had shaken as she pulled the package out of her purse, and her breath caught in her chest when she leaned close to light the cigarette Sam held between her full, smiling lips. Feeling hot and overly conscious of her every movement, Delilah had hunched back against the brick facade of the building, trying to make herself smaller.

			Sam had looked at her, alarmed. “Oh my God,” she’d said. “Is this new perfume that bad?”

			That comment had startled a laugh out of Delilah, loud enough in the quiet evening that she’d almost clapped a hand over her own mouth, and that had set Sam off too.

			They’d stayed out there for what felt like hours, even though it was really just the twenty minutes it took to get through two cigarettes each. “I’m only in town for a few days,” Sam had told her, easy and relaxed, leaning against the wall. “Probably not long enough to get all the way onto East Coast time. No, seriously, I’m still trying to figure out why I’m not having lunch right now.”

			“And you’re here? Instead of”—Delilah groped in her head for any other Philadelphia landmarks—“visiting the Liberty Bell or something?”

			“Girl, what do you think this is, National Treasure: Lesbian Boogaloo?” Delilah choked on smoke. “I’m visiting a friend, and she’s a”—Sam had lowered her voice, as if to reveal something scandalous—“poetry person.”

			Delilah ducked her head around another laugh, feeling some of the crushing too much too close too real too true pressure of the room inside start to ease its grip around her heart. With her pulse a little calmer, she’d realized that Sam wasn’t occasionally shifting her posture just to keep warm in the crisp night air, but in response to the way Delilah automatically shrank back against the side of the building every time someone walked by, trying not to take up too much space. Sam had been moving, so subtly that Delilah hadn’t even noticed, to stand between Delilah and whoever was passing by, as if she’d sensed that Delilah needed to hide but not so badly that she needed to run. That she needed to be close to what was happening just a wall away, but couldn’t bring herself to step back inside.

			So Delilah, figuring she owed her, had put on her bravest face and told Sam about the poem, a nervous confession about never having heard anything like it before, about feeling such an overwhelming mix of longing and understanding and kinship that she couldn’t bear for anyone to read it on her face.

			“Oh, babe,” Sam said, reaching over and cupping Delilah’s flushed cheek with one cool, gentle hand. Her nails were perfectly manicured, pressing just slightly into Delilah’s skin while Delilah tried to remember how to breathe. “It’s such a beautiful story. And a beautiful face. Why wouldn’t you want people to read it?”

			It wasn’t the first time Delilah looked at a woman and thought she was seeing something divine, but Sam’s energy was a different kind of ethereal. It took Delilah’s breath away, even as she refilled her lungs with smoke, like a little bit of poison could distract her from the urge to sway into Sam, uninvited but longing all the same.

			And then they’d finished their cigarettes and gone back inside, parting with a silent nod of something like acknowledgment, something like recognition. “Where were you?” Iris had hissed when Delilah slid back into her seat, wrinkling her nose at the clinging scent of smoke. Delilah had been at a loss for words, too distracted by watching Sam’s retreating back as she disappeared into the shelves, her blond hair shining like a beacon until the dimmed lighting of the store swallowed that up too.

			The next time they’d seen each other had been in another dim room, this one packed with bodies and music and laughter, and Sam had looked at Delilah like she’d never seen her before. And that was fine—Delilah had never thought of herself as someone people remembered, not really. What mattered was what happened next: Sam’s hand in hers, a flash of the brilliant smile she recognized from the sidewalk in front of the bookstore, a caught breath of the familiar perfume she’d never quite been able to forget when Sam leaned close to hear Delilah’s name over the DJ’s pounding bass.

			It hadn’t bothered her then that Sam didn’t remember her. After all, Sam was gorgeous and funny and a celebrity—how many times must she have been someone else’s incredible you’ll never guess who I just met story?

			But now, standing just steps away from the scene of the crime, Delilah wonders if maybe it should have.

			“Anyway,” she says, forcing some cheer into her voice, “I was originally going to bring her back here and re-create the whole story. Minus the smoking probably, since we officially quit a while ago, but, y’know. Change of plans. Here we are.”

			Emmett looks at her, head cocked slightly like he’s deciding how to respond, and finally says, “So what do you want to do now?”

			Delilah considers the question. “Do you want the smart answer or the real answer?”

			Emmett shrugs. “It’s up to you.”

			The response surprises her. “Huh,” she says. Emmett raises an eyebrow, and Delilah says, “You strike me as someone who has strong feelings about honesty.”

			Emmett’s shoulders tighten in an almost imperceptible movement as he takes a half step back, putting a bit more space between them. Delilah hadn’t even realized how close to each other they’d been standing.

			“Sorry,” she says automatically.

			“No, you didn’t—” Emmett breaks off, brows furrowing. He presses his lips together, fingers flexing and relaxing at his sides, before he shakes his head and slips his hands into his jacket pockets. “I do have strong feelings about honesty, but they’re mostly that honesty should be a choice. You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”

			“Oh.” Those were not the kind of strong feelings about honesty she was expecting. “Well, I’ll give you both answers. The smart answer is that I’m here to…I don’t know, reclaim the space. Make it just a part of the history of the community I’m part of, not associated with a specific memory of a specific person, especially a specific person who fucked me over. Form some new memories instead, now that I’m older and wiser and probably wouldn’t sprint out of a poetry reading to have a panic attack about someone sharing something honest and real about being fat and queer and still being valuable, not just fuckable.” She shrugs. “Maybe pick up a few books of poetry along those lines too. Read them and cry in a cathartic way instead of a miserable way.”

			Emmett nods. “That does sound smart.”

			“I thought so.”

			“So…what’s the real reason?”

			Delilah leans against the nearest shelf. “Honestly? I kind of want to kiss an employee.”

			Emmett lets out a startled laugh. “What?”

			“It’s a local legend kind of thing—one of the store’s founders snagged a kiss from Allen Ginsberg, who kissed E. M. Forster, who kissed Edward Carpenter, who kissed Whitman. So if you smooch an employee, you’re however many degrees from smooching a whole bunch of great queer authors. Like a giant gay daisy chain.” She pauses. “Though it’s probably apocryphal at this point. I don’t think you can make it part of your employee onboarding to make sure everyone kisses at least once just to keep the chain going.”

			“Probably not.” Emmett looks more amused than judgmental, which is a relief, but Delilah asks the question anyway.

			“You don’t think it makes me a bad person?”

			“What? Wanting to kiss someone?”

			“I mean, I was supposed to be getting married yesterday.”

			Emmett shrugs. “I don’t think I have any moral authority to tell you how you should act or what you should want. Your partner hurt you and betrayed your trust. You get to decide how to respond to that. It doesn’t sound like you want to hurt anyone, so why should it make you a bad person to want to do something for yourself?”

			Delilah doesn’t really mean to, but she stares at him. She’s not a good enough person to have avoided making a few assumptions about Emmett when she saw the kippah and tzitzit, about what kind of person he probably was and what he probably thought was right. He’d already proven her wrong a few times, but she still hadn’t expected to get such casual acceptance of her plans to go from being engaged to get queer-married to kissing a total stranger from someone who, at least by all appearances, was fairly religious.

			“Huh,” she says finally. “Okay. Thank you.” She pulls away from the shelf, rolls her neck, and sucks in a fortifying breath. “In that case, I’m going to go poke around until I find someone who looks kissable and see if they’re feeling charitable.”

			“Don’t sell yourself short,” Emmett says, with a touch of something that might almost be flirtation but, given the circumstances, probably isn’t. Delilah grins at him anyway, trying to project more cheer and confidence than she actually feels.

			“Think you can keep yourself entertained for a bit while I’m gone?”

			“Yes,” Emmett says.

			This time, there’s no hesitation in his words. He’s looking out across the shelves and posters and memorabilia around the store, one hand drifting out of his pocket to skim pale fingertips along the nearest row of books. He stops at a basket of pronoun pins and stares down at them like they’re something he’s never seen before.

			Delilah leans over. “What? Thinking of showing off your allyship?” She plucks a he/him pin out of the assortment, waving it at him. “I’ll treat you, if you want.”

			For a moment, Emmett doesn’t move. Then, with obvious uncertainty, he reaches down and touches a they/them button with shaking fingertips. “Is this—is this a plural pronoun? Or—”

			Not quite sure whether she’s about to educate or start a fight, Delilah says, warily, “Singular they. It’s a gender-neutral third-person singular.”

			Emmett doesn’t take his fingers off the pin. “I didn’t…I mean, I suppose I knew about that, but…” He looks up at her, expression guarded. “Anyone can do that?”

			Her heart cracks a bit in her chest, confusion giving way to realization and a wave of unexpected tenderness. “Of course.”

			A delicate, almost wondrous smile spreads across Emmett’s face. They pick up the pin, holding it like something fragile and precious.

			Delilah leans over and gently nudges Emmett’s arm. “Definitely my treat,” she says. “Come on, let’s go check out so we can get that onto your jacket.”

			“I’ve never been in a store like this,” they say quietly as they fall into step beside her, like it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if Delilah didn’t hear them. “I knew they existed, but I didn’t…I’ve never been able to go.” They glance over at her, expression open and radiating a pure sincerity that Delilah has forgotten is even possible after years of media-ready smiles and public relations half-truths. “Thank you.”

			“It’s special, right? A place just for people like us?”

			The light in Emmett’s face dims slightly. “I don’t think there are any people like me.”

			They hadn’t pushed her away the last time she touched them, so Delilah chances it again, reaching out to put her hand over Emmett’s where it rests on the bookshelf, squeezing gently. Their skin is cool and rougher than it looks, almost like touching stone. “I think we all feel like that sometimes,” she says as gently and honestly as she can, because there’s a part of her that knows that look in their eyes, that disbelief, that disconnection and yearning and hope. “That doesn’t make it true.” She nods at the pin in their hand. “That alone kind of proves it, doesn’t it?”

			Emmett is still for a moment, looking down at Delilah’s fingers over theirs. Finally, they swallow, nod, and turn a smile on her that doesn’t quite reach their eyes.

			“Go find your kiss,” they tell her. “I’ll be fine.”

			Delilah takes that as the dismissal it is, but she still lets her hand linger a few seconds longer before she walks away.

		

	
		
			
				Track 6

				Delilah

			
			They leave the bookstore after Delilah trades an autograph and a selfie for a kiss on the cheek from a tall, willowy trans girl with a wicked smile and a Custom-Made Pussy T-shirt. She manages to extract a promise from her not to post the photo for a few hours, partly to follow the safety protocols Alex drilled into her and partly to give herself time to come up with an excuse to keep Alex from sending her even more furious text messages. She also buys about half a dozen poetry books under the ostensible excuse of lyric research and definitely not because she’s got the self-control of a toddler in a candy store.

			Despite the commotion, she doesn’t miss Emmett quietly purchasing a book of their own, handing cash across the counter with a small, hesitant smile. Delilah doesn’t see the title before Emmett slips it into their bag, but she does catch the way the store clerk leans over to kiss Emmett’s cheek as well, though much more gently. She brushes the faint lipstick mark away from Emmett’s skin in a way she hadn’t with Delilah, and gives Emmett a shy smile as she shoos the both of them out of the store.

			“Okay,” Delilah says when they step out into the crisp late afternoon sunshine, feeling a need to say something bright and energetic to break the strange spell of the last few minutes. “Food?”

			Emmett hesitates, looking almost dazed as they touch their fingertips to their cheek. Then they clear their throat. “Food,” they agree, and follow Delilah down the street.

			Fortunately, an early dinner was already the next item on Delilah’s itinerary. Within ten minutes, they’re tucked into a booth at the lesbian-owned restaurant Delilah found during her honeymoon planning by scouring every queer tourist guide from the last five years. Delilah peruses the menu, wondering if she can justify ordering a slice of chocolate peanut butter cake as big as her head while Emmett looks around the room, eyes bright and curious.

			Their waitress is a tiny blonde with about seven piercings in each ear, who shamelessly encourages Delilah to order cake as an appetizer and flirts cheerfully with Emmett when they ask what she thinks about the different dinner offerings. Emmett is pink and stammering by the time the waitress takes off with a wink, promising to be back with their drinks and Delilah’s cake “in a jiffy.”

			“You’re like a magnet,” Delilah says, grinning despite herself at the flush clinging stubbornly to Emmett’s face as they chug half their glass of water and pointedly look anywhere but at the waitress’s retreating back. “Have cute girls always flocked to you, or is that new?”

			Emmett shoots her the closest thing to a scowl she’s seen from them, and Delilah snickers. “I don’t know,” they say. “Have you always looked at them like they’re going to bite you, or is that new?”

			“Ooh,” Delilah says. “Touché, my friend.” She sits back in the booth. “All right, I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” Emmett makes a go on gesture, and Delilah shrugs. “I think there’s part of me that never grew out of being the chubby girl at school dances who only got asked to dance on a dare. I’m always sort of still waiting for the punch line, you know?” Emmett’s face starts to shift, inching toward sympathy, and she adds, “Plus, I mean, my fan base—if I even have one without Sam—is probably ninety-nine percent queer girls, and I’m supposed to be lying pretty low right now.”

			“So Alex doesn’t hunt you down,” Emmett says, reciting more than asking.

			Delilah taps her temple in a two-fingered salute. “Correct. People don’t really recognize me when I’m out on my own, so maybe I shouldn’t even be worried about it. But…” She shrugs. “It’s not like I’m at my best right now, and anyone who does recognize me will probably know about…everything, and I just don’t really want to deal with it.”

			Emmett cocks their head. “You didn’t mind the girl at the store knowing who you were.”

			“No,” she admits. Delilah hadn’t loved it either, but for one thing, bookstore girl had been stunning enough that Delilah was almost too busy choking on her own tongue to be anxious, and for another, the first thing she’d said after recognizing Delilah had been, You should know that #TeamDelilah is trending, and I’ll buy the shit out of your next album.

			It’s probably the nicest thing anyone has ever said to her.

			“All right, chick magnet, your turn,” she says, jumping on the chance to change the subject.

			The blush comes back, reddening Emmett’s pale skin. They look down at their hands, folded together on the table. “I’ve never really thought about it,” they say. “At least, I don’t—I’ve never really noticed—I mean, I haven’t looked for…” They trail off. “I wasn’t really supposed to talk to people outside of the family. Or the community. There were a few people who I knew were…” Another moment of hesitation, a twitch of their fingers on the table before they curl them away and tuck them into their lap. “I’m not making sense.”

			“That’s okay.” Delilah props her chin in her hand, studying Emmett. There’s something a little different about them that she can’t quite put her finger on. It’s almost like that light-bulb moment with the pins and the pronouns has somehow made a physical difference in their face. Their features are a bit softer, the stubble she’d noticed on their jaw when they’d met is now noticeably lighter, the entire effect stopping just short of looking purely feminine. It’s as if they used one of Delilah’s itinerary-scheduled bathroom breaks—one of the most important trip-planning lessons her mother had taught her was to map out good bathroom stops in advance, and Delilah only had to pee on the side of the highway at rush hour once before she took that advice to heart—to do some kind of witchcraft with a contour stick.

			She knows people can’t just change their faces, but something is definitely different about Emmett. She just wishes she could figure out what. “Sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

			Emmett relaxes slightly, giving her a small, almost wry smile. “You did,” they say. “But it’s all right.” They shrug. “I guess people have…have looked at me before. But I wasn’t really supposed to notice. And I definitely wasn’t supposed to look back.”

			Delilah considers their phrasing. “Did you anyway?”

			Their guilty smile is answer enough.

			Their waitress comes back with Delilah’s slice of cake and espresso martini—a restaurant special, apparently, made with a secret recipe the waitress refuses to give away no matter how much Delilah turns on what Iris has always called the eyes—along with the fruity mocktail Delilah and the waitress persuaded Emmett to order. She takes down their dinner orders with a flourish, tells Delilah she inspired the couple a few tables down to order their dessert first too, and gives them a cheerful wave as she heads back to the kitchen.

			The cake is amazing. So is the martini. Delilah makes a shamelessly delighted sound at the first sip, coffee and chocolate and liquor and something else she can’t quite identify mingling together on her tongue.

			Emmett watches her with amusement. “How much caffeine have you had today anyway?”

			“It doesn’t count if it’s mixed with alcohol,” Delilah says, probably too quickly if the way one of Emmett’s brows lifts halfway to their hairline is any indication. She ignores that and pushes the slice of cake to the center of the table. “Try this, it’s amazing.”

			“Are you sure?”

			Delilah shrugs. “Dinner’s on me anyway,” she says. “So you might as well.” Emmett opens their mouth, clearly ready to protest, and Delilah clicks her tongue in dismissal. “Nope, I’m doing it. I already budgeted for all this. You ditched a way cheaper trip to come on my crazy lady road-trip adventure.” She pauses. “Gender-neutral.”

			Emmett’s lips twitch, but they still don’t look fully convinced. “I have money.”

			“Mazel tov,” Delilah says. “Spend it on more books, or souvenirs, or whatever. Not on the stuff I’m dragging you into.”

			“You’re not dragging me anywhere,” Emmett protests, then sighs when Delilah just shakes her head and gives the cake another nudge in their direction. “Okay, okay.”

			Their reluctance dissipates slightly at the first taste of cake, and Delilah gets to watch their face turn from guilty reluctance to pleased delight, their eyes fluttering closed as they seal their lips around their fork.

			Delilah catches herself staring and takes another long sip from her martini.

			Absolutely not, she tells herself. Then, just to make sure it sticks, Absolutely. Not.

			Dinner shows up a few minutes later, and by unspoken agreement, they shift back to small talk. Delilah shares random anecdotes about LA and the music industry and the trips she used to take with her mom, and after a bit of gentle coaxing, Emmett tells her a bit about the books they were exploring at the store while Delilah was investigating an employee kiss. That opens up a conversation about reading in general—Emmett confesses an unexpected love of fantasy novels and makes a face when Delilah reveals a guilty affection for obviously ghostwritten celebrity memoirs.

			“Why, though?” they say, clearly bewildered. “I mean—isn’t it strange, when you know they didn’t really even write them?”

			“That’s what makes it fun,” Delilah says. She’s told Emmett a little about her own ghostwriting business, though the ironclad NDAs she’s signed prevent her from mentioning any titles. “I like trying to figure out who really did write them, honestly. There aren’t really that many of us, and once you read enough of them you start getting a sense of people’s style.”

			Emmett looks curious. “Are you allowed to ask someone if they were the one who wrote something?”

			Delilah shrugs. “You can always ask,” she says. “But they’re not always allowed to tell. Usually there’s either a pretty tight NDA or a mention of them on the cover or in the acknowledgments. There’s not much of an in-between.”

			“Sounds like a lonely business.”

			“It pays the bills.” Delilah takes another sip of her drink and sets it aside. “Ghostwriting covered most of my rent until Alex picked me up and started getting me decent money for gigs. And then…”

			Emmett fills in the blank for her. “And then you had Sam.”

			“Right.” She picks at what remains of the nail polish on one thumb.

			“I’m sorry.” Emmett puts down their fork. “I shouldn’t have brought her up.”

			“No, it’s okay. I’m just still in the moping and bitching phase of this whole situation.”

			Emmett’s expression softens, but it’s not a pitying look. Just a sort of calm, understanding acceptance, and Delilah’s heart gives a startled little flutter.

			If the circumstances were anything other than what they are, Emmett would be—well, maybe not her type exactly, because Delilah’s never really had a type beyond better-looking than me and probably going to break my heart, but—

			Well, fuck, maybe they are her type. Iris is going to have a field day when Delilah calls her later.

			She puts another bite of salmon in her mouth and tries not to think about it.

			It’s only when she’s down to her last few pieces of pickled broccoli and Emmett has mostly cleared their plate of noodles and summer vegetables that something they said earlier drifts back to her. “Can I ask you something personal?”

			Emmett blinks at her, fork pausing halfway to their mouth. “Um,” they say. “Yes?”

			Delilah sits back. “All right, I’m going to try to say this in a way that doesn’t sound awful, so bear with me.” Emmett just watches her patiently, neither rushing nor helping. Fuck it, she thinks. “You…look much more religious than you act.”

			“Was there a question there?”

			“Not one I’m articulating well,” she mutters. Emmett snorts. “I guess I’m just—I mean, I grew up on a street of really Orthodox guys who gave me dirty looks if I wore a shirt that showed too much cleavage, and with a mom who would stop for a cheeseburger on her way to Kol Nidre services. I don’t have a lot of experience with all the Jewish stuff in between the two extremes. You’re clearly…” She gestures at them, hoping the indication of kippah and tzitzit is obvious, then says, half guessing, “More involved? Than I ever was, but you don’t…” She gives up. “I’m not doing this very well.”

			“No,” Emmett agrees, not unkindly. They mirror her posture across the table, leaning back in their seat and looking thoughtful. “I come from a very observant family,” they say finally. “There were…there have always been expectations. Some I met, some I didn’t, though not for lack of trying. Jacob could trace his family’s scholarship and lineage back centuries, and he had very strong beliefs about what he thought he needed to do to be worthy of that heritage.”

			“And what you needed to do,” Delilah guesses.

			Emmett inclines their head in acknowledgment.

			“And he wanted you to believe the same things he did?”

			Emmett hesitates. “I don’t know. Part of me wonders if he even thought I was capable of belief. Of my own beliefs, I mean, not just the ones he gave me. What he told me was true.”

			Delilah frowns, offended on Emmett’s behalf. “What, he didn’t think you were smart enough to decide for yourself?” She’s known them for less than a day, and she can already tell there’s a sharp intelligence lurking behind those polite smiles. Emmett might be a little unworldly, a little shy, but they’re certainly not stupid.

			“I don’t know if it was about my intelligence exactly,” Emmett says slowly. “I think it was more that…that he didn’t believe I should question him.”

			“He sounds like a pretty controlling guy.” Emmett keeps looking at the table rather than at Delilah, and she gets the hint. Blatant shit-talking of Emmett’s not-dad: not something they’re willing to confirm or deny. “I mean, I get it. I had a boyfriend who was like that. Ex-boyfriend, whatever. He always knew best, I was a tiny naive baby who didn’t know anything, etcetera, etcetera. I could never be right about anything—didn’t matter if it was politics or where we went for dinner. It’s a shitty way to live, even if you love the person.”

			Emmett does glance at her then, and there’s something almost shrewd in their eyes. “An ex-boyfriend,” they repeat.

			Delilah raises her eyebrows. “Yes? Sorry, we’re not about to do biphobia, are we? We were getting along so well.”

			“No, that’s not…” Emmett purses their lips. “It just sounds like Sam was like that too.”

			It takes more self-control than Delilah wants to admit to keep from chugging the rest of her espresso martini. She takes a sip of water instead, feeling very proud of herself. “Yeah, well. Hindsight is twenty-twenty.”

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

			“It’s fine.” Delilah forces a smile.

			It’s not that she ever thought things with Sam were perfect. Sam was spoiled and more than a little privilege-blind. She knew more about the music business than Delilah and was never shy about pointing it out. She could be petty, and she held grudges, and sometimes she acted like she was doing Delilah a favor by sharing her connections and experience and know-how.

			But she was also the first girlfriend Delilah ever had who sat with her when she had panic attacks. She doodled little comics for Delilah in the margins of their shared sheet music. She memorized Delilah’s safety plan and her therapist’s phone number. She always picked up a treat for her when she went to the grocery store herself instead of sending an assistant. She washed Delilah’s hair for her when she was too depressed to shower.

			She’d made Delilah feel like she mattered.

			Except, apparently she hadn’t. At least, not enough for Sam to stay.

			Delilah stretches her smile until her cheeks hurt. “Maybe the next time’ll be the charm.”

			“I hope it is,” Emmett says, and they sound more sincere than anyone ever should when talking to someone they’ve known for less than twelve hours. They reach up and push a few strands of dark hair away from their face. “I didn’t answer your original question, did I?”

			“No,” Delilah says. “But it was kind of a dick question to ask in the first place. You don’t owe me any kind of answer about your faith. Or lack of faith.”

			Emmett looks thoughtful. “I don’t know that I’d say it’s a lack,” they say after a few moments of consideration. “More that…that I’ve just never had to put it into words before.”

			“Why not?”

			“No one’s ever asked me.”

			Delilah decides not to say any of the first several things that come into her head, most of which would have been decidedly disrespectful of the dead. “Family’s complicated, I guess,” she says instead. “Even when it’s in good ways.”

			“Yours?” Emmett guesses.

			She nods. “I told you about my dad’s family. My mom’s always been there for me, but—I mean, it sucks to be rejected by people who never even tried to know you, y’know?”

			That gets her a soft, humorless laugh.

			“Yes,” Emmett says. “It…sucks.”

			They say it like it’s an expression they’ve never used before, and Delilah smiles before she can stop herself, and this time it feels real.

			
				Hi, honey, it’s Mom. I’m looking at the itinerary you sent me, and I think you should be in Brooklyn by now. I’m sure you’re going to be changing a few things on the trip—Send me a new list of your stops when you get a chance. I love you!

				Hi, honey, it’s Mom. Iris just texted to see if I’d heard from you—I hope you two were able to have a good chat before you dropped her off, and that she managed to get it through your head that you didn’t do wrong with this mess with Sam. You’re probably halfway to Philly—don’t forget to stop at the good bathrooms we found that time! I love you.

				Hi, honey, it’s Mom. Why the hell do I have a voicemail from Alex letting me know you picked up a random hitchhiker? Delilah Eve, you’d better call me back right the fuck now. Do not make me hear your name on a true crime podcast. My blood pressure cannot handle it. I love you.

				Hi, honey, it’s Mom. I shouldn’t have to tell you this, but a selfie as “proof of life” is not a phone call. But yes, since you asked, I will accept your offer of a video call tonight when you stop. Don’t think you’re not in trouble, though. If I don’t hear from you by midnight, I’ll be calling you on repeat until I do, and don’t think for a second I can’t be ten times more annoying now than I was when you went off to college. I’ve had practice now, and I have gotten very skilled!

				All right, I know you’re driving, so I’ll talk to you later. Good luck.

				I love you.

			

		

	
		
			
				Track 7

				Delilah

			
			They’re almost at the campground when Delilah realizes that they have a problem.

			When she planned the trip, she’d obviously had Sam in mind. Specifically, she planned it knowing that it would be their honeymoon—and that it would be just the two of them, tucked into the bed in their little camper, close and intimate and in a world all their own.

			She hadn’t, in other words, planned to be traveling with a total stranger. She likes Emmett, and she’s decently sure by this point that they’re a pretty trustworthy person, but she’s not so devoid of any self-preservation instincts that she’s willing to invite them to sleep in the van’s single bed with her. Their campsite is close enough to their nearest neighbors that it wouldn’t be a no one can hear you scream kind of situation, but she’s also seen too many horror movies to think that would make a difference.

			“So, this is awkward,” she says, because well, fuck it has kind of been the theme of the day and it’s served her well enough so far, “but I don’t think I’m totally comfortable with the idea of us sleeping together.”

			Emmett, who’s just lifted their water bottle for a drink in the passenger seat, chokes.

			“Literal sleeping!” Delilah yelps, over the sound of Emmett sputtering as they attempt to cough water out of their lungs. “Like, literal—it’s a small van! And there’s only one bed, and I was supposed to be in here with my new wife, and—”

			“I got it,” Emmett wheezes. They clear their throat, then try again. “I completely agree.”

			“I think they have, like, regular cabins, in addition to the camper and RV sites,” she offers. “If they have openings, I can totally cover one for you. Or we could find a motel or something and I could pick you up in the morning?”

			“I don’t mind just camping out.”

			Delilah takes her eyes off the road long enough to scrunch her nose at them. “Really? It’s October.”

			Emmett shrugs. “Early October. And I don’t get cold easily.”

			“Thanks, climate change,” Delilah drawls. Emmett snorts. “I mean, okay, if you’re seriously sure,” she says. “If you change your mind halfway through the night, just wake me up and we can figure something else out. And you have to at least let me buy you a sleeping bag or something. You can’t just rawdog the great outdoors, I don’t care how nice the weather is.”

			“I…don’t know what that means.”

			“Probably a good thing,” Delilah says. “God. My therapist is going to have such a field day with this.”

			They pull into the campground entrance about half an hour before sunset, and Delilah parks outside the little office to check in. There’s a gift shop next door with guidebooks, snacks, souvenirs, and basic camping supplies. Delilah picks out the warmest-looking sleeping bag she can find from the minimal selection and carries it up to the counter, along with supplies to make s’mores. Emmett joins her with a prepackaged bundle of firewood under one arm, and Delilah gives them a sheepish grin.

			“Forgot about that.”

			Emmett nods to the marshmallows. “Kind of a critical element, isn’t it?”

			“I would have figured it out eventually!”

			They get back into the van a few minutes later, purchases made and having pointedly ignored the sales attendant’s curious look at the single sleeping bag, since the reservation Delilah still has in her hand definitely has honeymoon included in the booking line. Following the printed map she got at check-in, Delilah drives around the pond and toward the rear of the grounds. They find their campsite, tucked at the end of a row, and she pulls in beside the little patio and firepit that will be theirs for the night.

			“Okay,” she announces, turning off the transmission. Roscoe goes quiet, and she gives the dashboard an approving pat, the way she imagines a seasoned traveler might pat a horse who’s just carried them all day. “So.”

			“So,” Emmett agrees.

			They sit in uncomfortable silence for a long moment, until Delilah says, probably too loudly, “S’mores?”

			It turns out that Emmett knows how to build a campfire, which is fortunate, since Delilah doesn’t. She scoots one of the camp chairs closer to watch them work, trying to focus on the confident movements of their hands as they gently feed bits of kindling to the growing flames rather than the bare skin of their forearms, revealed after they took off their jacket and rolled their sleeves up to their elbows.

			“You’re good at this,” she comments.

			“Fortunately for you, apparently,” Emmett says, glancing up to give her a wry look, though the softness in their eyes takes any sting out of the remark. “What was your plan before?”

			“Looking up a how-to video on my phone, probably,” Delilah admits. “Or asking one of the burly dudes over there to help.” She nods her head toward the group of middle-aged men in puffy jackets and bucket hats loudly exchanging anecdotes from various Grateful Dead concerts over their burgers and beers at the campsite next to theirs. “Do you do a lot of camping?”

			“No, but I have a good memory.” Emmett sits back on their heels, watching the flames carefully before giving a little nod of satisfaction and picking up one of the larger pieces of wood from the bundle and placing it on the growing fire. “I took Ruth a few times, when she needed to get out of Crown Heights.”

			“Ruth?” It’s the first time they’ve mentioned anyone other than Jacob or Jacob’s dead son, and Delilah latches on to the new name.

			“Jacob’s daughter,” Emmett says. They pause, clearly sensing her attention even as they keep their gaze on the fire, then add, “Younger daughter, from his second wife. They have a son, too—Noah. He’s a year older than Ruth. And then Jacob had an older daughter, from his first marriage, but they…they fell out a long time ago.”

			“So your…half-sister?” Delilah cocks her head. “Or your not-half-sister? Since Jacob was your not-dad? Or—the guy who raised you, I guess? The one who died?”

			Emmett does look up at her at that, almost sharply, but then they let out a soft laugh. “Something like that.”

			“Sorry. I’m not trying to be an asshole,” Delilah says. “It just kind of slips out.”

			They shake their head, clear amusement on their features now, and add another log to the fire before climbing to their feet and settling down in the camp chair opposite Delilah’s. “ ‘Half-sister’ is close enough,” they say after a moment. “It’s…”

			“Complicated?” Delilah guesses.

			“Yes.”

			The sun is well on its way down now, the horizon painted in golds and pinks and oranges. Delilah pulls her jacket tighter around her shoulders, then gets to her feet. “I’m going to grab a blanket and some wine,” she says. “Need anything from inside?”

			Emmett motions to their battered backpack and brand-new sleeping bag and shakes their head. “I’m okay.”

			She finds the bed linens neatly folded into a compartment under the table, which Roscoe’s manual informs her converts into a full-sized bed. Delilah tucks a cozy-looking comforter under her arm and grabs a bottle of wine from the minifridge, along with two wineglasses from the little cabinet beside the counter. “We should tell ghost stories or something,” she announces as she steps back outside, sets down the wine and glasses so she can wrap the blanket around her shoulders, and plops back into her chair.

			“Ghost stories?” Emmett looks less than impressed at the idea, and Delilah laughs.

			“Not your thing?” Emmett shakes their head. “Okay, okay. We’ve got to do some kind of stories, though, it’s like a campfire rule.”

			“All right,” they say. “You start.”

			Delilah twists the cap off the wine, pours two glasses, and passes one to Emmett. She starts to lift hers, then pauses. “Do you need to bless this?”

			“No,” Emmett says, sounding like they can’t quite decide if they’re amused or not. “But thank you for asking.”

			“Cheers, then. To…” She thinks about it. “Adventures that our parental figures wouldn’t approve of.”

			Emmett laughs, leaning over to gently tap their glass against hers. Delilah takes a long sip, closing her eyes and letting herself feel the heat of the fire and the chill of the evening air and the tingling on her lips and tongue. Then she refills her glass and sits back. “Okay. What kind of story do you want to hear?”

			She ends up telling fairy tales, building off originals and adding queer twists wherever she can find them. The little mermaid, no longer so concerned about giving up her voice when she realizes the prince’s Deaf chambermaid has fallen in love with her without it. Rapunzel chopping off her own hair and scaling down her tower, only to run into the lady knight who came to rescue her and sweeping her off her feet instead. Cinder-not-Cinderella, binding his chest and stealing his dead father’s old clothes, no fairy godmother in sight, to make his own way to the ball to ask Prince Charming for a dance.

			The evening darkens around them as Delilah speaks, but the fire gives off more than enough light for her to see the absolutely enraptured look on Emmett’s face as they listen, leaning forward in their seat, half-empty wineglass dangling from their fingers.

			Delilah is a performer by profession and by practice; she’s far from a stranger to an audience. Still, she’s not used to this kind of rapt, focused attention. In the earliest days of their relationship, Sam would watch her play through their latest songs with something like wonder shining in her eyes, but this is different. The look on Emmett’s face is more like captivated longing, like a thirsty traveler coming across an oasis in the middle of a vast desert. A place of nourishing safety where there had only been dust and loneliness before.

			It’s a heady thing to see, and Delilah finds herself unable to stop looking back. Her fingertips are warm and tingling from the three glasses of wine she’s had in the time it’s taken Emmett to sip their way through half of one. She’d be worried about the volume of her voice, aware that she always gets louder when she dives into tipsy storytelling, but she and Emmett are close enough together, she realizes, that she hasn’t had to raise her voice at all. If anything, she’s speaking more softly than she has in months.

			How long, she wonders, has she been raising her voice, just trying to be heard?

			Delilah swallows, pushing the thought away before it can burrow in too deeply and set her spiraling. “And they lived happily ever after,” she finishes.

			Emmett smiles, chin resting in one palm. “I liked that one.”

			“Everyone’s a sucker for a gay Prince Charming,” Delilah agrees. “Disney’s leaving money on the table, I’m telling you.” She extends a foot into the slight space between their chairs to poke one of Emmett’s well-worn boots with the toe of a scuffed Converse. “Okay, I’m all talked out. It’s your turn.”

			Emmett looks briefly alarmed. “I don’t know how to tell stories like that,” they say. “Not—not like those ones, where you make them different.”

			Delilah shrugs. “So tell me a story you do know,” she says. They don’t look convinced, so she adds, “It doesn’t even have to have a happy ending.”

			“That wasn’t really what I was worried about,” Emmett mutters, but they sit back, regarding their wine for a moment before sighing and draining the glass. Delilah offers them the bottle, but they shake their head, carefully setting the glass under their chair where no one will step on it.

			“All right,” they say. “This is an old story. Jacob told me that it is also a true story, though there are different versions. This is the version I learned. The first story he ever told me.”

			Delilah scoots her chair forward. “Once upon a time,” she prompts.

			Their lips quirk, a small smile, and they incline their head toward her. “Once upon a time,” they agree. They pause for another moment, as if considering where to go next, and then begin again.

			“Once upon a time, in the city of Prague, there was a great rabbi named Judah Loew ben Bezalel.”

			“Strong start,” Delilah says. “Wild name, though.” Emmett cocks an eyebrow at her, and she raises her hands. “Sorry, sorry. Your story. Go ahead.”

			The look Emmett gives her clearly says they don’t trust her not to keep up her commentary. Delilah mimes zipping her lips shut, and they finally shake their head and continue.

			“Rabbi Loew was a great teacher, known throughout the city as a revered spiritual leader. People traveled for miles to learn his Torah, to study with him and hear his wisdom. But only his most trusted disciples knew that he was also a practitioner of ancient Jewish magic.”

			“Plot twist,” Delilah mutters, and then, before Emmett can say anything, “Sorry! Sorry. I’m shutting up, I swear.”

			“He had discovered the secret mysteries hidden within the texts he studied,” Emmett says, their expression caught somewhere between amusement and exasperation. “But he was a holy man, and knew they were only to be used for the protection of his community.

			“One day he heard word of an impending pogrom against the Jews of the ghetto. Thinking of the very young and the very old, the scholars and widows, of everyone he knew who could never protect themselves, he decided the time had come to use what he had learned. He turned to the pages of the Sefer Yetzirah, the Book of Creation, until he found what he wanted: the divine instructions for bringing life to an inanimate form.”

			The timbre of their voice begins to change as they start to sink into the story, and Delilah listens in quiet fascination, watching the firelight play across their features. She can almost feel the age of the story through their words—just hearing it is like falling through time, that particular magic of listening to something passed down through the generations, translated from one language to another and another and another. Even Emmett’s voice seems to change the longer they speak, their soft tones alternately smoothing and deepening, the accent Delilah has heard only a few times over the course of the day curling more tightly around the occasional syllable.

			“On a moonless night, the evening of Rosh Chodesh, Rabbi Loew stole away from the walls of the ghetto and made his way to the banks of the Vltava River. There, under a blanket of darkness, he gathered enough clay to shape a figure—a golem. Beardless, genderless, with plain, forgettable features. A creature designed for the shadows, not the light.

			“When it was finished, he took the yad from his synagogue’s beloved Torah scroll and carved three letters into the body he had made: Aleph, Mem, and Tav, spelling out Emet, the Hebrew word for truth. Only then did he breathe life into the golem’s lungs. Clay turned to skin, and eyes that had never existed before opened to the world, clear and silver as the moon missing from the sky. Rabbi Loew clothed it in simple garments and covered its hair. In a rare moment of pride, Rabbi Loew gave it a name. He called it Adam, and he led it by the hand back to the ghetto.

			“For weeks, the golem followed Rabbi Loew’s every instruction and those of his disciples. It brought water from wells to the homes of widows and orphans, completed chores for the injured and elderly, and carried sleeping children carefully in its arms from the synagogue to their beds. Each night it walked the boundaries of the ghetto, a silent defender against anyone who might mean the community harm. It bore no weapons, made no threats. But anyone who drew too close with violent intent seemed to sense its power, the gift of creation that the rabbi had breathed into its body, that animated its limbs and put light in its eyes. And they avoided that place as surely as if the golem had fought them after all.”

			Emmett pauses for a moment, faltering for the first time. Their hands, laced together in their lap, fidget almost absently, until Emmett seems to catch themself and goes still. They take a breath, set their shoulders, and go on.

			“Finally, Rabbi Loew deemed the threat of the pogrom well and truly gone. Against the protests of the children, who loved their calm, quiet protector, and the sick and the elderly, who had come to rely on its steady, helping hands, against even the words of his own disciples, who saw it as a source of power and study and insight into the secrets of Creation, Rabbi Loew took his Adam back to the Vltava, claiming that, without a purpose, without a threat to defend the city against, the golem would surely go mad. Rabbi Loew was only, after all, a man—and true, lasting Creation was beyond his power.

			“With the same wet earth with which he’d first crafted the golem’s body, he covered the Aleph on its skin, changing the word from Emet to Met—from truth to death. The breath of creation left the creature’s lungs, and then the lungs crumbled away, and then the body, until the golem was nothing but earth and water once more. Rabbi Loew gathered up two handfuls of clay, as a reminder of both his power and his responsibility, wrapped the clay in cloth, and brought it with him to his own home. He stored it with his most private journals and wrote down, in notes only his disciples and their descendants would understand, everything he’d learned of the creation and command and stewardship of the golem.”

			Emmett’s voice is hoarse now, as if they’re not used to speaking for so long. “On his deathbed, Rabbi Loew passed on both the journal and the clay to his favorite disciple,” they say, soft and rasping in the quiet dark around them. “Not to be used, the rabbi said, unless in a moment of great danger, or great need. The disciple took his words to heart and never used either the clay or the journal in his lifetime. He passed them to his eldest son, who passed them to his own eldest son, and onward, down the generations. It’s said that the notes and the clay are still in the hands of the disciple’s family, waiting for the moment when they’ll be needed again.”

			The words settle between them, the only sound the crackling of the fire, the whistling of the wind through the nearby trees, the distant murmurs and laughter of the other campers. Delilah swallows, feeling unexpectedly off-balance. It’s not like she’s never heard a version of this story before. Her maternal grandmother’s study had books of illustrated Jewish folktales in among her shelves of classics and poetry and feminist theory, and Delilah has memories of curling up with her to read them, following the story by looking at the pictures when Grandma Batya read in Yiddish, closing her eyes and just listening when she read in English.

			But hearing Emmett tell the story feels different. Like she hasn’t been listening to an allegory or a fairy tale, but something real. Something true.

			She clears her throat. “I thought the story ended with the golem going on a rampage. Or breaking the rules of the sabbath and having to be put down.”

			Emmett’s eyes are unreadable, the moon above them cutting through the golden firelight and making the gray of their irises shine almost silver. “There are many endings,” they agree. “That was the version I was told.” They hesitate, then say, “I think that this version is kinder.”

			“You think the golem in the story would have gotten violent if the rabbi hadn’t put him down?”

			“ ‘It,’ ” Emmett corrects her, almost absently. “And—no. I don’t know. But I’ve always thought that…that it’s better for something to end before it can become a perversion of what it was made for. No creature created to protect would want to become a monster.”

			“It might not have, though,” Delilah points out. “It could have been fine. And gone on…I don’t know, playing with kids and carrying groceries for little old ladies and letting nerdy guys study it for fun instead of getting jobs or helping their wives cook dinner.”

			Emmett hums. “Maybe. I suppose that would be an even kinder ending.”

			Delilah nudges their foot again. “Well, tell it with that ending next time,” she says. “Give it options other than monstrosity or death, no matter who says it’s going to turn dangerous. It deserved a chance to decide for itself.”

			Emmett opens their mouth to reply, and then laughs, shaking their head. “All right,” they say. “Next time I will tell it that way.”

			“Good.” Delilah still feels off-balance somehow, like she’s said something unintentionally important. But Emmett’s expression is easy and open, not closed off or pinched the way Sam’s face used to be when she was pretending something wasn’t bothering her.

			Delilah makes a show of checking the time on her phone and is genuinely surprised to see how late it is. “Jesus, it’s late. We should probably turn in.”

			Emmett nods. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“You’re sure you’ll be okay out here? It’s not that warm.”

			“I’ll be fine,” Emmett says, firmly enough that Delilah takes the hint and doesn’t press. “The fire will keep going awhile longer, and I still have the rest of the wood if I need it.”

			“Okay, well…if you decide you’re freezing, you can knock or whatever. You can crash on the floor.”

			Emmett looks amused. “I probably won’t do that,” they say, not unkindly. “But thank you for offering.”

			Something about the way they say it almost makes Delilah feel rejected. Stop that, she thinks as she gets to her feet. The last thing she should be doing is thinking about sleeping with somebody, no matter how much of a confidence boost it might be. Then again, if Emmett did start acting like they wanted to sleep with her, she’d probably have to ditch them on the side of the road and take the entire situation to her grave if she wanted to avoid the inevitable chorus of I told you so’s from her mother and manager and therapist and best friend and anyone else who ever learned about it.

			Still, after everything that’s happened, she can’t deny that it might have been nice to feel wanted, no matter how bad an idea it might be. “If you say so,” she says. She gathers up the mostly empty bottle of wine and both their empty glasses, then pauses. “Emmett?”

			Emmett stops halfway through unrolling their new sleeping bag to look up at her. Their face, in the firelight, is very gentle and utterly without judgment. “Delilah?”

			“Thank you,” she says, before she can lose her nerve. “For coming with me. I’m glad you’re here.”

			Emmett looks briefly surprised, and then their expression softens into something warm and sincere. “I am too,” they say quietly. “Good night, Delilah.”

			She turns back to Roscoe and climbs into the van. When she slides the door closed, leaving Emmett on the other side, she tells herself it’s for her own good.

			Text message from: Ruth Stein

			Are you still on the bus? Is your butt asleep?

			Text message from: Ruth Stein

			Wait, can your butt even fall asleep?

			Text message from: Ruth Stein

			Sorry. Was that insensitive? I don’t really know how this is supposed to work.

			Text message from: Ruth Stein

			I tried talking to Noah. He’s still being shitty. I think he misses you, though. You were always best at talking to him.

			Text message to: Ruth Stein

			I’m not on the bus but I’m okay.

			[message not sent]

			Text message to: Ruth Stein

			What does a butt falling asleep feel like?

			[message not sent]

			Text message to: Ruth Stein

			I miss Noah. I miss all of you.

			[message not sent]

		

	
		
			
				Track 8

				Delilah

			
			Delilah’s mother picks up on the first ring.

			“Delilah Eve,” she says flatly, without bothering with hello, “you had better have a good explanation for this.”

			“Hi, Mommy,” Delilah says, curling up more deeply into the nest of pillows and comforters she’s managed to construct from the bedding stored in Roscoe’s various hidden compartments. The mattress of the stowaway bed is surprisingly comfortable, soft and squishy, and the battery-operated fairy lights strung around the van’s interior echo the fire outside well enough that she feels warm and cozy and safe, despite the shit show of circumstances that got her here. “How are you?”

			“I am lucky I didn’t have a stroke, thank you for asking. A hitchhiker, Delilah? Seriously?”

			Delilah winces. “They’re not—”

			“They?”

			“They like the gender-neutral pronoun, not they like multiple people,” Delilah says quickly, and then, while she’s managing to get words in edgewise, “And they’re not a hitchhiker, seriously.”

			“Then how exactly did they end up in your car?”

			This is why people say you should never give your manager your mom’s phone number, Delilah thinks, but she launches into the story anyway, trying to smooth down its rough edges—in particular, skipping over the part where she was looking at her phone instead of at the traffic around her, because that’s the kind of thing that would have her mother chasing her across the continental United States just to bundle her home until she proves she can make responsible choices again—and emphasizing every kind, sincere, and otherwise definitely not sketchy thing Emmett has said or done since they met.

			“So just to be clear,” her mother says when Delilah finishes. “This person is not sleeping in there with you. Correct?”

			“No, Mom. They’re camping out by the fire. Being a perfect…gentleperson.”

			Her mother purses her lips, then says, “Are you feeling safe, Delilah?”

			She’s not, Delilah knows, asking about Emmett. Delilah thinks about the meds in her toiletry kit, open and half spilled across Roscoe’s little counter: the mood stabilizer to keep her steady, not too high and not too low; the carefully monitored antidepressants to stop her from sinking too far down; the lesser-used antipsychotic for when she flies too close to the sun; the benzos for when everything is going too fast and all she wants to do is spin out and scream.

			But despite everything that’s happened over the past day and a half, Delilah doesn’t think she’s falling or flying. She feels…not steady exactly, but not unsafe either.

			Her head is a mess, but it’s clear. She knows what she wants, and it’s the same thing she wanted before Sam decided to blow up her life: to have an adventure, to write a banger of an album, to make music that lasts.

			“I’m okay,” Delilah says. “Really.”

			Her mother looks at her, her expression still worried, but whatever she sees on Delilah’s face seems to reassure her, at least enough that she sits back and sighs. “Okay,” she says. “Tell me about your day, then. I want to hear all about it.”

			So Delilah tells her—about Iris’s pep talk on their way to the train as she listened to Delilah complain and handed her doughnuts like the beacon of unconditional love in Delilah’s life she’s been for the past decade. About the Lesbian Herstory Archives in Brooklyn and the poetry that made her cry. About the store clerk in Philly who had to bend at the waist to kiss Delilah’s cheek and how Emmett, unexpectedly, flushed pink when they’d gotten a kiss of their own. About the old lesbian couple who owned the restaurant where they went for dinner and the quality of the peanut butter chocolate cake. About Emmett building them a campfire and Delilah making up queer fairy tales on the spot, just to see how many happily-ever-afters she could come up with—a fuck you to her own happily-ever-after falling out of reach.

			Delilah’s hands move as she talks, almost without her noticing, and find their way to the notebook and pen she never keeps too far out of reach. She starts scribbling absently, the way she always does when half her brain has an idea and the rest of her head is occupied—she does some of her best work like that, when her inner critic is too busy with what her mouth is doing to pay much attention to her thoughts or her hands. She’ll look at the notes later, maybe when she’s had another glass of wine, or when she’s close enough to the edge of sleep that she won’t rip them apart too badly.

			She hopes.

			“You know, I hate to say it,” her mother says when Delilah finally runs out of stories from the last twelve hours, “but I think your grandmother would really enjoy this Emmett person.”

			“You’re probably right.” Grandma Batya loves anyone with a good ear for storytelling, and she loves them all the more if the stories they tell are older than she is. “Maybe I can introduce them someday.”

			The words slip out unexpectedly. Her mother’s eyebrows shoot up, and Delilah becomes too aware of her own expression shifting into something like chagrined surprise and her fingers fumbling to hold on to her pen. “Oh,” her mother says after a moment of uncertain silence. “You think they’ll stick around after your trip, then?”

			She says it carefully, but Delilah hears what she’s getting at with the question. “I mean, it’s not like we’ve talked about it or anything, but, like, they seem cool. I don’t know why we wouldn’t keep in touch.”

			“Hm,” her mom says, which is code for don’t love where this is going, kiddo. It’s the same hm she’d given when Delilah told her she was moving to LA, when she’d decided not to go forward with a solo album after Sam convinced her it wasn’t the right time, when she’d agreed to all of Sam’s wedding planning ideas even when her own got shot down again and again. “Well, I guess we’ll have to see.”

			“Guess so,” Delilah says. She’s too tired to make her case for why they have good vibes should be enough of a reason to have let Emmett into the van and to want to keep them around. The blankets have warmed her up enough that tiredness is finally starting to give way to actual sleepiness, her body and mind both heavy and quiet enough that she’s pretty sure she won’t even need to dig a Xanax out of her bag, though she’ll probably take one anyway. “I think I should probably go soon. I’m falling asleep on the phone.”

			“I can see that,” her mom says, all affectionate amusement now. “Text me in the morning so I know you’re alive, please.”

			Delilah rolls her eyes. “Yes, Mommy.”

			“And call me tomorrow night.”

			“Yes, Mommy.”

			“Okay.” She pauses. “I love you.”

			Something in Delilah’s chest goes fuzzy and soft. “I love you, too.”

			She waits for her mother to hang up first, then double-clicks the button on the side of her phone to turn the screen blank and then back on. The photo on her lock screen is still the one from the engagement pictures she and Sam took six months ago, the one with the two of them beaming into each other’s eyes, the late spring sunshine making them glow. Delilah makes a face and unlocks her phone to find something to replace it. Scrolling through the photos she’d taken since picking up the van, her thumb hovers over the picture of Emmett petting the dog by the bookstore, knitted pride colors visible in the background, and she considers it for two heartbeats too many before scrolling further back. She finds a picture she took in Brooklyn of a pigeon looking like it was waiting for the subway and sets that as her background instead.

			The pigeon could probably be a metaphor. She’ll figure out what it’s a metaphor for later.

			A glance at the clock is enough to make her wince, and she swipes through her apps until she finds the archives of Iris’s podcast. She hates listening to the sound of her own voice—blah blah blah, irony—but she loves the sound of Iris’s. She has so many memories of drifting off to the sound of Iris rambling on about one thing or another that this is probably the next best thing to having her in the room.

			Delilah’s never been good at sleeping alone.

			She plugs her phone in and puts it on the counter, along with her notebook and pen. Whatever she writes tomorrow will be better, she decides, reaching up to hit the switch on the fairy lights and plunging Roscoe into darkness. It’ll have to be.

			She closes her eyes and falls asleep to the sound of the wind and her own pounding heart, her best friend’s voice a soothing murmur in her ear.

			[excerpt from a Rolling Stone interview]

			So, I have to ask—Sam, you’ve been in this world since you were a baby, but Delilah, this is still all new to you. You girls just hit the top of the charts. What are you hoping will happen next?

			Knight, laughing: Oh, don’t get her started.

			We want to get her started!

			Cohen: No, Sam’s right. I mean, I don’t even know if I have a good answer. Every part of this whole thing has been—I don’t know, I don’t even have words for it. I mean, I’m twenty-five, and this isn’t—I never thought I’d still be here, you know? So anytime someone asks me about this, I just end up rambling.

			You never thought you’d be here—meaning this far into your career?

			Cohen: Well—

			Knight: Delilah.

			Cohen: —Yeah. I mean…yeah. Something like that.

		

	
		
			
				Instrumental

				Emmett

			
			Emmett sits by the crackling campfire and waits for madness.

			It’s been more than half an hour since the lights inside the van went out, and with them the barely audible murmur of Delilah’s voice. The sounds of distant conversation drift across the campground from the other sites, but here by the still-crackling fire, Emmett feels alone and unsteady in a way they can’t ever recall experiencing. It feels different from being just a room away from someone in a house or a synagogue, places where they were long practiced in recognizing the barest change in someone’s breathing, or the smallest sign that someone needed help. Even sitting by themself, reading or sketching or just existing, Emmett had always been listening for Jacob’s call.

			They sigh and tug the unzipped sleeping bag around their shoulders like a cloak. Scooting their chair closer to the fire, they stretch their hands toward the flames, almost near enough to touch. The fire wouldn’t burn them—at least, they don’t think so—but they keep a few inches back all the same.

			Still, the warmth is nice. Emmett doesn’t really feel the cold, but they’ve never really felt properly warm either.

			There’s a quiet buzz from the side pocket of their backpack, where they tucked their phone away hours before. Emmett reaches for it on instinct, then stops. There are only a few people who would reach out to them, and Emmett isn’t supposed to be talking to any of them.

			Or—are they? Jacob had told them to go west, to undo what Jacob himself had done. He hadn’t said to disappear. And even if he had, it’s not like they hadn’t been looking already. Just in case it’s important. Just in case it’s something Jacob would want them to…

			To what? Know? Act on? Care about?

			Emmett allows themself another moment of hesitation, then pulls the phone out. It’s not a surprise to see another flood of messages from Ruth, or the increasing frustration in her words. Emmett wants more than anything to be able to send a reply, to reassure her that everything is fine, that there’s nothing for her to worry about, but their hands have trembled through even attempting to compose those messages, and their fingers refused to send them. Apparently, the rules that keep Emmett from lying extend to saying anything—or even writing anything—that so much as feels untrue. They’d learned that earlier, every time they mentioned anything about Jacob’s role in their life, their instinctive loyalty catching against the ragged edge of a hurt and loneliness they’ve never really allowed themself to express.

			But Delilah, so earnest and genuinely interested, had read enough between the lines that Emmett hadn’t realized how much they’d said until it was too late to stop.

			The texts are short, a mix of hopefulness and sadness and an underlying disappointment that twists something inside Emmett’s chest to read. They read the messages through three times and then put the screen to sleep again, leaning back in their chair and looking up at the clear, starry sky.

			What would Jacob think, Emmett wonders, their fingers drifting over the pronoun button Delilah pinned to the chest pocket of their jacket, if he could see them now?

			Not that Emmett really has to wonder. Jacob could never stand disobedience, not even the suggestion of it, and hated the way Emmett slipped through the spaces between the letters of his laws. He had furiously consulted his journals and notes to determine what he’d done wrong when he crafted Emmett from old clay and fresh water and divine words to make Emmett capable of toeing the line. For Emmett, though, what Jacob saw as nothing short of rebellion was just a yearning for a thought, a breath, a hint of an agency they could call their own—a book Jacob didn’t approve of, a quiet conversation with a young man at shul that Jacob thought went on too long and too privately, a walk in the night air that brought Emmett home too late after a curfew they hadn’t known they were expected to keep.

			Emmett takes a breath they don’t really need, watching as their exhale clouds their view of the stars. They can take as many walks as they want now. Stay away as late into the night as they dreamed. Read whatever books they can find, use up as many sketchbooks as they can afford, talk to anyone they—

			The sudden spasm that shoots through their left arm startles them into a gasp. Emmett curls forward in the chair, so shocked that they’re jerking the arm closer to shield it against their chest before they’ve even fully recognized the unfamiliar sensation as pain. Emmett shoves the sleeping bag off their shoulders, shrugging out of their jacket and pushing up the sleeves of their flannel overshirt and the simple long-sleeved tee underneath until they uncover the source of the feeling.

			Halfway between their wrist and elbow is a rough, discolored patch of skin, about three inches across and four inches wide. Uncertain, Emmett runs the shaking fingers of their right hand along the blemished splotch, then flinches back just as quickly.

			What had once been smooth, unmarked skin has turned to cool, rough stone.

			For a moment, all Emmett can do is stare at the patch, convinced that the firelight is playing tricks on their eyes. Then they swallow hard and carefully roll their sleeve back down.

			There’s nothing in the journals about this. Nothing that says with any kind of certainty what happens when a golem disobeys. Jacob liked the version with the madness, the loss of control, but Emmett had always wondered if he liked it simply because he knew how terrified they were by the possibility. He’d known that even the potential of harming the children they’d been created to protect was enough to keep Emmett willing to do anything, no matter how trapped or lonely they felt, to keep it from happening.

			Emmett knows this isn’t madness. Their mind feels as clear as ever, maybe even more so, without Jacob tugging their metaphorical leash.

			But it’s something. Something that feels much more final. Something they don’t think they can stop.

			A twig snaps in the fire, sending a spray of sparks up against the sky, and Emmett flinches, almost missing the buzzing of their phone.

			Text message from: Ruth Stein

			It’s not just Noah. I miss you, too.

			Emmett stares at the words, floating in their little bubble.

			They wonder what Ruth is doing tonight. Shiva is over, but it’s still the earliest days of shloshim, the first thirty days of mourning. Ruth is at home, since she lives there, but is Noah still there as well, or has he gone back to campus? Is Dana grateful to be home with her children, her duty to her estranged father finally done? Is Miriam still drifting listlessly through the walls of the house, something between widow and ghost?

			The skin around the strange new patch on Emmett’s arm tingles and tugs. Not quite painful anymore, but not far from it.

			They pull their jacket back on and click the phone off again. They tuck it into their inside pocket, close to their chest, the only way they can think to keep Ruth with them until they can decide how—if—they can respond.

			They wrap the sleeping bag more closely around their shoulders, close their eyes, and tilt their head to the sky to wait until dawn.

			[on an old, cracked page of the journal in Emmett’s backpack, tucked inside a protective plastic sleeve behind a drawing of a five-generation family tree on much newer paper, lines connecting a circled R. YOSEF HOFFMAN (Z”L) to an R. JACOB STEIN; the ink of the handwritten lines on the older page is long faded and smudged with age, but appears recently restored]

			The Maharal’s instructions were clear enough, for his purposes—a creature capable of movement and obedience and even of caring. But my Rivka needs a companion, to stay by her side, because her mother is gone and I cannot be there, not every moment of every day, not the way she needs. Her lungs are weaker every day, and who will help her clear them, help keep her breathing until a physician can be found for her infusions?

			No—I will take the work further than my great-grandfather’s master ever dared. I have searched the pages of the Book of Creation, I have found the divine words, and I have solved the mysteries of the gematria. The creature I will make will be no simple, mindless thing. She will have as close to a soul as I can make for her; she will think, she will reason, she will love. I have solved the problem of obedience within the incantation; she will have a mind of her own, but she will not stray from the work I have given her to do. If she obeys, she will flourish. If not, she will lose all that makes her capable of thought.

			May God forgive me, for daring to trespass in His domain. But I am a father first, and I will not let my girl pass her final days alone.

			Rabbi Yosef Hoffman

			December 16, 1808

		

	
		
			
				Track 9

				Delilah

			
			delilah cohen [@heytheredelco]

			[a series of photos: an open highway beneath a clear blue sky; a takeout cup of coffee; the bookshelves at Giovanni’s Room; a plate of dessert; Roscoe’s interior, bathed in golden light]

			Let me stay grateful—amid, despite, because.

			Lisa Cohen [@lisaco]

			So proud of you, my baby.

			iris [@akasibirica]

			honeypie we’re all on our private accounts here u can post the angry poems

			By the time Delilah clambers out of Roscoe in the morning, Emmett is awake and sitting by the ashes of the fire with a book in their hands.

			That’s all Delilah manages to see before the brightness of the sun hits her hungover brain. She squeezes her eyes shut behind her sunglasses, resisting the urge to hiss and recoil back inside the van like a vampire with a faulty alarm clock and wishing she hadn’t had quite so much wine last night.

			“Good morning,” Emmett greets her, putting a finger in their book to mark their page as Delilah slumps down onto the bench of the picnic table. “Did you sleep well?”

			“Oh my God,” Delilah mumbles. “Are you a morning person? Emmett, if you’re a morning person, I don’t know if this friendship is going to work out.”

			“Should I find you some coffee?” Delilah moans out what she hopes is an intelligible affirmation. Emmett laughs. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

			Delilah buries her face in her arms and waves a hand at them—more of a flopping gesture than any kind of coordinated movement—wondering if she can snatch a few more minutes of sleep before Emmett gets back.

			Unfortunately, the clean, crisp air and fluttering birdsong around her are too wholesome for her to really sink into wallowing. She vaguely regrets not having gone with Emmett, since at least that would be something to do, but hey, she’s breathing fresh air and not hiding under a pillow. She turns her head to rest it on one forearm, idly watching a squirrel investigating the grass around the other side of the picnic table, sniffing out potential crumbs from campers who didn’t see the leave no trace memos posted around the grounds.

			She entertains herself by recording a video, quietly narrating the squirrel’s actions in her best David Attenborough imitation. “And here,” she whispers to the camera, as the squirrel wriggles under part of the table to get its tiny paws on what looks like an abandoned piece of trail mix, “we can see the ingenuity of the species as it—oh, hel-lo, beautiful.” The recording captures Emmett’s startled laugh as they approach with a takeaway cup, looking deeply amused, before she cuts the video off. “Is that for me? Please say it’s for me.”

			“It’s for you,” they say, handing it to her and sitting down beside her on the bench. “This is the largest cup they had, but I’m sure we’ll be able to stop for another one if you inhale it before it’s time to leave. Are you branching out into nature documentaries?”

			“I was avoiding the siren song of social media,” Delilah says, taking the lid off the cup so she can hold it up to her face and inhale the steam. Today’s wine-and-Xanax hangover isn’t quite as bad as yesterday’s vodka-and-Xanax hangover, if for no other reason than because she hadn’t sobbed herself to sleep and woken up completely dehydrated, but she still craves the sweet comfort of caffeine like other people crave heroin. She inhales coffee-scented steam until she’s confident she won’t burn the roof of her mouth off, then drains a third of the cup in one go.

			“Did you sleep okay?” she asks when she comes up for air. “You weren’t too cold?”

			“I was fine,” Emmett says, sitting down across from her. Delilah squints at their face, looking for any sign of exhaustion or dark shadows under their eyes or any other hint that they’re lying to make her feel better, and comes up empty. They look more rested than she does, honestly, even still dressed in yesterday’s clothes and with their hair mussed up on one side, as if they slept with their hand as a pillow.

			Currently, Emmett is holding said hand out to the squirrelly subject of Delilah’s abandoned documentary as it sniffs at their fingertips, nose nearly touching their pale skin.

			Of course they’re a friend to woodland creatures, she thinks. One more tick in the too freakishly cute to be real column. “See anything interesting overnight?”

			Emmett sits up, abandoning the squirrel, who scurries back under the table. “Like what?”

			“Hell if I know,” she says. “Mountain lions?”

			“Do they have those in Pennsylvania?”

			Delilah blinks. “You know, I have no idea.”

			That leads them down an internet rabbit hole. Emmett scrolls through Wikipedia articles on animal sanctuaries on Delilah’s phone while Delilah chugs coffee in an attempt to resurrect her sparkling personality from its alcoholic grave.

			It turns out that there are no mountain lions in Pennsylvania, though there are bobcats. There are also, apparently, bears. That takes them on another tangent wondering about what kind of bear would be the most terrifying to meet in the wild, and that leads to the revelation that Emmett has never heard of Fat Bear Week. Delilah demands that they rectify this oversight immediately, and she takes her phone back just to make sure Emmett doesn’t miss any of her favorites.

			By the time she finishes her coffee, Emmett has come up with some of their own opinions on the best fat bears, Delilah has ignored two calls from her mom, one from Alex, and about six texts from various people who probably only have nice things to say even though she’d rather die than hear them, and she feels human enough to get behind the wheel.

			“We are stopping for more coffee, though,” she says as she helps Emmett finish neatening up their campsite.

			“You have an addiction,” Emmett says, tucking their backpack and sleeping bag behind Roscoe’s passenger seat. “You know that, right?”

			“It’s my emotional support drink.” Delilah settles herself in the driver’s seat, checking the mirrors and wrinkling her nose slightly at the state of her hair. She tugs the elastic out, sticks it between her teeth so she can gather her hair up into a new messy bun, and talks around the tie as she works. “Consider it progress, honestly. Back in college I just drank nonstop energy drinks, and half the time I mixed them with vodka.”

			Emmett climbs in next to her. “That doesn’t sound healthy.”

			She loops her hair back up, checks her reflection, and decides it’s as good as it’s going to get. After all, it’s not like she’s trying to impress anyone. “It’s all relative.”

			“If you say so.” Emmett hesitates. “Do you need to return any of those calls before we leave?”

			Delilah rolls her eyes, but plucks her phone from where she dropped it into the cupholder. She flips on the forward-facing camera, angling it so that they’re both in the frame. “Smile,” she tells Emmett, then starts recording. “Hi, Mommy! It’s some horrible time in the morning—”

			“Eight,” Emmett says.

			“—and I’m reporting in to let you know that Emmett didn’t murder me overnight. Say hi, Emmett.”

			“Um,” Emmett says, looking alarmed, “was she worried about that?”

			“The fact that they just asked that question,” Delilah says, half to the camera and half to Emmett themself, “really makes me worry that I’m the potential serial killer in this situation.”

			Emmett considers her for a moment, then shrugs one shoulder. “You’ve only had one cup of coffee so far, and your cardigan’s on inside out,” they say. “I think I could take you.”

			“Wait, really?” Delilah twists to look down at her sleeve, then grimaces. “Wow, okay. I can’t even feel judged right now. Well, now that we’ve established that Emmett isn’t going to murder me and might actually be the person keeping me alive, I think that’s proof of life taken care of! Chat later, love you, say bye, Emmett!”

			“Bye?”

			It’s definitely more of a question than a statement, but Emmett gives a bewildered little wave toward the camera anyway, and Delilah laughs as she blows a kiss at the screen and ends the recording. “Perfect,” she says, sending it to her mom along with a string of heart emojis. “Do exactly that every time we do one of these. She’ll be trying to adopt you by the time we’re halfway to LA.”

			“Is that good or bad?”

			Delilah shrugs, tosses her phone into the cupholder, and turns the key in the ignition. Roscoe hums to life, and she pats the dashboard. “Depends on how you feel about Chinese food, reality television, and lengthy dissertations on the sociology of public health.”

			Emmett’s blank look is enough to set her off laughing again, and that lasts her all the way through checking out of the campground and getting back onto the highway. They stop for breakfast at a roadside diner, the kind with laminated, slightly sticky menus, endearingly mean waitresses, and no-frills bottomless coffees in heavy mugs so old their logos are barely legible anymore.

			“Don’t fill up too much,” Delilah says as they flip through the menu. “We’re doing brunch in a few hours.”

			Emmett peers at her over the top of their menu. “We are?”

			“Drag brunch,” she clarifies. “In Pittsburgh.”

			“Oh.” They study the menu again, then lower it. “Why are we eating breakfast now, then?”

			“Because I will be an absolute bitch if I don’t,” Delilah admits.

			“I thought that was what the coffee was for.”

			“You think you’re so cute,” she says, and Emmett ducks their head to hide their smile.

			It’s not until after breakfast, as they’re getting back onto the road, that Delilah thinks to ask, “Have you ever been to a drag brunch before?” She weaves Roscoe between two cars as she switches lanes with a twist of the wheel that makes Emmett wince and grab at the dashboard. “I mean, I’m guessing no, but I don’t want to assume.”

			“You’d be assuming right,” Emmett says.

			They’ve seemed more relaxed this morning, as if sleeping on the hard ground all night somehow took some of the tension out of them. Even their face looks a little softer, Delilah thinks, casting a glance at them. Their jaw is smoother than it was—there’s no trace of yesterday’s faint stubble—and their features are a little rounder, less sharp. Delilah considers for a moment, then decides to take the leap. “Would you have wanted to? If it was an option? I mean, I’m not trying to be offensive, but I’m guessing your not-dad wasn’t really down with the whole genderqueer thing.”

			“Genderqueer,” Emmett repeats slowly. They don’t say it like a question, but Delilah hears the uncertainty in their voice anyway as their hand drifts to the pin she bought for them yesterday, still attached to the lapel of their jacket.

			“Nonbinary?” she offers. She catches Emmett’s frown out of the corner of her eye, the way they’re twirling their fingers around the fringes of their tzitzit, braiding and unbraiding and rebraiding the strands, and tries again. “Gender-fluid? Not-cis?”

			Emmett fidgets for another moment. “I don’t know what any of those words mean.”

			Delilah feels a pang of guilt. “You don’t have to,” she says quickly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

			“It’s all right.” Emmett seems to catch themself twisting the fringe of the tzitzit tightly enough around one finger that the tip starts to darken, and they shake the strings loose. “It wasn’t anything I ever considered before. Ruth and Noah were—they’re younger, and they were on the internet even though Jacob hated it, so they learned more about things like that than I think Jacob would ever have wanted them to, but I never really…I didn’t ask too many questions.”

			They look down at their hands. “I remember Ruth buying a copy of Angels in America and thinking that her father would have taken it if he knew she had it. She asked me to keep it in my room and said I could read it if I wanted, but…” They shake their head. “It probably sounds ignorant, but I think…I didn’t want to learn something that I couldn’t unlearn. Especially if it was something that I couldn’t share.”

			Oh, Delilah’s mom can never meet Emmett, actually. She’ll have adoption papers drafted within half an hour.

			“I don’t think it’s ignorant,” she says. At Emmett’s skeptical look, she goes on. “I mean it. Look, I was raised by academics and eccentrics and artists and drag queens, okay? That was my mom’s whole village, especially after my dad died. I had the vocabulary to figure out I was queer when I was like…ten. I got to play around with makeup and drag and gender and all that stuff, while other kids my age were signing up for soccer.”

			“Would you have preferred soccer?”

			“That would be a hard pass, thanks. You want sports gays, talk to Iris.”

			A snort. “Is that more her thing?”

			“No, but it is for all her exes. She’s got a thing for jocks.” Delilah maneuvers Roscoe around the minivan that’s been driving four miles under the speed limit for the last ten minutes. “Anyway, I’m aware that I’m the exception, not the rule. It’s not weird to not be fluent in queer theory, especially if you’re still new to it.” She peers into her rearview mirror, then nods in satisfaction when it seems like the driver of the minivan isn’t cursing her too obviously.

			“My mom had this one friend who was a drag king—she’s actually the one who taught me to play guitar, out of drag,” she continues, resetting the cruise control. “She had this gorgeous natural tenor, but she’d done all this voice training so that when she was onstage, her drag persona could pitch down to a baritone and sing live instead of lip-syncing. She’d do everything from Sinatra to Johnny Cash to Bowie, and I always had fun trying to figure out if she was going to swap around the pronouns or not, depending on the cover. I asked her about it once, and she said she never really planned it in advance, just went with whatever felt right. I ended up doing the same thing when I started performing.”

			Emmett makes a questioning sound. “Drag?”

			“Ha—no. Well, a few times, just for fun, but it was never really my thing. No, the pronoun thing. Deciding whether to make a cover queer or to sort of queer myself by not making it queer or to play around with where I could mess with lyrics here and there so that the whole thing turned androgynous.” She taps her fingers against the steering wheel, a light staccato rhythm. “I think that’s how I started writing music, honestly. Playing around with other people’s words until I ended up with something totally different. Then I had to write a new melody to make the words fit.”

			“I listened to some of your songs last night,” Emmett says, almost shyly. “You’re very good.”

			It sounds like a confession, though Delilah’s not really sure why. It’s not like she hasn’t been sort of expecting Emmett to look her up—especially after all her babbling about Sam and the album and the recording timeline—but they still sound almost guilty about it. “What did you listen to? Please don’t tell me it was ‘Sugar.’ That got so overplayed. Even I was sick of it by the time it finally went off the charts.”

			Emmett shakes their head. “One of them was called ‘Butterfly,’ I think? You were the one singing. I recognized your voice.”

			“Oh,” Delilah says, surprised. On the first album that she and Sam put out, “Butterfly” was one of the few songs that Delilah kept almost full ownership of—she’d written it, workshopped it, and done the lead vocals on the track. She’s always been secretly pleased at how much staying power it has. “Thank you. I like that one too.” Sam had jokingly called it Delilah’s baby, for how proud she was of it.

			“I liked it better than some of the others,” Emmett admits.

			Delilah shoots them a grin. “Are you just saying that because I’m driving and you don’t want me to kick you out onto the highway?”

			“No,” Emmett laughs.

			“Good answer.”

			An unexpectedly comfortable silence settles between them. Delilah isn’t usually good at silence. She always feels an impulse to fill it—with words or music or just the rhythmic tap of her fingers against the nearest surface. But at least for now, she’s content to just listen to the rush of the pavement under Roscoe’s wheels and the distant sound of the wind.

			“Gender-fluid, I think.”

			Delilah glances across the cab at Emmett, who’s resolutely looking out the window, not meeting her eyes. “What?”

			“I think that’s…I think that’s the right word. The one I like best.” They say it quietly, like they’re still tasting the way it feels in their mouth, and then, “Can we—could we listen to something?”

			Delilah smiles. “You’ve got it,” she says, and reaches to turn the radio on.
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			They arrive in Pittsburgh in better time than expected, thanks to Delilah’s lead foot and a lucky lack of traffic, and spend two delightful hours at 5801, being serenaded by drag queens.

			Delilah talks Emmett into splitting a plate of challah French toast that’s approximately the size of both of their heads put together, but Emmett barely picks at it, too busy focusing on the show. They take the whole thing in with rapturous delight and bright, shining eyes, watching the queens like they’ve never seen anything like them before.

			Their wide-eyed wonder has about the same effect on the local queens as it had on their waitress in Philly and the bookstore clerk who’d kissed their cheek. Delilah hides her smiles behind her mug of Irish coffee as every single one of the queens swings by their table to flirt outrageously with Emmett, who goes a deeper pink every time. She’s not sure if it’s Emmett’s pretty face or the aura of pure amazement that radiates off them like an almost physical wave, but they seem to attract flirtation like a springtime meadow drawing a swarm of honeybees.

			There’s just something so…open about the way Emmett takes in the energy of the room, staring not just at the queens and their rhinestones and their fifty shades of wig colors and glittering makeup and the early afternoon sunshine glinting off the bottles behind the bar, but at the other diners too—the hungover kids chasing the hair of the dog and the middle-aged gays rolling their eyes fondly at the whippersnappers and the cluster of lesbians in mom jeans and cardigans, their table surrounded by strollers.

			It makes Delilah wonder just how much time Emmett spent outside of their little pocket of Crown Heights before they stopped Delilah from getting creamed by that SUV. And whether or not they ever would have let themselves explore something like this if they hadn’t made that split-second decision.

			“That was amazing,” Emmett says as the two of them make their way back to Roscoe. They’re all shining eyes and flushed cheeks, a perfect mark of sparkling lipstick high on one cheekbone from the queen who swooped down to press a smacking kiss there. There’s a generous dusting of glitter in their hair, and they look like they’ve never been so happy in their life. Delilah wants to bottle their delight and keep it for her next rainy day. “Are they always like that?”

			“What, drag brunches?” Delilah’s bladder already regrets the three glasses of water she chugged down to try to cancel out the Baileys in her coffee. She’s glad they parked a few blocks away; she’ll have a bit more time to get the alcohol out of her system before she has to decide whether or not to ask Emmett if there’s a driver’s license somewhere in that backpack. They’d been carded at the bar, but Emmett’s New York ID doesn’t necessarily mean they’ve ever been behind the wheel of a car. “That’s the general vibe, yeah. Glitz and glam and music and more booze than is probably advisable when you’ve still got the rest of the day to get through, unless you planned well enough that the next activity on your schedule is a nap.”

			Emmett glances at her, the tilt to their lips suggesting that they’ve caught on to the fact that Delilah kind of wishes the next activity on her schedule was a nap. “It’s like there’s a whole world I’ve never even been able to touch.”

			“Your sister seems like she’s kind of plugged into it,” Delilah says, remembering what they’d said about Ruth and her illicit copies of queer plays. “She never tried to bring you anywhere?”

			“She’s only eighteen,” Emmett says. “She’s not old enough to get into places like that.” Delilah doesn’t contradict them or say anything along the lines of Oh, you sweet precious baby, because she’s a kind, mature adult. “But it was different for her, I guess. She’s more like you, more…” They make a vague gesture with one hand that Delilah’s not sure whether to be offended by or not. “She’s very brave. She always wanted to make her parents happy, but not if it meant she was unhappy. Even when she was little, she made her own rules.”

			“I kind of feel like I’m being called out for something.”

			“You’re the one who keeps pointing out that you invited a stranger into your car.”

			“And you’re the one who got into said car,” Delilah reminds them. “Pot, kettle, baby.” To her surprise, Emmett flushes. “So Miss Ruth is your family rebel, huh? Good for her.” She considers that. “Any chance she’s…you know. Under the rainbow flag with the rest of us?”

			“I…don’t know. I never thought of asking her.” Emmett brushes their fingertips over the glittery lipstick on their cheek. “I wish I had.”

			“Did she ever ask you?”

			A touch of color flashes across Emmett’s cheeks, there and gone so quickly that Delilah almost wonders if she imagined it. “Once,” they say. “But I—I don’t think I really understood the question.” Their smile creeps back, lopsided with wry amusement. “A lot of conversations make more sense in retrospect now.”

			They stop at a crosswalk. Emmett drops their hand from their cheek to rub absently at their left forearm through their sleeve, and Delilah knocks her shoulder gently against theirs. “Hey. You’ll have a good story to tell her now, right?”

			The signal changes. Emmett starts crossing the street without answering or waiting for Delilah to follow. Delilah blinks after them, trying to figure out what she just missed and whether or not she said something wrong, and if she should ask about it so that she doesn’t do it again.

			No, she decides. Better to just drop it. For all the strangely familiar camaraderie the two of them have developed so quickly, Emmett doesn’t owe her any more than they’re willing to give. Briefly cursing the length of Emmett’s legs, Delilah jogs to catch up with them on the other side of the street.

			“Hey,” she says. “I was wondering. Do you have a driver’s license?”

			[written haphazardly in Delilah’s journal, ink-smeared and off-center, clearly done without attention]

			
				Maybe This Is You Are We Were It’s a Bad Idea

				Lessons in Storytelling

				Open Ended

				Silver in the Moonlight

				I Think You Should Let Me Fight Your Dad

				Folk Tales in a Minor Key

				Beauty in the Moonlight oh Jesus fucking Christ, Delilah, get it together.

			

		

	
		
			
				Track 10

				Delilah

			
			Delilah spends the drive from Pittsburgh to Cleveland trying to write a song.

			She reclines the passenger seat and puts her feet up on the dash, her journal open on her knees, and taps her pen against the pages as she waits—and waits, and waits, and waits—for the words to kick in.

			Usually when she writes, the music flows into her like a river filling a basin. Sometimes it’s gentle, sometimes full of rapids, but the current is always there, something she can count on to keep her moving. Keep her floating.

			But now the water is still. She writes a line, strikes it out. Writes another, strikes it out. Flexes her fingers through a chord progression, moving her hand across the imaginary frets of a phantom guitar, then shakes out her hand.

			She closes her journal and turns to look at Emmett. It turns out that yes, they do have a driver’s license, and they handle Roscoe with an ease she doesn’t expect. They look relaxed, content, with one hand on the wheel and their other arm resting against the partially open window, the wind ruffling their hair.

			“Hey,” she says. “Tell me something.”

			Emmett glances at her. They’re wearing Delilah’s spare sunglasses, the nonprescription ones. The slim, translucent rainbow frames look out of place against their otherwise plain, conservative style, and it makes her smile. “Like what?”

			“Ugh, I don’t know.” She knocks her head against the seat. “Something inspiring?”

			Emmett snorts. “No pressure, then.”

			“You want to talk about pressure? I’ve got thirteen days to throw together an album that’s supposed to make people think I’ve got all my shit under control, and that means I need to write like ten songs, minimum, before we get to California. I’m already behind schedule. I should have written at least one yesterday.”

			“You were driving all day yesterday,” Emmett points out.

			“And?”

			“Do you think that pushing yourself to an unrealistic creativity schedule might in fact be harming your creative process?”

			“I was afraid you were going to say that.” Delilah considers them for another moment. This would be much easier if Emmett were not, objectively, such an extremely good-looking person. She taps her fingers against the cover of her journal.

			“Come on, we’ve got another hour to Cleveland,” Emmett says, reaching out to pause Iris’s podcast, which has been telling them about queer music history for the past forty-five minutes, making Delilah’s imposter syndrome increasingly worse. “Tell me what you’re working on.”

			Delilah leans her head back against the headrest and lets out the squawking groan that Sam always said sounded like a dying chicken. Emmett gives a surprised, unrestrained cackle that might be the most unattractive sound she’s heard from them.

			“What was that?” they sputter.

			“That’s the I don’t want to talk about my writing sound,” Delilah says. “It’s supposed to be very distracting. Did it work?”

			Emmett shakes their head, clearly trying not to grin. “Only very briefly. You ruined it by asking.”

			“Rookie mistake,” Delilah laments with a sigh. She wants a cigarette in the itchy, frustrated way she always wants a cigarette when she feels like she’s not writing well enough. The pack in her bag tugs at her like a siren song, tempting and sweet, but she’s pretty sure Emmett won’t pull onto the shoulder just so that she can climb onto Roscoe’s roof and smoke one. Even if she did manage to sweet-talk them into it, Alex would somehow sense it from across the country and come down on her like the wrath of God.

			So instead, Delilah sighs again, then tells Emmett about what she’s at least attempting to write—not a furious bitch-fest of a breakup album, as tempting as it is, but something deeper, more hopeful, more inward-facing and contemplative and maybe even sweet. Something like this trip. A reclamation.

			“So it has to be good, you know?” she finishes. “It has to be good. It has to be great. Because this might be the only chance I get.”

			Emmett is quiet for a few moments. “That’s a lot of pressure to put on yourself.”

			Delilah shrugs. “That’s show biz, babe.” Emmett makes a sound that borders on a scoff. “What? You don’t think so?”

			“No, I believe you. I just don’t think that’s all there is to it.” They tap their fingers against the steering wheel. “You care about this, and you want to do it well, I get that. That’s normal. No one wants to do something badly. But you haven’t sounded like this before.”

			“You’ve known me twenty-four hours,” Delilah points out. “I could be like this all the time.”

			“True,” Emmett allows. “But are you?”

			Delilah dances her pen across her knuckles, a trick she picked up from Iris. “Maybe. I don’t know. Sometimes.” She closes her eyes. “I feel like I have to earn it.”

			“Earn what?”

			“I don’t know…the studio time? The contract? Alex, because otherwise she basically doesn’t get paid?” The sun through the windshield is warm against her eyelids, and she lets herself believe that’s why she doesn’t open her eyes when they threaten to sting. “All of it. Because otherwise it’s just…it’s just me, you know? And that’s not enough.”

			Emmett is silent for a long moment. They sound terribly, almost unfairly sad when they finally say, “Who told you that?”

			No one, Delilah thinks, and maybe that’s the worst part. She’s the only one who’s ever said it, and only ever to herself, and she doesn’t even know why. “Does it matter?”

			“I don’t know,” Emmett says quietly. “Doesn’t it?”

			Delilah smiles into the sun, and doesn’t look anywhere other than at the darkness behind her eyes. “If I figure it out,” she says, “I’ll let you know.”
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			The Rock & Roll Hall of Fame is a massive pyramid of steel rebar and glass, rising out of the Cleveland skyline like one of the wonders of the world.

			Delilah was seven the last time she was here, when she and her mother made a stop on one of their summer trips. She has hazy memories of being less interested in the exhibits than she was in the instruments, of her mom telling her to Look, don’t touch, of begging for overpriced merchandise to bring back to show her friends.

			As she and Emmett make their way through the exhibit halls, she feels a mix of nostalgia and an odd lack of anxiety. Maybe it’s Emmett, with all their open curiosity and obvious interest. Playing tour guide gives her something to do other than fixate on everything the artists memorialized here have achieved that she hasn’t, and she talks mostly without listening to herself, following the floor plan and exhibit map she memorized before the wedding-that-wasn’t.

			“When Sam and I were going to come, my plan was to basically do a scavenger hunt,” she tells them as they ride the escalator up to the fifth floor.

			Emmett, peering over the railing at the crowd milling around below them, glances back at her. “What were you going to look for?”

			“Seriously? It’s like you’ve barely been paying attention to me at all.” Delilah waggles her phone at them. “We’re on the hunt for all the secret gays. Or not so secret, depending.” Emmett cocks their head, and she takes the hint to continue. “There are a ton of queer artists and artifacts and stuff, but they’re not usually front-and-center about it, y’know? A lot of the artists were closeted, or at least the popular narratives about them are pretty straight. Not everyone can be Bowie.”

			“Who’s Bowie?”

			Delilah, nearly stumbling off the elevator as they hit the top, rounds on them in horror. “Emmett.”

			They stare at her in wide-eyed innocence for a moment, and then grin. “I’m not that sheltered.”

			She smacks their arm. “Don’t do that to me. I almost had a heart attack.”

			“Sorry,” they say, clearly not sorry at all. “What was on your list? Let’s see what we can find.”

			They make it into their own kind of game, one that starts as a genuine search for photos and videos and objects—David Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust suit, Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance” music video ensemble, Billie Joe Armstrong’s Les Paul Junior, Janelle Monáe’s white tuxedo jacket, Joan Jett’s Gibson, Janis Joplin’s Porsche—and becomes a wandering exercise in people-watching, looking at the crowds milling around them through the museum and trying to guess why they’re there and what kind of music they like and whose memorabilia they’re most excited to see.

			To Delilah’s absolute delight, Emmett’s observations start out timid but get progressively more thoughtful and complex and borderline snarky as they feed off Delilah’s own sly remarks. About a young white guy in a leather jacket, with hair swept into a tall faux-hawk: “Aspiring rock star trying to decide whose stage persona to imitate.” On seeing a black-clad teenager trailing grumpily after a pair of adults and two younger children: “Baby goth on a family road trip, offended that Paramore hasn’t been inducted yet.” Whispered into Delilah’s ear when they’re on an escalator behind a trio of androgynous young people with multicolored hair: “Almost certainly doing the same spot-the-secret-queer-stuff scavenger hunt we are, and probably winning because they’re younger and faster and there’s more of them.”

			Delilah pretends to knock them off the escalator for that one, all fake shocked offense, and their laugh echoes off the high ceilings, bright as the sun streaming in from the skylights above them.

			She’s having fun, feeling lighter than she has since she found Sam’s note, impossibly just two days before. So it’s infuriating when she feels the familiar bitterness and envy start to creep in as they walk by exhibit after exhibit displaying brilliant talent that she knows she could never, ever match. She tries to tuck the doubts and uncertainty into a mental box to deal with later, but the part of her brain that’s never met a serotonin molecule it can’t reject refuses to let her just enjoy this. She finds her steps lagging, her smile taking more and more energy to keep up, her little people-watching stories growing less and less funny and more and more mean.

			She holds it together, though. At least she tries to. But when she catches sight of a photo of Sam’s mother in her glam-rocking prime in the middle of the exhibit on revolutionary women in music, she goes altogether silent, unable to even try to keep talking because the furious tears are too close to the surface.

			Emmett notices, following Delilah’s gaze to the photo and reading the plaque underneath it. Delilah has to fight back a wince as they visibly connect the dots—Jada Knight to Sam Knight to Delilah herself—but all they do is take her arm and draw her gently into a corner with a little less foot traffic. “Do you need a minute?”

			“No.” It’s an immediate, obvious response, and Emmett’s single raised eyebrow makes it clear they’re not buying it. “I just—I’m supposed to be recording demos in less than two weeks, and everything I’ve written so far feels like it could have come out of an angry fourteen-year-old girl’s journal, not the brain of someone who’s won literal awards for songwriting, and—”

			It takes effort not to look past Emmett’s shoulder to where she can still see Jada’s photo, all glamour and fame and shining lights. She grits her teeth and keeps her eyes on the open collar of Emmett’s shirt instead, which, for some reason, feels safer than trying to meet their gaze. “Maybe this whole thing was a mistake, you know? Maybe I should have just taken Alex’s advice and gotten on a plane to LA and let her lock me in a hotel room until I churned out something worth what they’re paying me, instead of the garbage I’m scraping together on my own.” She shakes her head. “I don’t know. Maybe I was insane for trying to do this alone.”

			Emmett looks at her for a long moment, brow furrowed, lips pursed.

			“You’re not alone,” they say at last, and reach down to take her hand. “Come with me.”

			They lead her out of the corner, down the nearest escalator, and into the open instrument-filled space they passed by earlier with only a quick glance inside to see what it was. It’s the experiential part of the museum, one of the employees had said when Delilah asked—interconnected rooms with instruments and video lessons and spots for people to just “jam out,” designed to mimic the garages and living rooms where people actually learn to play.

			It’s busy, full of laughter and occasionally discordant music and misplayed notes and half-figured-out harmonies, and Delilah falls in love the moment she steps inside.

			“You were telling me about why you learned to play, and what you were trying to do,” Emmett murmurs. They have to stand close enough that their lips nearly brush her ear in order to be heard over the din, and Delilah shivers. “Not to be famous or to make money, but just to play around. To see what you could do with other people’s music until it turned into yours. So, go.” They let go of her hand. “Play.”

			They give her a little nudge, just firm enough to make her take a step forward. Delilah makes a face at them, more from instinct than out of any real displeasure, and then squares her shoulders and heads over to a wall of acoustic guitars. She scans them until she finds a Gibson that looks close enough in size to the Alvarez she inherited from her dad, lifts it out of the rack, and then finds an empty spot on a couch.

			It only takes her a few minutes to get situated—shoving her bag under the couch so she doesn’t step on it, tying her hair up into a messy bun, playing a few test chords to get a sense of the instrument in her hands. She’s not surprised to find it perfectly tuned, and she hums appreciatively as she runs through a few standard riffs, just warming up her fingers, connecting to the strings and the sound.

			And then she starts to play.

			She can’t remember the last time she sat and just played for fun, no agenda, no rules, no outcomes, just her fingers and the strings and the keys. She plays through a few girl power classics, “Bad Reputation” and “No Scrubs” and “Unwritten” and “Did I Shave My Legs for This?”—music only, not bothering to sing, tweaking wherever she finds a spot to add an extra riff or an unexpected resolution to a chord progression, making it up as she goes along.

			Delilah does start singing when she plays through a few sweet acoustic renditions of decidedly horny songs, changing lyrics here and there when she spots a small clump of kids starting to pay attention to her. When they walk away, she plays pointedly gay  bitchy covers of “Send My Love (To Your New Lover)” and “Before He Cheats” and “Jolene” and “Gives You Hell.”

			Alex will kill her if she hears about this. Delilah does it anyway.

			The couch beside her dips as a person with warm brown skin, a shock of violently turquoise hair, and a vintage Les Paul sits down next to her, a they/she pin on the lapel of their jacket. “Hey,” they say, grinning through pierced lips. “Can I join you?”

			“Sure.” Delilah returns the smile easily, her body filled with the warm, lazy sweetness that only comes with playing so long that her fingers are tingling and sound and vibration have replaced the usual mess of self-loathing and manic spiraling and frantic attempts to just be better. “Anything in mind, or just playing around?”

			They think for a moment, then play a quick series of opening notes Delilah recognizes instantly. “Yeah?”

			Delilah shifts her borrowed capo to match theirs, runs through the song in her head, and nods. “You got it.”

			“The Chain” comes together a verse at a time, growing louder and messier and more and more fun the more people start joining in—a bassist with a deep, vibrant tenor of a voice comes in first, and then another guitarist, two more singers, and a girl with a ukulele who can’t be more than ten. Delilah catches more than a few people with their cameras out, definitely recording, but she’s having too much fun to be self-conscious, lost not just in the music but in—oh, she hates when other people are right—the connection of it all, wild and unpolished and joyful. Music for the sake of music, for the sake of coming together to make something no one has ever heard before.

			Something impossible to replicate.

			They let the bridge go long, let the mix of harmonies grow into a crescendo of sound, let the guitar solos turn into a chorus of riffs and mixed-up improvisation and good-natured laughter when chords clash together or someone drops a string.

			By the end, ten or fifteen people are playing, singing, laughing, and Delilah can’t remember the last time she was so utterly happy. The room breaks into applause when they finally let the song come to a close, and Delilah claps right along with them, shaking hands and bumping fists with the various people who drifted over to join them as they go back to their own friends or families.

			“Nice,” her original companion with the Les Paul says when only the two of them are left. Their grin looks broad enough to split their face as they hold out a hand. “You were amazing.”

			“You too.” Delilah shakes their hand. “I really needed that.”

			“Well, you killed it.” They get to their feet, rolling out their shoulders, then sit back down. “Wanna go again?”

			Delilah searches the room until she finds Emmett, leaning comfortably against the wall, watching her with a warm, easy smile, not a trace of I told you so anywhere on their face. She tips her head in a question, and Emmett’s smile warms even further as they nod. Delilah grins back, then turns back to her seatmate. “You’re on,” she says. “Let’s go.”

			Lucy Stevens [@lucyflawless]

			Last thing I expected to see during my family vacation stop at the R&R Hall of Fame was my very own queer awakening Delilah Cohen leading the coolest collaborative song session I’ve ever seen in my LIFE??? I didn’t catch the start but I WILL be playing this video on repeat for the rest of eternity, please and thank you, truly the gay gods have blessed me today [image: Face holding back tears emoji. Smiling face with tear emoji.]

			TMZ [@TMZ]

			[image: Eyes emoji.] SPOTTED: Recently single singer-songwriter Delilah Cohen joining an impromptu jam session at the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame! Should we be reading into her choice of covers?

			[on a page of Delilah’s journal, half obscured by a coffee stain]

			Musical chairs as an allegory—is it the music or the place to sit or the fights for a home that make it fun—and is it the silence or the loss of a place or the loss of control that makes losing hurt—what would be the best song to lose to—what would be the worst song to win to—who is controlling the sound anyway—is it you or is it me or is it someone else—pulling the strings—and what would happen if I just let you sit on my lap so that neither of us ever had to lose?

		

	
		
			
				Track 11

				Delilah

			
			Missed call from: Alex Stewart

			Missed call from: Alex Stewart

			Missed call from: Alex Stewart

			
				“Delilah, why do I have seven requests for comment on you having a fuck-my-ex jam session in Cleveland? That is not keeping a low profile! And Jesus Christ, I shouldn’t have to say this, but stop ignoring my fucking texts!”

			

			It’s a five-hour drive from the Hall of Fame to their next overnight spot, a gay campground on the eastern coast of Lake Michigan. Delilah spends the entire trip coasting on a musical high that’s as good as some of the highs she’s had on actual drugs.

			Her body is buzzing, not with the kind of rising waves that threaten to drag her into the riptide of mania, but with something hot and tingling, like the muscle aches after a good workout or a particularly fantastic round of sex. She gives Emmett the keys and curls up in the passenger seat and writes until her fingers start to cramp—it’s shameless, stream-of-consciousness writing, the radio turned up loud enough that she can’t hear herself think, her inner editor temporarily handcuffed.

			By the time they pull into the campground, there’s a shiny bulbous new pen callus on the edge of her finger and she’s started to settle into herself again, the flood of energy burning itself out. Delilah shakes out her hands and closes her journal with a triumphant snap, shoves it into her backpack, and straightens up in her seat to peer out the window.

			“Good navigating,” she says, a little impressed despite herself as Emmett pulls them over to stop in front of the office, then turns Roscoe off and passes Delilah the keys. “You’re almost as good with a map as I am.”

			“I have a good memory,” Emmett says. “And I didn’t want to interrupt you when it seemed like you were in a good place.”

			“I really, really was,” Delilah says. “Thank you.”

			Emmett shrugs, opening their door. “It wasn’t hard,” they said. “Pretty much a straight line across the state.”

			Before she can stop herself, Delilah reaches over and catches their sleeve. “That’s not what I meant,” she says. “And you know it.”

			Emmett’s face softens. “I do know it,” they agree. “But I thought I’d give you the chance not to talk about it.”

			“And that,” she says, “is why you’re my favorite person I’ve ever road-tripped with.” She lets go of their arm. “C’mon, let’s go talk to some gays.”

			The desk is helmed by a cheerful woman in a pink-and-orange flannel, her short hair swept up in a pompadour. She waggles her eyebrows at Delilah when Emmett’s back is turned before plucking one of the campground maps from a display box and showing them the route to their campsite. “You’re right between a couple groups of regulars, actually,” she says, passing it over, along with a printed schedule of the evening’s activities and events. “We’re in the off-season, so there’s not as much going on, but there are a few things to do if you’re looking for options.”

			“Honestly, we’ve been driving since Cleveland, so I think we’ll be good with a bit of a crash,” Delilah says, flashing the camera-ready smile Alex used to make her practice for hours at a time. “But we’ll keep an eye out.”

			The regulars, it turns out, are an older lesbian couple in a vintage RV and a group of four people of various genders gathered around a picnic table next to a clearly well-loved blue Subaru hitched to a large camper. They all wave cheerfully when Emmett and Delilah pull in, and they barely make it out of the van before they’re swarmed.

			“Oh, you’ve got first-timers written all over your baby faces,” the taller of the two older women says, grinning broadly as she shakes Delilah’s hand. Her fingers are blocky but smooth, her salt-and-pepper hair cropped shorter than that of her wife, a small, plump woman currently greeting Emmett with a handshake of her own. “I’m Joyce, and this is Megan. We’ve been coming out here since the place opened—consider us your campsite moms for the night.”

			“I’ve always wanted a campsite mom,” Delilah says brightly, trying to match her cheerful warmth. Emmett looks more than a little overwhelmed, and nothing activates Delilah’s friendliness function overdrive like someone else’s visible panic. “What does that come with? Bedtime stories? Packed lunch?”

			“Aggressive affection and public embarrassment,” one of the younger people says cheerfully, leaning against Joyce’s shoulder. He’s Emmett’s height, with deep brown skin and a beaded bracelet in pinks, purples, and blues dangling from one wrist. “I’m Derek.”

			“Delilah.” She takes the hand he offers. “This is Emmett.” She looks around at the three people clustered close to Derek, two of whom look decidedly femme, the third even more androgynous than Emmett. “I probably shouldn’t try to guess at the relationship dynamics here, right?”

			“We come as a set,” one of the two women says, looping her arm through Derek’s. “I’m Willa.”

			The other two introduce themselves as Libby and Ames—she/her and they/them pronouns, respectively—and before Delilah knows what’s happening, they’re being corralled into eating dinner at Joyce and Megan’s campsite.

			“I went a little out of control at the local market this morning,” Megan says, a bit sheepishly, as Delilah takes in the impressive spread of pasta dishes. “And then there was all this cheese, and fancy balsamic, and…” She waves a hand at the crowded picnic table. “Ta-da?”

			“She can’t resist a good cheese display,” Joyce says with immense fondness, putting an arm around her wife’s waist and pulling her in for a kiss on the cheek. “Not that I’d want you to.”

			“It’s a win-win for everyone,” Ames says, enthusiastically scooping a generous helping of a caprese-style dish onto a paper plate. “Megan gets to buy as much cheese as she wants, and we get to eat what she turns it into. Oooh, pass the mac-and-brie, please!”

			“Oh my God,” Libby says with a skyward glance. “Willa, can you go get the Lactaid out of the glove compartment before Ames makes us all regret every decision we’ve ever made in our lives?”

			Over the course of an unexpected but shockingly good dinner, Delilah learns that Joyce and Megan are former lawyers who have been RV-ing around the country since they retired four years ago. Before that, they’d spent thirty-five years as legal observers practicing international humanitarian law.

			“Which is, I probably don’t have to tell you,” Joyce says, “a fucking bummer most of the time.”

			Joyce and Megan met Ames, Libby, Willa, and Derek during a bingo night at the campground three years ago, and, against all odds, they all hit it off well enough to decide to make the rendezvous an annual thing. “They’re like the gay moms I never had,” Willa says a little wistfully, putting her head on Megan’s shoulder.

			“Speak for yourself,” Derek says from his seat next to Joyce.

			“Derek has actual gay moms,” Ames confides to Delilah, with an almost conspiratorial wink. “So he’s too cool for the rest of us descendants of heterosexuals.”

			“It’s okay,” Derek says. “They freaked out about the polyamory thing since they couldn’t freak out about the queer thing.” Delilah makes a sound she hopes is sympathetic and not nosy, and he waves her off. “Nah, it’s okay. I think it made them feel better, honestly. I always thought maybe they were too focused on being the cool moms. It was probably a relief when I came home from college with two girlfriends and a gender-friend—”

			“That’s me!” Ames pipes up cheerfully.

			“—and they had to start looking things up online like all the other parents. I think I did them a favor.”

			“I bet they were delighted,” Joyce drawls. “Eat your greens, kid, I didn’t spend all that time slaving over a hot steamer basket just for you to only eat pasta. I’m not sending you back on the road without making sure you eat a nutrient.”

			Tucked up between Emmett and Ames, Delilah finds herself captivated watching the dynamics unfold between the six of them. It’s like seeing the life she might have had if she had gotten married after all sharing a table with the kind of life her mom had built with her friends—a steady, beautifully comfortable life, like the safety of a favorite sweater worn to softness, sitting side by side with something unconventional, intentional. Different, but so full of love it never mattered.

			“Oh, those kids are cute as hell,” Joyce says after dinner, while she and Delilah do the dishes in the tiny kitchen of Joyce and Megan’s RV. “I mean, do I get it? No. I’m a one-woman woman, personally. But they love the heck out of each other.”

			“And it works?” Delilah leans against the counter, paying less attention to the dish she’s supposed to be drying than to the campsite outside the window, where Derek, Ames, and Libby have corralled Emmett into a game that seems to exist at a strange nexus of hopscotch and hacky sack. Emmett is bright-eyed and red-cheeked and grinning, laughing at whatever Ames is clearly shrieking at them, and Delilah wonders if they’ve ever had real friends before.

			Joyce shrugs. “It seems to,” she says. She shuts off the sink and mirror’s Delilah’s posture. “Why? You and that sweetheart of yours thinking of opening things up?” Delilah makes a face at her, and the older woman chuckles. “Right, right, just friends, I heard your spiel. I’m just saying, Meg and I were just friends once too.” She waggles her eyebrows. “It didn’t stick.”

			No one can spend that much time in a cramped van with eyes as pretty as Emmett’s and not at least think about it, but Delilah can only justify so many bad decisions in a row before her mom pulls the power-of-attorney card and stages an intervention. “I’m not really in a position to start dating.”

			“So you said.” Joyce crosses her arms, blowing a few strands of graying blond hair off her forehead. “You know, Meg and I aren’t heading out west for a few more weeks, but we’ve got some friends in the San Francisco chapter of Dykes on Bikes. They don’t technically break out the lesbian mafia schtick anymore, but we could ask a few of them to go pay your ex-girl a visit or two, if you wanted.”

			Joyce’s exaggerated wink abruptly reminds Delilah so much of her mother that she almost tears up. “I’ll keep that in mind,” Delilah says, going for exaggerated cheer so that she doesn’t sniffle. “Don’t you have your hands full enough with the four of them?”

			Joyce snorts a laugh. “Well, there’s those four here, informally,” she says, gesturing at the group outside. “Plus we’ve got two of our own, grown and out in the world, one of them with her own little one on the way. Then a couple of quasi-orphans—a handful running a youth shelter out in Omaha, another one from the tail end of our UN days. He’s in the Peace Corps now. I’m sure Meg’ll come in with a case for why we should make sure to keep tabs on your Emmett out there, so there’s another one. Oh, and Stuart.”

			Delilah blinks. “Stuart?”

			There’s a low yowl from under the little table in the corner of the kitchen. Delilah nearly jumps out of her skin, then ducks down to see a thin brown cat with a nocked ear flicking his tail at her, as if to say, Yes, obviously Stuart, and who the fuck are you? She wriggles her fingers at him, and he gives her the most dismissive look she’s ever seen.

			“Stuart,” Joyce confirms, clearly holding back more laughter. She nudges the cat with her foot so that she has enough room to scoot the nearest chair into place. “So what I’m saying, kiddo, is that once you’re at our level, you barely notice one more.”

			“I’m not sure if I should say thank you or not,” Delilah says, straightening up again. “But also, please don’t send bikers to threaten my ex.” Joyce looks almost disappointed. “The timing was horrible, obviously, but I’m sure I did something for her to be that miserable.”

			Joyce’s expression gets, if at all possible, even more skeptical. Delilah quickly goes on, “Look, leaving me a note was obviously a dick move. I’m not giving her a pass on it. But…I don’t know. I’m not an easy person to be with. I’m bipolar, I’m high-maintenance, I’m insecure…” She shakes her head. “It’s probably not easy at the best of times, and it’s not like I was always at my best. And maybe it would have been better if she’d just broken up with me, but we had the band together, and maybe—maybe she thought she was doing the best thing for both of us, or—”

			“That is the devil talking, kid.” Joyce bends down and scoops Stuart into her arms. The cat allows it with the dignified grace of a very small king indulging the people carrying his palanquin through a town square. “I’ve known you two and a half hours, and I’d already bet money that you didn’t deserve to be left like that.” She purses her lips, considering. “I mean, you’ve clearly got all the sense God gave a goose—”

			“Hey,” Delilah protests, but Joyce looks pointedly from her, to Emmett, to Roscoe, and then back at Delilah, and Delilah deflates. “Yeah, all right.”

			“—but you’re not a bad person,” Joyce concludes. “If nothing else, that gentle soul you picked up in Brooklyn wouldn’t have stayed with you this far if you were.” She looks back out the window again, her face softening. “They look like someone who’s seen some cruelty. Familiarity is easy, but I can’t imagine they’d be looking for more.” She glances at Delilah, catches the question that must be written on her face, and gives her a crooked smile. “In my line of work, you get the sense for picking out the people who’ve been hurt, and the people interested in doing the hurting. You, I’m pretty sure, aren’t the latter.”

			Delilah tugs her cardigan more tightly around her. “They’ve only told me a little,” she admits. “But no. I don’t think people have been kind.” She rubs her upper arms, feeling suddenly cold. “I don’t know. Maybe they do think I’m an asshole, but they’re just too nice to say it.”

			Joyce shakes her head, giving Stuart a last scratch between the ears and then setting him back down on the floor. He rubs once against her leg and then trots away out of sight. “If I thought you actually believed that, honey, I’d get Stuart back here to eat you,” she says. “But I think you need a drink more than you need a pep talk.”

			Delilah considers that for about half a second.

			“I,” she says, “would love a drink.”

		

	
		
			
				Instrumental

				Emmett

			
			“Don’t look now,” Derek teases, bouncing the hacky sack from his foot to his knee as he nods toward the RV, “but I think they’re talking about you.”

			Emmett follows his gaze, just managing to catch Delilah whipping her head away and leaning in closer to Joyce, who’s topping off her drink where they’re sitting back at the picnic table with Megan. The fairy lights over the little patio make the amber liquid in their glasses gleam gold. Delilah’s cheeks are pink, and she’s gesturing wildly with her free hand, Megan and Joyce watching her with visible amusement. “I think she just happened to look this way,” they say, turning back to Derek just in time to catch the little ball on their own calf. Emmett still doesn’t really understand the game, but from the way the others have been hooting and cheering for them, they at least seem to be doing it right.

			“No way,” Ames says, a gleeful smile on their face. They’d tapped out of the game already, settling comfortably back against a tree with their arms looped around Libby’s waist, resting their chin on her shoulder. “That’s Megan’s let’s talk about your situationship face. They’re totally talking about you.”

			“I don’t know what that means,” Emmett admits. They bounce the ball back to Willa, who misses it by an inch and then huffs as she does a complicated series of hops through the boxes Derek scratched into the ground. “Is it a bad thing?”

			“Depends,” Derek says. “Are you…y’know…” Even though it’s starting to get too dark to make out faces, Emmett can see him waggling his eyebrows. They’ll probably have to stop playing soon. “…Into Delilah?”

			Emmett misses the next toss of the hacky sack. “Am I—” The no catches on their tongue, and they don’t know what to do with the sudden awareness that it would be a lie to deny the…what? Attraction? Affection? Curiosity?

			There’s probably an entire language dedicated to parsing out how Emmett feels about Delilah, who’s opened them up to more in the past two days than they’ve experienced in the entire rest of their life, but they don’t know how to speak it.

			“Hey, it’s okay.” Derek scoops up the hacky sack and comes over to sling an arm around Emmett’s shoulders, a casual, easy touch. Emmett instinctively flinches, but then leans, experimentally, into the contact. Derek grins and gives them a squeeze. “You don’t have to say anything.”

			“It’s just…” Emmett swallows, casting another look toward Delilah. Some of her hair has come loose from her bun, tumbling around her face in messy curls she keeps sweeping back behind her ears. Emmett’s fingers itch to do it for her. “I’ve never…”

			Willa joins them, looping her arm through Derek’s free one and resting her head on his shoulder. “We’ve all been there,” she says, her breezy humor giving way to a quiet gentleness. “You don’t have to know the answer. It’s okay to just let things play out. What’s the rush, right?”

			Emmett thinks about the constant ache in their arm, the way the limb feels heavier than it did yesterday. The patch of stone was larger this morning than it had been last night. “Right,” they echo weakly.

			The evening darkens around them. Eventually, it gets too dark to keep playing, and they spend another half hour talking around the picnic table by their campsite. Emmett mostly listens, just happy to be included. When Ames starts dozing off on Derek’s shoulder, Willa announces that it’s time for them to turn in. Emmett can’t resist a look at the camper hitched to their car, raising their eyebrows as they try to determine how the four of them sleep comfortably in such a small space.

			Libby catches them looking. “We get very cozy,” she says, cupping a hand around her mouth in an exaggerated whisper. Then, with a wink, “Maybe you and Delilah could try it sometime.”

			“Bed for you,” Willa says firmly, tugging her up.

			They share a round of good-nights, and Emmett finds themself sitting alone, unsure what to do next. They hadn’t built a fire near their own campsite, and they’re not quite tired enough to get out their sleeping bag and bundle down next to the van. Plus, Delilah’s still talking with Joyce and Megan, and they don’t want her to have to walk back to Roscoe alone—not that they really think the older women would let her, but still, it feels wrong to leave without her.

			They’re just starting to consider whether they should go find something useful to do when Delilah’s voice startles them out of their thoughts, a cheerful “Emmett!” the only warning they get before she all but pounces onto their back. “I found you!”

			“I was here the whole time.” Emmett gently eases her off so that they can get to their feet and turn to look at her. Even in the darkness, Delilah is flushed and visibly tipsy, walking with that extra-intentional steadiness that only comes from being too drunk to coordinate one’s limbs as she tugs them along with her toward Roscoe. Emmett stays close, ready to catch her if she stumbles. “Did you have fun with Joyce?”

			“I had so much fun with Joyce,” Delilah says emphatically, leaning her shoulder into Emmett’s with a grin. “I want to be Joyce when I grow up, Emmett. I want to road-trip with my wife and have a billion random kids and a really bitchy cat. Two cats. Three cats. I don’t care if that’s too many cats.” She pauses, looking thoughtful. “Probably more femme, though. I want to be Joyce but with Megan’s hair.”

			Emmett helps Delilah sit down at the picnic table next to Roscoe, trying to hide their smile. The campfire at the site across from theirs is burning cheerfully, surrounded by a small group of men talking animatedly. It gives off enough light for Emmett to be able to see her even before they turn on the battery-powered lamp on the table. “Sounds like a good life.”

			Delilah hums, resting her chin on her hand, and then purses her lips, straightens up in her seat, and looks at Emmett with concern. “Hey,” she says, sounding less tipsy than she had a moment ago. “Can I ask you something personal?”

			“Yes,” Emmett says, mirroring her posture. “But I might not answer.”

			“Do you have friends?”

			Emmett blinks, startled. “Do I have…friends?”

			“I mean—” Delilah gestures over her shoulder, toward Megan and Joyce’s RV, and then over her other shoulder, where the lights inside Derek, Ames, Libby, and Willa’s camper have dimmed almost to darkness. “You looked like you were having such a good time out there with them. I mean, I’ve never seen you laugh like that, not once—”

			“You’ve known me for two days.”

			“—and you’ve never talked about anyone that makes you look like that, and it’s not like I haven’t given you a chance. I never shut up about Iris, and that’s just one friend. And I mean, Iris is the best, she’s so smart and pretty and knows so much stuff and has the best eyes and has never once made me feel like a shitty friend for not always listening to her podcast and always takes my side when I’m fighting with someone, and—” She breaks off, pursing her lips. “Wait. I had a point. How did I get on how gay I am for Iris?” Emmett opens their mouth to respond, but Delilah rolls her eyes before they can say anything. “Please, I showed you her picture, everyone is gay for Iris. You would be too, but I’ve been hiding her best pictures away to protect your fragile heart.”

			Thoroughly lost now, Emmett says, “I think you were telling me I didn’t have friends.”

			“I mean, I was telling you I think you don’t have friends, and that I’m sad about it,” Delilah says. “I was hoping you’d tell me I was wrong, though.”

			Emmett hesitates.

			The truth is…Delilah’s right. They don’t really have friends. Friendship, as far as Emmett can see, requires an exchange of truth-telling that Emmett has always known they could never promise. There would always be something to hide: limitations they couldn’t explain, commitments they’d be unable to keep, obligations that would always come first, secrets they could never tell.

			Maybe it would be different if there were others like Emmett. And maybe, they think, there are others like them. But if there are, they’re keeping as many secrets as Emmett is. Would they know another golem by sight? Be able to sense a connection?

			If they could, they certainly never have.

			“I’ve had friendly acquaintances,” Emmett says. People at shul, other members of the communities Jacob nudged them to join, men who attended the same minyans or Torah study groups—people who were perfectly kind and perfectly friendly, who shared parts of themselves with Emmett, even if Emmett didn’t share very much in return. “There have been some people who I might have been able to consider friends if things were different. And some who I think might have considered me a friend, though I don’t know if I deserve the consideration.”

			“Why would you think that?”

			Sometimes finding loopholes is hard. Other times, Emmett can just go with the easiest yet least accurate truth—understatement wrapped in shame.

			Emmett says, in an understatement to end all understatements, “I’m not good at getting close to people.”

			Delilah’s frown deepens, and a worry line appears between her brows. She’d taken her hair down at some point in the evening, clipping it loosely back instead of tying it up in a bun. A few curls have slipped out of the clip and she swipes at them, brushing them off her face, clearly impatient. “Bullshit.”

			“It’s the truth.”

			“Absolute bullshit,” she says, leaning back slightly on the bench and crossing her arms. “What about dating? Have you ever…”

			She trails off, leaving the question horribly open-ended. Emmett regrets every single moment of this conversation and wishes they’d just guided her right through Roscoe’s door and into bed, with Emmett as firmly on the other side of the door as possible. “No.”

			Delilah looks surprised. “Seriously?”

			Emmett wishes for the ability to sink into the picnic table and disappear.

			But of course the answer is no. If friendship requires vulnerability, requires honesty of all kinds, then surely intimacy, or romance, or anything like it requires even more. Emmett’s body was made to be strong and capable, but they don’t even know if it’s made to—to function in those ways, and even if it is, how could they…

			“I wasn’t supposed to think about it,” Emmett says quietly. “It wasn’t…Jacob told me that it wasn’t appropriate for—for someone like me.”

			They risk a look back up at Delilah, and find her eyes narrowed. “Someone like you?” she echoes. “What the fuck? There’s nothing wrong with you! You’re—” She cuts herself off abruptly, catching her bottom lip between her teeth. Her eyes, heavy-lidded with alcohol and exhaustion, look like a storm-dark sea in the starlight. “You know there’s nothing wrong with you, right?”

			Emmett swallows. They were made with a purpose—to recognize any human expression, know how to respond, and match themself to every minute, unspoken request. But Delilah’s face is full of something they’ve never seen.

			They want, suddenly and impossibly, to know if they could pick that expression apart. If they could just get close enough.

			There’s a loud crack as a twig snaps in the fire at a nearby campsite, and Emmett startles. Delilah flinches too, and then jumps abruptly up to her feet. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I shouldn’t have had that third drink. Whiskey always makes me stupid.”

			Emmett automatically starts to stand as well, but grinds to a stop when the world twists and wobbles around them as a sharp pain lances across their side. Their vision goes gray around the edges and they reach out for the table, unsteady, their body going liquid, unformed, and then tight enough to choke them.

			Emmett puts a hand to their throat, gasps in a breath they don’t need. Sits down again. Realizes, too late, that someone is calling their name. It takes a long moment before they can say, “Delilah.”

			“Jesus, Emmett!” She’s holding their shoulders, all traces of tipsy languor gone from her expression, her hazel eyes wide and golden in the lantern light. “You just scared the shit out of me! Are you okay?”

			Emmett blinks twice. Their vision is already clearing. “I was ju—” they stop, stumbling over the lie of just before it can twist around their tongue and turn itself into something they’re not allowed to say. “I was lightheaded, but I’m all right now.” They straighten up and away from her. “It’s late. I just need to grab my sleeping bag and—”

			“Absolutely not,” Delilah says firmly. “You’re sleeping in the van.”

			Emmett freezes. “What?” The foldout bed is designed to sleep two, but a comfortable two. And Emmett has never…“No.”

			Delilah puts her hands on her hips. “If you don’t want to share the bed, I’ll sleep out here. But no way am I letting you sleep outside when you just almost collapsed.”

			Danger, a voice that sounds all too much like Jacob’s snaps in Emmett’s ear. They shake their head. “But you said—”

			“Forget what I said.” She takes their arm. “Come on. Let’s go.”

			Emmett is too used to obedience to protest. They let Delilah hustle them into the van, where she twists around to close the door and then to start unfolding and setting up the bed. Emmett finds themself staring instead of helping, watching as soft white linens and knitted blankets and fluffy pillows emerge from a complicated series of hideaway cubbies, the fairy lights twined around the bedding area painting the entire interior in soft light.

			The whole effect was probably designed to be very romantic. Emmett swallows. “Delilah,” they say. “You really don’t have to…”

			Delilah smooths the last blanket into place and then turns to face them. “I promise to be a perfect gentleman,” she says. Her cheeks are still flushed, but not, Emmett thinks, from the alcohol. At least, not anymore. “Or, if you want, I could sleep in one of the seats up front. They recline.”

			When Ruth was six and on a monthlong streak of refusing to wear anything on her feet except a pair of bright yellow rain boots, Emmett had told her that she was the most stubborn person they’d ever met. The last twelve years hadn’t changed that opinion, but in Delilah, they think they might have met Ruth’s match. Emmett sighs. “I’m really all right to sleep outside,” they try, one more time.

			“You really almost slammed your head into a picnic table and got a concussion,” Delilah counters. She crouches down and unzips her suitcase. “Now, turn around while I change. I might be letting you into bed, but that doesn’t make this a peep show.”

			Emmett’s face feels hot, and their head is fuzzy, and they have no idea whether to blame it on the dizzy spell or something…entirely different. They turn quickly to rummage through their own bag for the pair of sleeping pants they packed, mostly for appearances, and then change into them, being careful to keep their back to Delilah the entire time.

			They keep their long-sleeved tee and overshirt on. Just in case.

			The bed, when they climb into it, isn’t as tight a fit as Emmett feared. There’s plenty of space between them, and Delilah makes sure they each have their own blanket. She even rolls another into a long log that she lays between them as a barrier, then gives Emmett an exaggerated wink at their confusion.

			“To protect your modesty,” she says, her voice solemn but her eyes sparkling. She waves her phone at them. “Music okay? Or more of Iris’s podcast? You’ve been liking the history ones, right?”

			“I like all of them,” Emmett says, more shyly than they mean to. Iris has a nice voice, soothing and smooth. Delilah has mostly been playing the episodes out of order, but Emmett especially likes the older ones because they can hear Delilah’s voice joining her friend’s. “Thank you. That would be nice.”

			Delilah taps at her phone until the musical theme starts to play, then plugs it in and sets it on the counter before reaching up to switch off the fairy lights. Roscoe is plunged into darkness, except for the moonlight filtering through the curtains, casting everything in shades of blue and silver.

			“Good night, Emmett,” Delilah says quietly.

			Emmett takes a careful breath. “Good night.”

			They hold themself still in the dark as the autumn wind rushes around the van, feeling all too conscious of Delilah just inches away, soft and rumpled in her sleeping clothes, curled toward them like an open parenthesis. They breathe, and try to relax, and stare at the ceiling so that they don’t look at Delilah, because they’re afraid to know what it would feel like to watch her fall asleep.

			When Delilah’s breathing finally softens into the even cadence of sleep, Emmett slips a hand under the hem of their shirt until they can press their fingertips to their upper rib cage. The stone beneath their fingers is rough and uneven, cold to the touch.

			They thought they would have more time.

			
				Queer bodies are a public square. Society writes stories on them, and we write back—in defiance, in harm, in power. Our piercings and our tattoos are signal flares and self-expression, sure, but they’re also our way of claiming back some control over our stories. A way to look at every person who thinks they know who we are, just based on how we fuck, or who we fuck, or who or how we don’t fuck; a way to meet their eyes and see the shame they think we should carry and say: No.

				Because what makes our bodies ours isn’t our ink or our piercings or our clothes or the way we flag or what we carry. We take everything the world paints on us, but when we strip it away, what’s left?

				We are, my loves. And that is enough.

				—Always Here with Iris Gold, season 6, episode 9: “Written on the Body”

			

		

	
		
			
				Track 12

				Delilah

			
			[words written on the back of a receipt in Delilah’s backpack]

			
				synonyms for gray—

				smoke

				charcoal

				dove

				ash

				silver

				iron

				steel

				stone

				shadow

			

			They set out for Chicago in the morning, after a breakfast spread of eggs and pancakes and tempeh bacon and three kinds of fruit salad at Joyce and Megan’s that puts the instant oatmeal Delilah had picked up a few days ago to so much shame Delilah doesn’t think she’ll ever be able to look at the packets again.

			Emmett had been gone by the time Delilah woke up, the crumpled blanket barrier in the center of the bed and the depression on the other pillow the only signs that they’d been there at all. Delilah hadn’t been entirely sure what to expect from them when she’d slid open the door and climbed out of the van, but she was relieved to see them sitting at the picnic table with a sketchbook, last night’s alarming pallor gone. Emmett had given her a tentative smile, Delilah had returned it, and then Joyce had hollered over to them from her site with an offer of breakfast, and that had been the end of that.

			Derek, Ames, Libby, and Willa come staggering out of their camper in a bedraggled line as Delilah and Emmett are finishing breakfast, and Delilah has to bite her lip to hide a smile at the way Emmett goes abruptly pink at the sight of them. Derek’s neck is spotted with marks and there’s a decided hitch to his step, Ames looks like a cat who caught the canary and then treated itself to a large bowl of cream for dessert, and Libby and Willa radiate a mix of smugness and affection as they settle down at the table. They insist on exchanging contact information, and Delilah’s phone immediately lights up with a string of alerts as she gets confirmation text messages. She’s just tucking her phone away again when Libby says, “Oh my God, that’s where I knew you from.”

			She’s perched on the table next to Delilah, staring at her phone, eyes wide. Delilah can just make out the grid of her own private Instagram account on the screen, and immediately braces herself.

			“I didn’t recognize you without a guitar,” Libby continues, grinning. “I love your music. I’ve been listening for years.” She pauses, and Delilah abruptly remembers all the ranting she’d done yesterday when they’d been sharing stories and talking about how they came to be cross-country road-tripping. Libby narrows her eyes. “So wait, when you said your ex, that—”

			“Please don’t say anything,” Delilah says. “My manager’s been trying to keep it quiet. At least until we figure out what’s happening next.”

			“I wouldn’t,” Libby assures her, but she’s still scowling. “Ugh. My image of Sam Knight is ruined forever. And I always thought she seemed so nice.”

			“Sam’s good at seeming,” Delilah says, then hesitates. “You really won’t say anything?”

			“Scout’s honor.”

			“Like you were ever any kind of scout,” Willa says, leaning over. Her micro-braids are twisted up into a knot on top of her head in a silk scarf, the long ends draped gracefully over her shoulder. “What are we saying?” Libby tilts her phone to show Willa the screen.

			Willa looks puzzled, and then she glances at Delilah and her eyes widen in dawning comprehension. “Oh,” she says.

			“Oh,” Libby agrees.

			“Hey,” Derek calls from the end of the table, breaking the tension. “Can I get some backup here? Emmett isn’t on any social media. Like, any of them.”

			“I don’t need them,” Emmett protests.

			“Baby, how are we supposed to keep up with your crazy adventures if you’re not posting them?” Willa slides down the bench. “Gimme your phone, we’re making you a profile.”

			By the time they get on the road, fed and caffeinated and Emmett newly online, Delilah almost wishes they didn’t have to leave.

			“They were nice,” Emmett says, turning their phone over and over in their hands, like they’re not quite sure what to do with it.

			“Understatement,” Delilah says, steering them onto the highway. She’d intentionally mapped out a less direct route so that they’d spend as much time as possible on the more scenic roads around Lake Michigan. When they’re comfortably cruising along the Blue Star Highway, she says, “You don’t have to keep the profile they made you if you’re not comfortable with it.”

			“I’m not uncomfortable.” Emmett rubs their thumb over the side of their phone, then slips it into their pocket. “I just don’t know what to do with it.”

			“Because of the no-friends thing?”

			“Because of the no-friends thing,” they agree. “And other than this trip, I don’t really do anything interesting. I don’t know why anyone would want to hear about it. Or see anything about it.”

			Delilah shrugs. “Some people use it as a journal.”

			She’d done that, before it was part of her job. Now she has a public account that’s mostly Alex’s domain, filled with promotions and carefully edited photos and captions that have gone through a PR review, and a personal account that she mostly uses to be as ridiculous as possible, since it’s only open to people she knows and enjoys and is willing to let her guard down in front of.

			She rarely gives out the personal account these days. Libby and the others had clearly been touched when she shared it, and the look of delighted surprise on Emmett’s face when she used it to follow their brand-new account and then took their phone to follow her back had made her want to hug them. Alex will probably kill her for sharing it now, with everything going on. It’s not like there’s anything really scandalous there, but it’s not public, and the last thing they need is for someone to leak something Delilah had already chosen not to share with the world. But Libby and Willa and Derek and Ames had just been so nice, and half of Delilah’s friends are Sam’s friends too, and if she’s going to have to find her own people again, she has to start somewhere.

			The drive to Chicago is just over two hours, and they spend it in companionable silence, Iris’s lilting voice talking about the subversive sensuality of 1970s queer porn blending with the hum of the road under Roscoe’s tires and the buzzing of the wind against the windows. They’re into the third season now, Delilah’s own voice disappearing from the episodes after she’d reluctantly bowed out and Iris had kept it going as a solo show. Without Delilah, Iris had started picking up more guests and digging more deeply into her topics, somehow threading the needle of meticulous research with vibrant threads of stories stretching back decades, sometimes even centuries, and Delilah loves listening to these even more than the ones where she was still part of the show. Iris weaves in bits of poetry and music and audio snippets from movies and television and talk shows so smoothly it feels like they were always part of the greater whole she’s putting together.

			Delilah has a sudden mental image of Iris hunched over her laptop, not just from the early days, when the project was their shared baby, but from later too, when Delilah would visit and they’d fall back into their old rhythms, for all that Delilah had become a guest star on something that had once been hers to share. She thinks about those nights—the pages and pages of notes, the takeout containers of cold Chinese food, the rush of creative energy—and tells herself that that’s the energy she’s channeling for the rest of this trip. She told Alex that she’ll write a banger of an album, and she is going to write a banger of an album if it kills her. Maybe she’ll even get lucky, and it will.

			Delilah and Emmett do the Legacy Walk when they get to Chicago, braving the wind to get a chance to stretch their legs after so much time in the van. Delilah digs an extra cardigan out of her suitcase for Emmett, who hadn’t packed for so much time outdoors. It’s too large in the shoulders, too short in the arms, and clearly not at all their usual style, but they’re a good sport about it, tugging their own jacket over it. Delilah squishes a beanie over her hair and slides her sunglasses on.

			“How do I look? Incognito?”

			Emmett, once again wearing Delilah’s spare sunglasses, cocks their head to one side. “You look like yourself,” they say. “Is that such a bad thing?”

			“Ha,” Delilah says, linking her arm through theirs. “We don’t have time to even begin unpacking all of that.”

			If Delilah had booked a proper tour, the walk would take about four hours, but she and Emmett do it in just under two, meandering from plaque to plaque. They take turns reading the little bronze memorials, and Delilah adds commentary or trivia whenever she can, just to watch more of those bright sparks light up Emmett’s face. She quotes Audre Lorde’s poetry and tells them about Oscar Wilde’s trial, explains the Kinsey scale, recites half of Leaves of Grass from memory, and tells them about the Harlem Renaissance and the Stonewall riots. At some point, the arm she had looped through Emmett’s migrates, their fingers tangling together. Delilah tells herself they’re holding hands to make sure they won’t get separated in the milling crowds, and she almost believes it.

			Emmett stops when they get to the plaque for the pink triangles and lifts a hand to trace the engraving, fingertips brushing over the colored triangles, bright and stark against the dark bronze. Before Delilah can start reading the plaque, Emmett says, very quietly, “I know about these.”

			Delilah squeezes their hand in silent comfort, scanning the words on the memorial. “ ‘At the recommendation of British and American lawyers, the men who had been arrested under Germany’s anti-homosexual “Paragraph 175” statute—identified by the pink triangles many were forced to wear—were to be re-imprisoned,’ ” she reads aloud. “ ‘The enforcement of anti-homosexuality laws across the US and Europe meant that many gay survivors of Nazism faced continued persecution, arrest, and detention long after Hitler was defeated’—Jesus Christ.” She shakes her head in disgust. “Society was a mistake.”

			“No, I don’t think so.” Emmett looks almost tenderly at the men engraved on the pillar, gaunt-cheeked and hollow-eyed even in bronze. “The mistake would be forgetting them.”

			“People tried,” Delilah points out.

			“But didn’t succeed,” Emmett says. They trace one finger over the jaw of the man at the front of the carving, gentle as a lover, and then let their hand fall, turning to Delilah. “That’s what really matters.”

			Delilah makes a living by being good at words, but they all leave her now. She swallows twice, tries and fails to think of something profound to say, something to match Emmett’s tenderness and the fragility of this moment.

			She settles, for once in her life, on silence.

		

	
		
			
				Track 13

				Delilah

			
			[excerpt from a Rolling Stone interview]

			Okay, so imagine: You have a week off—

			Knight: It’s too bad this is for the print edition, I’m really doing the eyebrows.

			Ha, ha. You have a week off, and you can do whatever you want. What’s on the agenda?

			Cohen: Are we together or on our own?

			Knight: You wouldn’t want to spend our spontaneous week off together?

			Cohen: I didn’t say that. She’s doing the eyebrows again, are you writing that down? Write down the eyebrows or I’m going to come across like a bad person.

			Would the answer be different?

			Knight: It would be more romantic.

			Cohen: Or at least more exciting.

			Which of you is the exciting one?

			Cohen: (immediately begins to laugh)

			Knight: She’s doing that so you think it’s me, but don’t let those big cow eyes fool you. If we get an extra hour off, she’s already reaching for the tequila. But let me tell you, she makes a mean margarita.

			Later, Delilah won’t be sure exactly where things got out of control.

			Staying overnight in Chicago was always part of the plan. Delilah’s concession to Sam’s love of luxury vacations was agreeing to let her pick a hotel every few days as they made their way west, and since they’d been looking to barhop across the city anyway—Chicago being one of the very few cities that still has more than one lesbian bar—it had seemed pretty reasonable that they wouldn’t want to stumble back to the van when they were tipsy and horny and still high on honeymoon bliss.

			Delilah had forgotten about canceling the honeymoon bliss, which is probably why, when she opens the door to the hotel room, there’s a bottle of champagne chilling on the entryway table and a spray of rose petals strewn across the bed. Emmett gives her a wary look, but Delilah just drops her bag, unscrews the wire cap, and pops the bottle with the practiced ease of someone who worked wedding receptions all through high school—which she did.

			“Not that I was supposed to be touching the champagne,” she tells Emmett as she pours them each a flute. “One of the barbacks taught me after we hooked up in a storeroom.”

			“You’ve lived a fascinating life,” Emmett deadpans, clinking their glass against hers.

			Delilah has her first glass of champagne in the entryway with Emmett, then makes sure they’re comfortably ensconced on the sitting area sofa with the book they picked up in Philly while she takes advantage of the oversized tub in the en suite bathroom to run an ostentatious bubble bath. She pours in every bottle of fizzing soap she can find and refills her glass before locking herself in the bathroom.

			She spends a relaxing hour soaking away all the cramps and stiffness from days on the road as she responds to a choice few of Alex’s dozens of messages—ignoring the ones demanding an explanation for the clips already surfacing from the Hall of Fame—and then video-calls her mom while sending Iris an unnecessary number of photos from the last twenty-four hours. She’s pink all over and more than a little tipsy by the time she makes her way back into the main room. Delilah blames the steam from the bathroom for the way her face goes even hotter at the look of warm amusement that blooms over Emmett’s face at the sight of her.

			Delilah orders them both room service for dinner, a decadent meal full of comfort foods Sam would absolutely have frowned at while muttering about macros and saturated fats. And then, because thinking about what Sam would have thought about dinner makes her think about her original plans for the night, Delilah props her chin in her hands, looks Emmett over, and says, “Have you ever been clubbing?”

			Emmett’s expression goes from comfortable and content to incredibly alarmed so quickly that Delilah almost laughs. “Have I—what?”

			“Clubbing,” Delilah says. “Gone out dancing, at a club. With or without alcohol. This is a rhetorical question, by the way, you can stop looking at me like that. I was using it to segue into asking if you want to go clubbing.” Emmett looks bewildered. Delilah scoots her chair a bit closer to theirs. “Do you want to go clubbing?”

			“Um,” Emmett says, “I—” They stop, biting their lip.

			Delilah feels just a bit like a lion stalking an antelope that’s been separated from the herd as she leans forward. Except the look in their eyes is less baby antelope and more baby lion that might also want to come on the antelope hunt, and Delilah lowers her voice to a conspiratorial murmur.

			“I’m just saying,” she says, “Jacob would probably hate it.”

			Emmett’s gaze snaps to hers. They open their mouth—their teeth have made visible imprints on their lower lip—and then close it.

			The lip goes under the teeth again. Delilah waits.

			“What,” Emmett says finally, “do you wear for that?”

			Baby lion, Delilah thinks, and grins. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

			The answer, it turns out, is not much. Emmett’s backpack contains more books and papers than clothing, but they’re remarkably sanguine about Delilah poking through what’s there. She finds a decent shirt and a pair of dark-wash jeans, then bullies Emmett into the still-steamy bathroom to change while she trades her own fluffy hotel bathrobe for a minidress that hugs the curves of her breasts and hips, shimmying into a pair of spandex shorts to keep her inner thighs from chafing.

			She’s peering into the mirror to determine whether or not the shorts peek out from under the hem of the dress when Emmett steps out of the bathroom.

			Their face looks different again, just slightly more androgynous, changed in a way Delilah knows has happened but can’t find words to describe. She focuses on that instead of thinking about how their legs look in the close-fitting jeans, and grabs her makeup bag off the table.

			“Perfect,” she tells them, wagging the bag in their direction. “How do you feel about eyeliner?”

			Forty-five minutes and a short taxi ride later, they’re tucked together against the bar at Nobody’s Darling, waiting for the bartender to come back with their second round of cocktails. Well, Delilah’s second round of cocktails; Emmett has been quietly nursing their first and looks like they’ll be perfectly happy to do that all night. A DJ is setting up in a booth across the room, and Delilah has a few seconds to remember that she had planned to come for an event night when there’d be music and dancing, to complement the drinks, and then nearly spits out her drink, looking up at Emmett in alarm.

			“Oh my God,” she says. “It’s Friday.”

			Emmett blinks at her over the rim of their glass, and Delilah gets momentarily distracted by their eyes, now gently rimmed in liner. She’s still a bit shocked at how willing Emmett had been to let her make up their face for the night. She’d distracted herself from their wide, trusting look and slightly-parted lips when she’d tilted their chin up so she could work by allowing herself to be irritated that their skin really is as flawless as it looks, and deciding that their eyelashes should be illegal. “Yes,” they say slowly. “I know.”

			“Are you—should I have made sure you could be doing Jewish stuff tonight?” She grabs her phone in mounting panic. “It’s late, but there might be a synagogue that does their Friday night services on a weird schedule? I could check—”

			“Delilah.” Unexpectedly, there’s a soft laugh curling around the edges of her name, and Delilah glances up from her phone to see them watching her with a small smile. They’d lost the button-down for the evening, at Delilah’s nudging, and exchanged it for the nicest shirt Delilah could find in their backpack, a henley that makes their shoulders look broader and stronger, in contrast with the softness Delilah’s makeup kit brought out in their face. Emmett had carefully unclipped their kippah before they left the room, tucking it and their tzitzit into a cloth bag inside their backpack. Then, to Delilah’s surprise, they’d even let Delilah tousle their curls with some of her hair products, loosening them into a soft, faux-messy tumble.

			“It’s fine. I mean, that’s what I would have been doing if I were at home. But it was expected of me. I’ve never had the option to choose before.” They look around the room and then duck their head, an absentminded, almost shy movement. “I think I would have chosen something like this, if I could have. At least once.”

			“Oh,” Delilah says.

			She’s saved from having to say anything else by the arrival of another round for Delilah. The bartender gives Delilah a quick wink to let her know that she’s been recognized, but everyone’s going to be cool about it. She takes her glass and smiles as brightly as she can, making a note to double her tips.

			Sam always made going out to bars and clubs a thing. Hours of getting dressed up and perfectly styled like they were going to an awards show instead of out for a drink, sometimes even having someone call the paparazzi in advance just so they’d be seen out together. Delilah had always just wanted to enjoy being out and having fun, but the second she caught sight of a telescope lens or a raised phone camera, she always ended up spending the rest of the night on edge, convinced that a photographer was going to slip someone twenty bucks to pour a drink on her just to get a picture of her breasts under a soaked-through dress.

			It had only happened once, but once had been more than enough.

			But this feels different. Private, for all that they’re in public. Delilah likes not knowing whether someone’s there just to take her picture, likes not constantly looking over her shoulder, hyperaware of how she’s holding her body or what her hair looks like or what she’s doing with her face. She’s not worried about a camera catching her at an unflattering angle that makes her round face look rounder or gets the chubbiest side of her arms.

			Tucked up to the bar next to her unexpected sidewalk-savior-turned-maybe-friend, surrounded by a faceless crowd of women and femmes and queers, the DJ just starting to turn up the volume of their set to shift the mood from cocktail lounge to club, Delilah feels anonymous in a way she hasn’t in months. Maybe years. She feels safe.

			It’s a heady feeling. She wants to do something self-indulgent and stupid and wild, something that’s a clear fuck you to practicality and good life choices. She wants to have six more drinks. She wants to flirt with the bartender. She wants to find the hottest person in the room, drag them onto the dance floor, and kiss them. She wants to let a stranger finger her in the bathroom like she’s a college kid again, making bad decisions and learning all the wonderful, terrible, overwhelming things her body can do, and then doing them all over again until she’s perfect at every one of them.

			Instead, she nudges Emmett. “Do you dance?”

			Emmett gives her a deer in the headlights look. “What? No.”

			“Come on,” she wheedles. “Just for a bit!”

			“Absolutely not,” they say.

			Delilah finishes her drink, manages to catch the bartender’s eye to signal for another one, and turns back to Emmett with her most pleading expression, the one that always makes Alex roll her eyes and Iris shove her face away with a tart Put that away, you know I don’t speak bottom. “You’re going to abandon me to fend for myself out there?”

			“You could be very brave about it,” they say. Delilah tries to intensify her pout, and Emmett’s face twitches in obvious amusement. “Does that face usually work for you?”

			“Nine times out of ten,” Delilah says cheerfully, standing on tiptoe to take her refill from the bartender. “Why, is it working now? Or are you lucky number ten?” She clicks her tongue. “I knew I shouldn’t have put that eyeliner on you. You’re too pretty and too powerful.”

			Emmett rolls their eyes, but the flattery seems to be enough. “One dance,” they say. “Do you want to finish your drink first?”

			Delilah considers it, then shrugs and downs her drink in one go. It’s a mistake, and she knows it, but in for a penny in for a pound, or whatever the saying is. She puts the glass down on the bar, puts an extra twenty dollars in the tip jar, and, taking Emmett by the hand, pulls them into the crowd.

		

	
		
			
				Instrumental

				Emmett

			
			
				There’s something so magical about the way queer bars show up in film. I think about those teen-fantasy opening scenes at Babylon in Queer as Folk, of that strange unreality-away-from-unreality in But I’m a Cheerleader, the over-the-top drag extravaganza in The Birdcage. They’re beautiful in all the ways real queer spaces aren’t—the drinks aren’t too expensive, no one’s trying to sell you weed, your ex-girlfriend didn’t break up with you there, no one gave you a shitty blow job in their bathroom, no one’s sweaty to the point of smelling disgusting, your best friend didn’t OD in their alleyway. They’re just light and music and sex and too-gorgeous people, dizzy with the power of potential. We see them through the eyes of the protagonist, and in those moments, we’re right there with them, the bass pounding in our veins, the world still more bright and overwhelming and wonderful than terrifying or painful or cruel.

				What better kind of magic could there be?

				—Always Here with Delilah Cohen and Iris Gold, season 1, episode 13: “Eden”

			

			Everything is loud.

			Emmett has spent more than twenty years in New York. They know noise, they know the crush of bodies, they know the overwhelming scents of too many people cramped into a tight space. But this is nothing like maneuvering through the subway at rush hour or walking against the flow of traffic on the sidewalk.

			Here, it’s not music coming from a busker with a guitar or the noise of someone watching videos on full volume without headphones, but a pounding electric beat, accompanied by a chorus of raised voices from a crowd singing along to a song that Emmett doesn’t know. The air is thick with the smells of sweat and body heat, but the scents seem somehow cleaner here, the sourness of train stations and garbage replaced by a heady mix of perfumes and cocktails and floral conditioners. The dim light is broken by occasional surges and strobes, waves of lavender and pink sweeping across the room, illuminating faces and hands and the intertwined silhouettes of embracing bodies.

			And then, standing out against all of it, there’s Delilah.

			She shines more brightly than any of the lights in the room, a sparkling beacon of laughter and joy and swirling curls as she dances. She has both of Emmett’s hands in hers, trying to teach them the relationship between the beat of the music and the movement of their body. They do their best to follow her, mostly failing but determined to keep trying. The fourth time they stumble over their own feet, Delilah laughs, catching their arms to steady them. She cocks an eyebrow, a clear request for permission, and when Emmett nods consent, she puts her hand on their waist to guide them.

			Her touch is hot through the fabric of their shirt. A flush creeps up over their neck, and something starts to flutter in their chest, too-human sensations that shouldn’t be happening. But the weight and warmth of Delilah’s hand seems to finally make something click—they feel it when the rough edges of their movements are sanded out, morphing into an almost fluid grace. Emmett even manages to twirl her a few times when she coaches them through it, laughing. The spin is totally incongruous with the pulsing music, but Delilah’s eyes are bright with delight when she spins back into them.

			“Not a dancer, my gorgeous ass,” Delilah says, pressed back against Emmett’s side, their hand clasped in hers. Even in heels, she has to stand on tiptoe to get close enough to their ear so that she doesn’t have to yell. “You’re such a liar.”

			“I never lie,” Emmett says back, tilting their head to meet the curve of Delilah’s ear, lips just brushing over the piercings through her helix. Her hair smells good, sweet and floral. They lean away before they’re tempted to press their face closer to breathe her in. “I’m just a fast learner.”

			Delilah laughs, the sound swept away by the music.

			They keep dancing, keep twirling. Delilah seems to be at the perfect point of alcohol consumption, happy and light and silly but still clearly in control of herself. Tipsy enough to have flirted shamelessly with the bartender and to have pulled Emmett onto the dance floor with her, but not enough to be stumbling over her feet. She keeps finding Emmett’s hands with hers, twining their fingers together, and Emmett can’t help thinking about how different their fingers are—Delilah’s shorter and thicker, callused at the tips from guitar strings, Emmett’s longer and more slender, except for the blocky knuckles. There’s a heat in her eyes when she brings their joined hands closer to look at them, running her fingertips over the back of Emmett’s hand until their sleeve cuts off her access to their skin, and Emmett finds the breath they don’t actually need quickening in their chest.

			And then another pair of dancers stumbles into them, and Emmett moves on instinct, wrapping an arm around Delilah’s waist to keep her steady.

			“Are you okay?”

			The music whips the words away, but Delilah sways closer to them anyway. She looks up at them, and Emmett can see where her hair is damp at her temples, where her eyeliner has started to smudge, and then she reaches up to cup their cheeks in her hands, and—

			Emmett realizes what’s happening just as Delilah tiptoes up toward them, and catches her wrists. “Delilah.”

			She freezes, color flooding her cheeks in a way Emmett knows has nothing to do with the heat of the room, and she yanks her hands away. “Sorry.”

			Emmett’s skin feels so much colder without her touch. “It’s okay,” they start, but she’s already pulling back. “Delilah—”

			“I’m going to get another drink,” she says. The smile she gives them looks camera-ready, perfect and public and nothing like her usual grins. She reaches up to pat their cheek, then spins on her heel and makes her way through the crowd, leaving Emmett alone.

		

	
		
			
				Track 14

				Delilah

			
			Delilah’s hangover the next morning rivals the one she woke up with the day after she was supposed to get married. The whole world is bleary and itchy and terrible as she follows Emmett to the checkout desk at the hotel and then out to Roscoe, clutching the takeout cup of coffee they brought her in both hands like a lifeline.

			Emmett is being lovely, because of course they are. They woke her up an hour before checkout with a bottle of Tylenol and a glass of water, gently but firmly ushered her into a shower, and packed up Delilah’s bag as well as their own. By the time Delilah got out of the bathroom, dressed in clean clothes and feeling marginally less like she was on the brink of death, they’d had a cup of coffee waiting.

			“You’re being very nice about all of this,” she mumbles, climbing into the passenger seat. Emmett had held out a hand for the keys, a pointed request, and Delilah had handed them over without protest. “Considering, you know. Everything.”

			“You weren’t so bad.” Emmett flips through the maps and itineraries Delilah left on the dashboard the day before, finds the correct one, and studies it for a few moments before giving a self-satisfied little nod that Delilah doesn’t think she was meant to see and turning the key in the ignition.

			Delilah snorts. She has vague memories of a failed kiss and a decisive rejection, but everything gets blurry after that, which is probably what she deserves. She pushes her sunglasses up so she can rub at her eyes, then winces at the flare of sunlight and shoves them back onto her nose. “What happened after we left the club?”

			“You were fine,” Emmett promises. They look more masculine today, she can’t help but notice. The lines of their face are sharper and stronger, the shadow along their jaw is more pronounced, and their shoulders even look broader somehow, though maybe just because of the slightly boxy cut of their shirt.

			“That is not reassuring.”

			Emmett shakes their head, but they don’t quite meet her eyes as a slight flush darkens their cheeks. “No, really. You piled all the pillows into a nest, cried a lot, wrote a bunch of stuff in your journal you wouldn’t let me see, bullied me into calling room service for, and I quote, ‘the biggest ice cream sundae they could legally bring you,’ and then fell asleep halfway into eating it.”

			“Jesus,” Delilah says, mortified. “Next time please just leave me to die.”

			Emmett laughs, backing Roscoe out of the parking lot. “It’s a two-hour drive to the park. You should get some more sleep.”

			Delilah shakes her head, snuggles down into her seat, and props her feet on the dash the way her mom always told her would someday get her legs broken into teeny tiny splinters. Delilah always secretly hoped it would actually happen, so that she’d have an excuse to be as miserable as she always felt. “I’ll throw up if I close my eyes and put my head back,” she says, pulling out her phone.

			She puts on Iris’s next episode, one she only vaguely remembers listening to before—it was one of the first episodes Iris put out after Delilah had to give it up, and it had felt too raw at the time. It’s experimental, straddling the lines between essay and fiction and historical analysis—the kind of thing you get to play with when your art is a passion project, not something tied up in contracts and charts and producers and studio fees.

			Delilah loves her career, but sometimes she misses when it was just about the music, the magic of turning poetry into song. She can’t remember the last time it felt like that.

			She doesn’t mean to doze off, but the next thing she knows she’s opening her eyes to the sound of wind rushing through Emmett’s open window, bringing with it the scent of clean air, trees, and—she sniffs—fresh coffee. Delilah opens her eyes and straightens up in her seat to look around, and Emmett lets out a laugh beside her.

			“Hi, sleeping beauty,” they say, glancing at her with a quick grin. “You slept right through the drive-through a little while ago, but that coffee’s new.”

			“I would die for you,” she says, with perfect truth, picking up the fresh cup from between their seats. It’s still hot to the touch, and she inhales the steam with greedy delight. “Oh my God. Thank you.”

			Emmett waves her off. “We should be hitting the park in twenty minutes or so, but according to your notes there’s a supermarket pretty close by. Did you want to stop and pick up something for dinner?”

			Delilah takes a sip, scalds the shit out of her mouth, and spends a few seconds fanning her tongue before managing, “Yeah, we should. It’s a state park, so it’s not a get food there kind of thing.”

			“Going to try and see how Roscoe’s kitchen handles?”

			She snorts. “I was thinking more along the lines of picnic food,” she says. “Though I appreciate the optimism.”

			In the store, they end up with a mix of sensible provisions and a pile of junk food so large that Delilah’s teeth start hurting just looking at it. Emmett eyes their shopping basket a bit skeptically before briefly disappearing, leaving Delilah to contemplate the selection of Little Debbie snacks. They reappear a few minutes later with an armful of Gatorade and a box of mixed-flavor electrolyte powder packets.

			“I feel like you’re implying something about my hydration levels,” Delilah says, grunting slightly at the added weight as Emmett drops the lot into the basket.

			“Who’s implying?” Emmett takes the basket from her easily, settling it into the crook of their elbow, then twisting the cap off one of the bottles of Gatorade. “You’re dehydrated. Here.”

			Delilah makes a face at them but takes it. “We didn’t pay for it yet.”

			“We’re going to, and you’re stalling,” they say. “Drink up, or next time I won’t stop for coffee while you’re sleeping, and you’ll have to drink whatever’s cold and leftover in your original cup.”

			“Yikes,” Delilah says, and chugs half the bottle. Emmett laughs, turning her gently by the shoulder and guiding her out of the aisle, one hand at her back, just enough contact for her to feel like she won’t get lost.
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			Their campsite at Starved Rock State Park is simpler than the one outside of Philadelphia—enough so that Emmett raises their eyebrows at Delilah as they climb out of Roscoe to get set up.

			The layouts of the sites aren’t too different from the ones at the campgrounds they’ve stayed at so far, firepits and picnic tables and roughly evened ground where a camper can be hooked up to electricity, but the sites are more rustic, a little less refined. This campground is definitely intended for real campers more than for casual vacationers, but hey, they can pretend to be real campers for a night. Delilah sets her latest coffee on the ground between her feet  so that she can stretch, trying to twist the last of last night’s kinks out of her hips and shoulders and rolling her neck until it cracks. “Ow.” She cracks one eye open to find Emmett watching her, and points a finger at them. “Say nothing.”

			Emmett raises their hands, a wry smile tilting their mouth up at the corners and the slightest twinkle in their eyes. “I wasn’t going to.”

			“You were thinking it,” Delilah says, but she gives herself another full-body shake and straightens up, putting her sunglasses back on and turning to pick up her coffee. “I need to walk a bit. I think there’s a visitor center with a little museum and stuff—do you want to go check it out?” She looks back at Emmett and finds them rubbing at their left arm through their sleeve. There’s a furrow between their brows she’s never seen before. “Emmett? You okay?”

			“What?” They glance up at her, dropping their hand like they’ve been burned. “I’m—it’s all right. It’s nothing to worry about.”

			“Okay,” she says slowly, trying to figure out if they’re being cagey or not. “Well, come on. Oh wait, I want my jacket.” She eyes them for a moment, studying their face. There’s more of a chill in the air at this altitude, and Emmett looks a bit paler than they had before getting out of the van. “You should get yours too.”

			They spend the rest of the afternoon in relative silence, wandering from the visitor center to some of the easier walking trails and then back to their own little campsite, where they fiddle with Roscoe’s induction stove until they manage to boil water for a pot of hot chocolate and put together a scrappy dinner of sourdough bread and cheese and fruit and an assortment of differently flavored chips that Delilah found in a novelty section of the grocery store. Delilah tells Emmett about growing up reading fantasy novels and how she’s always sort of believed that this was the world’s perfect combination of foods—not counting the chips—and Emmett tells her about taking Jacob’s younger children on Sunday picnics in Prospect Park to give Jacob and his wife some quiet afternoons together, until Noah got too old to want to spend time with his sort-of sibling instead of hanging out with his friends.

			“Sounds like a little shit, honestly,” Delilah says, making herself a miniature sandwich of bread and cheese and sliced apple. “If I had an older sibling, I’d want to spend all my time with them.”

			Emmett’s smile is small, sad, and a little wistful. “Maybe,” they say. “Or maybe you’d get too old and cool for them too.”

			“It sounds like Ruth still likes you, though,” Delilah points out. “Isn’t she the one who’s been blowing up your phone?”

			Their smile fades. Emmett looks down at their plate, one hand drifting to the side of their chest, above their heart—not in shock, or mock despair, but as if something hurts. They rub almost absently at the spot, shaking their head. “She cares, very much. But it’s complicated.”

			“Because her dad was an asshole?”

			That gets her a startled, almost horrified look. “Delilah.”

			She shrugs. “Look, I said it before, and I’ll say it again: Nothing you’ve said about that guy has made me like him, or think he deserved all the energy you put into making him happy.”

			Emmett pulls their hand away from their chest, flexing their fingers like they’ve been caught doing something they shouldn’t, and shakes their head. “It’s…”

			“Also complicated?” Delilah guesses. Emmett nods, looking so genuinely unhappy about it that Delilah feels almost guilty.

			Not guilty enough to take it back, though. She knows when she’s right.

			Delilah takes her guitar out after they’re finished with dinner. Sliding open Roscoe’s side door, she perches on the edge of the van with her journal open and a steaming mug of hot chocolate with a generous pour of bourbon beside her, turning on Roscoe’s fairy lights even though the sun is only barely starting to drift toward the western horizon, the sky still more blue than pink or orange. She tunes the guitar by ear with the ease of long practice, running her fingers over the strings and brushing her fingertips over the stylized flowers her mother painted on the body of the guitar that had been her father’s—both her parents with her in this one old, beautiful instrument.

			The music comes more easily to her with a guitar in her hands, when she can put melody and lyrics together somewhere other than in her head. She pulls her legs up to sit cross-legged and spends a blissful half hour or so just playing, old favorites and her own tweaks on the classics and, eventually, a few of the half-ready songs she’d started in the car, working out the kinks in real time as she edits a clumsy lyric here, tweaks a chord progression there.

			It’s at once the most and least connected she ever feels in her body, playing like this. She trusts her hands so much more than she has ever trusted her head, and sometimes she wonders if her hands could make music without her—just her fingers and her strings, without all the mess of her mind complicating everything that her body seems to know so instinctively how to make beautiful.

			There’s probably a song there, but then, there’s probably a song in everything if she’s willing to sit down and get through the misery of looking at it. It’s like healing a tattoo—getting through the messy discomfort of pus and blood and plasma until the itching skin peels away and leaves only vibrant color and clear lines, permanent and lovely.

			Delilah plays until her fingers start cramping, getting maybe two and a half songs out of the session, which is two songs more than she had before. She takes out her phone to record the two decently finished ones and sends them to Alex before she can talk herself out of it. Then she shakes out her hands and puts the guitar away, lovingly tucking it into the velvet-lined case and sliding the case back into the van. Her legs are wobbly when she hops down to the ground, one foot decidedly asleep and the other halfway there, and Delilah grimaces, shaking them out one after the other before picking up her mug of hot chocolate, which is now beyond cold, but still sweetly alcoholic. Since she’s a waste not, want not sort of girl, she downs it and then pads across the campsite to where Emmett’s spent the last few hours at the picnic table, intently focused on a notebook.

			“Hi,” she says, plopping down across from them and stretching her arms out over the table, twisting out her wrists. “I wrote a song. Two songs! I wrote two songs.”

			“I heard,” Emmett says. They close the notebook and prop their chin in their hand to look at her. “They sounded good. Unless I wasn’t supposed to be listening, in which case I have no idea what they sounded like, but I’m sure they were good.”

			“They were okay,” Delilah says. They were good, actually; she’s not confident about much, but she does know a good song when she comes up with one. The question is whether the label thinks so, since they’re the ones who can gatekeep the shit out of her contract terms and production schedules, and also whether good is the same as right for this album. She nods toward Emmett’s notebook. “What have you been up to? Am I a horrible travel buddy for not making sure you were entertained?”

			Emmett shrugs. “It’s nothing much, just sketches. Something I do when I have the time. But I haven’t in a while, not since Jacob got sick, so it was nice just to be able to sit and play around for a little bit.”

			Delilah raises her eyebrows and scoots forward on the bench, more eager than she probably should be, but she’s a sucker for anything even remotely resembling a secret hobby. “Can I see?”

			“It’s not anything special,” Emmett says, but they slide the notebook across to her anyway.

			Her first thought is that nothing special clearly means something different where Emmett comes from. The notebook is more of a sketchbook than a journal, filled with page after page of pencil drawings, each one delicate and exquisite. The majority are portraits of people Delilah assumes must be Emmett’s family members, and she almost recognizes some of them. A young woman with large eyes and a cloud of dark ringlets around her head must be Ruth; a stern-faced bearded man can’t be anyone but Jacob, the sadness in his eyes and brows drawn with a tenderness that belies everything Emmett has said about him; an older woman with a kind face and deep laugh lines around her mouth has to be Miriam, Jacob’s second wife. There’s a sketch of a young man who bears a strong resemblance to Ruth and is probably her brother Noah. And there are sketches of another young man, too, scattered through the pages, a young man who looks so much like Emmett that Delilah almost thinks they’re self-portraits, until she starts to see the differences: a different slope to the nose, a wider set to the eyes.

			“Isaac,” Emmett says quietly when Delilah lingers on one for a few moments too long. “Jacob’s son.”

			“The one who died,” Delilah says.

			“Yes.”

			Delilah stares at the picture for a few more seconds. “He looks…”

			“I know,” Emmett says.

			“That’s…kind of messed up, isn’t it?” The question comes out before she can stop it, and she winces. “Sorry.”

			Emmett shakes their head. “It’s okay.”

			It’s absolutely not okay. It’s actually weird as all hell. But Delilah knows avoidance when she sees it. She nods, and starts turning pages again.

			The next few drawings seem to mostly be of places in Brooklyn—skylines and streetscapes and a few storefronts she thinks she recognizes from her own time in the city. There’s a perfectly rendered sketch of the Brooklyn Bridge, and another of the view from halfway across the High Line. Mixed throughout are a few notations in what she thinks is Hebrew, or maybe Yiddish, as well as some smaller doodles of random objects and body parts—a stack of books, a braided loaf of challah, a pair of hands with skin shaded so delicately that Delilah can feel their papery thinness.

			“These are amazing,” she says, running her fingertips over a drawing of what she realizes belatedly must be their previous campsite—she recognizes, of all things, the pattern of the stones around their firepit. In Emmett’s version, abstract shapes dance within the flames—until you look at them at just the right angle and see something like the fairies or devils from a Fantasia story. “Have you ever done anything with these?”

			“What would I do with them?” Emmett sounds genuinely puzzled. “They’re just pictures.”

			“I don’t know. Sell them? Have a gallery show?”

			Emmett snorts. “I don’t think so,” they say. “I don’t do it for money anyway. It’s just something to do with my hands.”

			Delilah rolls her eyes. The only thing worse than a cocky artist, she thinks, is one with too much humility. It just makes everyone else look bad. “Okay, modest mouse,” she says. “If you say so. I’m just saying—”

			She turns to the next page, and freezes.

			The last drawing is of her.

			She’s sitting in Roscoe’s open doorway, framed by fairy lights that somehow seem to glow, even in shaded graphite. Her fingers are curved around the strings of the guitar, D major done in perfect detail, and her expression isn’t like anything she’s ever seen on her own face, not even in professional photographs that Alex has paid thousands of dollars for people to take when she’s not looking. She looks soft, and reverent, and utterly absorbed in the music, no room for anything else.

			Looking at it, Delilah doesn’t see the pudgy curve of her stomach, or the size of her upper arms, or the way her glasses slide down her nose when she’s concentrating and make her face look warped, or any of the other dozens of features she picks on every time she sees herself captured on film. She doesn’t see anything other than a woman, entranced and utterly focused, the position of her fingers and the parting of her lips so carefully drawn that Delilah can almost hear the song, can almost feel what she was feeling: longing and weariness and self-deprecation and always, when she’s writing, that vindicating touch of grace.

			“Sorry,” Emmett says, and she glances up at them. They look embarrassed, and they’re rubbing at their left forearm with their right hand again, a nervous tic she’s noticed more and more frequently over the past day. “I should have asked.”

			“No,” Delilah says. It comes out a little hoarse, and she swallows around an unexpected lump in her throat. “No, it’s—it’s okay. It’s beautiful. Thank you, I…I don’t think anyone has ever seen me like that.”

			She closes the notebook and hands it back to them. Emmett takes it, and then, after a moment, says softly, without meeting her eyes, “Then no one else has ever really looked at you.”

			Just for that, Delilah thinks, if she hadn’t been so horribly stung by last night’s rejection, she would have tried to kiss them again.
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				How fair you are, how beautiful!

				Oh love, with all its rapture!

				—Song of Songs 7:7
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				Emmett

			
			The stone is growing.

			Emmett feels it as the hours pass, acutely aware of their body in a way they’ve never been before. The small patches on their forearm and ribs have grown, up and out, as uneven as moss spreading over—well, stone, they think, almost wryly, because it would be funny, probably, if it didn’t hurt.

			And it does hurt, though not always. They’ve started to recognize when the pain will come. The tiny crawling changes in the rough rock don’t do more than itch, fading to a dull ache. It’s the new patches, skin splitting to stone for the first time, that take the breath from their lungs, make them grasp the nearest stable surface to steady themself.

			Emmett has been lucky that it hasn’t happened while they’re driving. But it’s probably only a matter of time.

			Across the campsite, Delilah makes a disgruntled sound, trying to blow her hair off her face as she attempts to juggle pen, pick, and guitar. Emmett watches surreptitiously, wondering if they should help, but then she takes a deep breath, plucks the capo off the neck of the guitar, uses it as a makeshift hair clip, and then turns back to her notebook with a self-satisfied smile.

			It’s a very pretty smile.

			Emmett swallows and looks down at their notebook, where another half-finished drawing of Delilah bent over her music mocks them from the open page. The more they stare at it, the more their arm throbs, and the heavier their chest starts to feel. When they pull in a breath, the movement of their ribs feels like pushing against the weight of a car.

			One long stroke of their pencil adds dimension to one of Delilah’s curls where it had tumbled out of its improvised clip, casting a shadow over her face. When she fell asleep in the car earlier, Emmett had given in to temptation and brushed it away. It had been as soft as it looked.

			Their arm starts to ache again.

			Dying, they know, is changing them. In the last few days, they’ve done things they never would have even dared to think about while Jacob was alive, for fear of what he’d say or do when he found out. The bookstore in Philadelphia would have been transgression enough. If he had known that Emmett spent the previous night in a lesbian bar—wearing makeup, covered in glitter, being very nearly kissed—

			Pressure against their mouth startles them out of their thoughts and they realize that their fingertips have crept, unconsciously, up to touch their lips.

			Nearly kissed. Nearly.

			If they close their eyes, the memory unfolds in Technicolor: Delilah, flushed with alcohol and laughter, sweat and glitter sparkling on her skin. Her body pressed close, the way she’d looked in that dress, filling Emmett’s head with a thousand inappropriate, covetous thoughts that they still can’t bring themself to regret. Her smiling mouth, deep red lipstick slightly smudged. The surprising softness of her touch when she curled her hands against Emmett’s jaw and started to draw them down.

			And Emmett had stopped her.

			It was the right thing to do, and they know it—Delilah was drunk, and even if she hadn’t been, Emmett wasn’t, isn’t, can’t be the kind of person someone might kiss, might want. People who want Emmett only want them for what they are, Jacob used to tell them, for what they can make them do. Staying away from that kind of thing, as Jacob would have put it, was about keeping Emmett safe.

			And yet. And yet.

			What might it have been like if they had let it happen?

			The Delilah in the sketch hasn’t pulled her hair back. It falls over her shoulders, messy curls tousled by the wind. Emmett lets themself think about what they might do if things were different. If they were a real person. They could cross the campsite and tuck a few of the dark strands back behind her ears while she’s awake and smiling, brush their knuckles over the soft skin of her cheek. She’s not wearing lipstick today, but her lips glisten slightly with the balm she applies absently every hour, and Emmett hasn’t been able to stop looking at them, even now, from ten feet away.

			It would be easier, Emmett thinks, if Delilah knew. But they’ve been keeping the secret of what they are since the moment they were brought to life.

			How could they change that now?

			Noah and Ruth had made it simpler. With them, Emmett could just be Emmett—their strange, obedient, protective almost-sibling who never asked them to be anything other than who they were. If they found Emmett odd as they got older and went to school and met more normal people, they never held it against them. Ruth, especially, seemed to see them as her confidant, and that had meant the world. It still means the world.

			Thinking about Ruth makes their throat feel so tight it hurts, and they reach up to touch it, to make sure that there aren’t any new stone patches there.

			Nothing. Just smooth skin and an ache that goes all the way down to their chest.

			“Emmett,” Delilah calls.

			Emmett startles and looks up to find her watching them, brow furrowed slightly. “Sorry. Were you calling me?”

			“Just a bit,” she says. “Are you okay? You’ve been staring into space for five minutes.”

			“Oh. No, I—I was just lost in thought.”

			Delilah cocks her head to one side. “I’m a good listener,” she says. “If you need to talk.”

			It’s tempting, so tempting, to take that need and interpret it as want. To take the invitation for what it is, to use the loophole of it would be lying if I didn’t tell her what I was thinking, honoring, as Ruth would say, the grand Jewish tradition of taking the letter of the law and the spirit of the law into a back alley and shaking them around until you make them fit the point you’re hoping to make.

			But for all that Jacob’s lingering voice in Emmett’s head has gotten quieter, it’s still there. It’s not safe to tell people. Even the kindest person might be tempted to use you. Don’t you see?

			Not telling keeps you safe.

			They search for something close enough to truth that they don’t feel sick to their stomach saying it and come up with a weak, “Maybe another time.”

			“Sure.” There’s a smudge of blue ink just above Delilah’s top lip where she must have tapped it with her pen. “Whenever you’re ready. I’m not going anywhere.”

			What a gift, Emmett thinks. To know that.

			Against their ribs, the edges of the stone start to ache once more.

		

	
		
			
				Track 15

				Delilah

			
			“We should go for a hike,” Delilah announces when they finish their second round of dinner, a more substantial preparation of sandwiches with vegetables and cheese and avocado, with a bottle of fancy small-batch pressed fruit juice shared between them. She doesn’t even put any vodka in hers. She thinks she should get an award for that, but she keeps the thought to herself.

			Emmett puts their cup of juice down and looks pointedly up at the gathering twilight, where a few stars are visible against a deepening blanket of indigo. “The trails close at sunset,” they point out. “It says so on all the park signs.”

			Delilah waves a hand. “We’ll be very careful,” she says. “Besides, I’m sure people accidentally lose track of time out there all the time. It’s not like we’re going to get arrested or something. And we have time—the campground gates don’t close till ten.”

			Emmett doesn’t look convinced. Delilah leans forward, cupping a hand around her mouth like she’s whispering a secret. “I’ll play you the songs I’ve finished so far when we get back,” she says. “You won’t have to sneak-listen. I’ll even let you give me actual feedback.”

			“It’s not like I’d know what to say,” they say, but they sigh, and Delilah knows she’s won. She grins, swinging a leg over the picnic table bench and getting to her feet.

			“We’ll clean up and be ready in five?”

			The entrance to the park is about half a mile from the campground. There’s still enough light to see a clearly well-trodden footpath a few hundred yards before the official turnoff, and when Delilah spots it she grabs Emmett’s sleeve, tugging them over to it. They spend fifteen minutes tramping through the woods before they emerge on what must be the other side of the visitor center. The lights from the on-site lodge are visible through the trees, and that’s enough for Delilah to orient herself. She pulls the trail map out of her backpack and studies it under her phone’s flashlight.

			“Is it worth pointing out that I think this is a bad idea?” Emmett asks as she finds the trail marker she was looking for and sets off again, following the yellow dots leading away from the visitor center.

			“You’re welcome to go back,” Delilah says, careful to keep her voice down. “I’m a big girl, I can go up by myself.”

			“That would be worse, actually,” Emmett says. They grab her backpack to stop her from walking into a tree branch, give her a look that clearly says I told you so, and sigh, “How far is this trail supposed to go?”

			Delilah grins. She loves winning. “Not even a mile one-way,” she says. “And it doesn’t branch off at all. Basically a straight line, to the extent that I ever do anything straight.” She pauses. “It’s practically all stairs, though. Sorry. Hope your shoes are comfy.”

			Emmett mutters something that might be God help me, but falls into step beside her without further argument.

			It’s chillier than it was earlier in the day, though probably still unseasonably warm for October. Delilah’s grateful for her jacket, but the walk is invigorating enough to keep her from getting too cold. Emmett, she notices, seems to be rubbing at their arms again, occasionally even their sides, but they turn her down when she offers the cardigan she has on under her jacket, firmly enough that she doesn’t ask a second time.

			The forest is alive around them. If she hadn’t been walking, Delilah would have closed her eyes just to breathe in the hundred thousand tiny noises of animals and birds and bugs and water and wind, filling herself up with every sign of life for a thousand miles.

			They make good time up to the Lover’s Leap overlook. The path is practically all stairs, as much as Delilah has been privately hoping that was false advertising from the trail map, but stairs have the advantage of making it almost impossible for them to get lost. Still, they take more effort than she really planned for, and they’re both breathless by the time they climb the last few steps and emerge onto the platform and make their way over to the railing.

			“All right,” Emmett admits after a few moments. “You were right. This is beautiful.”

			The view from the overlook stretches out across the Illinois River, inky dark under the night sky. It’s a clear, cloudless night, and they’re far enough from Chicago and its light pollution that the stars stretch out into infinity, constellations glittering and gorgeous, the water below a rippling mirror, a reflection on a reflection.

			Delilah sits down at the edge of the platform, up against the railing, and lets her legs dangle over the edge while she rests her arms on the crossbeam. After a moment’s hesitation, Emmett comes to sit beside her, scooting close, and Delilah lets herself imagine that it’s for something more than warmth.

			Growing up in a city, Delilah never spent much time out in nature. It was always a quaint idea, going camping, hiking, surrounding herself with grass and trees instead of people and cars and noise. The first time she ever slept outdoors in the woods, on a camping trip with a few high school friends, she’d spent hours staring up at the ceiling of the tent, listening for anything that resembled human sound, until she managed to hear the music of the world around her, haunting and lovely. She’d closed her eyes and tried to find patterns in the sounds, but every time she thought she could, an owl would call out, or a burst of wind would send the leaves above the tent into a rattling, whistling dance, or a distant frog would croak a lover’s yearning into the night.

			It took her too long to realize that the addictive frustration of trying to find order in the chaos of the forest’s melodies was like trying to find silence in her own mind, which never, ever seemed to rest. Something always buzzed inside it, like the persistent attention of a bee at a picnic, tempted toward the sweetness of whatever it found spread out on the blanket but always so, so close to stinging. In her head, there was always something, either wild and singing and fastfastfast spiraling or the deep, crushing weight of every way she’d ever wanted to hurt, every word that ever made her feel even a moment’s doubt, every scab she could possibly find to pick at. The whirlwind of euphoria and then the inevitable crash, the sweet spot of humming hypomania that always made her feel like maybe, maybe, if she could just keep it going, she could—she could—

			Delilah closes her eyes. Takes a breath, and then another. Feels the weight of her phone in her pocket like a physical reminder of everything she’s supposed to be doing, producing, responding to: messages from Alex, from Iris, from her mom; emails from her publicist and the sound mixer and the producers and the label. Alex is fielding all of them, at least for now, but the notifications still taunt her like a child on a playground holding her favorite toy just out of reach. The half-written songs in her notebook, scribbled-out lines and notations rather than anything even remotely usable, mock her with just how not good enough they are. How not good enough she is.

			She wants, fervently, to throw her phone over the edge of the platform. She wants to go home and crawl into her mom’s bed and not talk to anyone for a week. She wants to drive off into the sunset and never be perceived by another person ever again. She wants a cigarette.

			“Delilah,” Emmett says quietly.

			Delilah blinks. Realizes she’s been squeezing her hands together so tightly her knuckles have turned white enough to be visible in the darkness. She swallows. “Sorry.”

			“It’s okay.” A moment, a breath, and then, “Can I touch you?”

			Delilah huffs. “Sure,” she says. “Why not.”

			One of Emmett’s hands slips between both of hers, gently but firmly pulling them apart and lacing their fingers with hers. They squeeze once, then say, “Are you here?”

			“Where else would I be?”

			“You tell me.”

			Delilah looks out at the river, at the slowly shifting reflections of the stars. She thinks of a hundred thousand things to say, some of them true, some of them nowhere close, and settles on the simplest, most honest words she can find in the mess of her head. “I almost killed myself at a place like this once.”

			She waits for the gasp, for the concern, for the pity. None of it comes. “Okay,” Emmett says. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

			Delilah glances at them. “That’s it?”

			Emmett inclines their head. Their pale skin almost seems to glow. “I could ask questions,” they say. “Or say more, if you want me to. But I don’t have to. You don’t have to tell me anything.”

			She turns her gaze down to their linked hands. It’s too dark to really see them, but the weight of Emmett’s fingers and palm against hers is comforting, solid. If she concentrates, she can almost feel their pulses, beating strangely in sync. “It was a long time ago—right before I got diagnosed.” Emmett makes a soft, questioning sound, and Delilah clears her throat. “Bipolar II. Yay for putting a name to the problem, right?” She forces herself to go on before they can reply. “I went on a spring break trip with Iris, and I’d been…I thought I was just feeling happier. I had this great best friend, I had this community around me, everything was great, nothing hurt. Sure, my brain was running a thousand miles a second and Iris had to take my credit card away because I couldn’t stop buying things for our room and I was mostly living on caffeine and weed and cigarettes, but everything was good.”

			“Until?”

			She shrugs. “Until it wasn’t.”

			Emmett says nothing. Delilah runs the pad of her thumb over the backs of their knuckles, just to have something to do. “I always crash hard, when I crash. I thought it was just a personality thing. But Iris and I went on this hike, up to this gorgeous lookout point, and it was the middle of the day, and all I could see were trees and sky and water, and it was so beautiful. And all I could think was that I didn’t deserve something that beautiful. I didn’t deserve to exist in a world that had that much beauty in it, because how could I? I was me, and that was the worst thing anyone could have been. And it was the easiest problem I could possibly solve.”

			Of all her memories, it’s one of her clearest, so close to her fingertips at any given moment that all she has to do is close her eyes to be there again—up so high that the air felt thin enough to make her head spin, but smelled so clear and sweet she couldn’t stop trying to breathe it in.

			It had felt, for just a few moments, too perfect. Iris sitting next to her, close enough that Delilah could feel her warmth through the fleece of their jackets, smell the warm floral scent of her perfume. The sun glinting off the distant water, so bright it hurt her eyes. The tang of salt in the air. Birdsong and pine sap and endless green.

			And below them, an infinite drop into nothingness. Impossibly easy. Impossibly close.

			The breathless freedom of that moment, the euphoria of the world dropping into place and making absolute sense, like a dissonant progression resolving into a perfect chord, still haunts her. Every time she changes her meds, puts down a bottle, or takes a risk on a new song instead of buying a new pack of cigarettes or signing up for a new credit card or giving in to a new bar bathroom hookup, as she slogs through the absolute, dirty, bitter work of living, that instant of clarity is so tempting it hurts.

			But she didn’t do it then. And part of her knew, even before she asked Emmett to come with her, that she wouldn’t do it now.

			Emmett asks the question. “What stopped you?”

			“Iris was up there with me.” She feels her mouth smile, crooked. It’s a real smile, though, even if it doesn’t feel like it. “I couldn’t do that to her. Or to my mom.” She waves her free hand, trying to encompass a thousand feelings in a single movement. “Just because I don’t understand why they love me doesn’t mean I don’t believe them when they say they do. If not wanting to hurt them was the only thing I could do right, the least I could do was keep doing it.”

			“I think—” Emmett breaks off, their fingers flexing in hers, almost an unconscious motion. They take a breath and start again. “I think you’re good at more than that.”

			“I wasn’t fishing for compliments.”

			“I know you weren’t.” They fall silent for a few seconds, the only sounds between them the rustle of the wind, the distant rush of the river below their feet. “Thank you for telling me that.”

			Delilah hums. “I thought it was only fair, since I was dragging you all the way up here.”

			A pause. “Why did you want to come up here?”

			She considers all the ways she could answer that question, and settles on the truth. “I like to see what I’ll do,” she says. “But it’s easier to come back down when I have someone with me.”

			To her surprise, Emmett lets out a startled laugh. “Should I take it as a compliment or an insult that you were considering being okay with traumatizing me, but not your mom or Iris?”

			“Okay, well, when you put it like that, I sound like an asshole.” Emmett laughs again, something breathless and relieved in the sound, and Delilah feels the rictus smile on her face turn into a genuine grin. She knocks their shoulders together. “I wouldn’t have. Not in front of you.” She thinks about it. “I think I wouldn’t have at all. Even if you weren’t here. I feel…” She shakes her head. “I don’t know. Clearer.”

			She takes another breath, letting her body fill up with sweet cold air and the distant sound of the river and the murmuring life of the forest around them, and then sighs. “Anyway, that’s my vulnerability for the night,” she says, forcing some levity back into her voice. “We now return you to your regularly scheduled Fun Delilah Time, unless you have a deeply emotional confession you’d like to share while we’re up here, in which case I can put my serious face back on.”

			They’ve been out here long enough that Delilah’s vision has adjusted to the darkness, which is the only reason she sees Emmett open their mouth, and then close it just as quickly. “No, hey,” she says, tightening her grip on their hand before they can start to pull away. “I mean it. No jokes or anything. I’ll listen.”

			“I believe you,” Emmett says, but the hesitation still clings audibly to every word. “It’s not that, I just…” They exhale slowly, a whisper of breath, the hand not held in Delilah’s drifting to rub over their chest. “I don’t want to make things difficult for you, especially if…”

			Their tone isn’t quite pitying, she thinks, but it’s not far off. “I’m mentally ill, not a baby,” she says. “I can handle other people’s problems.”

			“It’s not about handling—” They break off with a sigh. “I shouldn’t have said anything in the first place. I’m not…I’m not supposed to.”

			She’s known Emmett for three days, and she already knows that sentence has Jacob’s fingerprints all over it. “Emmett, he’s dead,” she says. “Whatever he told you not to do, or not to tell people, it doesn’t matter anymore. You get to decide who to share things with, not him.”

			“It’s not…really that simple.” Emmett’s fingers flex against their shirt, then drop to dangle over the railing. “And I don’t want to…I don’t know if you’ll believe me. Not that I think you’d tell me I’m lying,” they add quickly, before Delilah can open her mouth to protest. “But it’s not…it’s not something anyone would…think was real.”

			“Buddy, I live and work in Los Angeles,” Delilah says. “You would not believe the shit I’ve seen.” When Emmett still doesn’t say anything, she says, as quietly and gently as she can, “Hey. If there’s anything I’ve learned from the last eight years of therapy, it’s that some secrets hurt more to keep than to tell.” She squeezes their hand. “I’m not pressuring you. I mean it. But it’s just us up here. And maybe I’m overstepping, I don’t know, but…whatever it is that you’re holding, it kind of seems like you need to tell someone. Even if it’s not me.”

			Emmett spends another few seconds picking at a splinter on the railing before finally taking the kind of steadying, settling breath Delilah has been teaching herself to practice since she was six. “You won’t tell anyone?”

			“Not a soul.”

			They let out a rough sound that might, in some universe, have been a laugh, and pull their fingers out of hers so they can put their head in their hands. Cautiously, Delilah lays one of hers between their shoulder blades. Their breathing is slow and steady, their back rising and falling under her palm.

			Finally, Emmett says, very quietly, “Do you remember that story I told you the other night? About the golem?”

			Whatever Delilah had been expecting, it wasn’t that. “Yes,” she says slowly.

			“It’s true.”

			She waits—for an elaboration, or a punch line, or both—and when it doesn’t come, she frowns, trying to decide if Emmett is messing with her. “What?” she says. “Like, as a metaphor? For controlling relationships or something? Is this about you and Jacob?”

			“No. I mean—yes, but—it’s not a metaphor. It’s…”

			“Take your time,” Delilah offers, but they shake their head.

			“If I take my time, I won’t say it. I won’t be able to say it. But you’re right. It—it hurts more not to.” They take a shaking breath that Delilah feels under her fingers, and then straighten. “Do you still have your flashlight?”

			Puzzled, Delilah takes her phone out of her pocket. “Yes?”

			Emmett swallows audibly, then says, “I want to show you something, but once I do, I can’t take it back. But I need you to know that it’s real. It’s not a delusion. It’s not a hallucination. It’s not a trick. It’s real.”

			“I understand.” She taps the flashlight on, wincing in the sudden light. “Show me anyway.”

			Emmett waits, just a heartbeat, as if to make sure she’s sure, and then they shrug out of their jacket, draping it over the railing before they unbutton the cuff of their left sleeve. They roll it up, along with the long-sleeved henley they have underneath, baring pale skin and corded muscle and—

			Delilah freezes.

			On the underside of their forearm, between the crook of their elbow and the surprisingly delicate lines of their wrist, there’s a patch of something different. For a moment, Delilah thinks it’s a strange skin condition, or maybe a trick of the light, but when Emmett nods permission, and she reaches out to touch it, she feels—

			Stone. Cool and hard and unmistakable, rough under her fingertips and absolutely unyielding when she presses more firmly against it. It stands out starkly against Emmett’s skin, reminding her, strangely, of a cyborg in a science fiction movie, where artificial skin parts to expose sparkling wires and whirring gears.

			“Jacob didn’t meet me and decide I was going to replace his son,” Emmett says. Delilah looks up at them and finds their gaze fixed on that same patch of stone. “He made me to replace his son.”

			Delilah whispers, “How?”

			And then she listens, enraptured, as Emmett tells her about the truths hidden in the folktale, about the notes and journals and secrets passed down, disciple to disciple, generation to generation. They tell her about the rebbe who created a golem to be a companion to his dying daughter, how he crafted a new set of rules and incantations and borderline blasphemies to make a creature that wouldn’t just obey orders but could feel, and think, and love.

			Not something with a soul—because that was the domain of God alone. But as near to it as he dared.

			They tell her about the memories that clung to the clay the man used to craft his daughter’s golem, memories that clung to it after the child died and the clay was passed down again, down and down, to Jacob’s great-grandfather, who came to America alone and needed his own companion.

			And on and on until there was Jacob, grieving to the point of invention, uncovering what he thought could be a key to restoring something he could never get back, and ending with something halfway between his son and something that could never be his son, but close enough that the idea of destroying it was impossible.

			They tell her about Jacob’s determination to start a new life, one where no one knew who he was or what he’d lost, where no one would question his refusal to let Emmett go. They told her about the family Jacob made that Emmett could only tangentially be a part of; about the fierceness of their own love and protectiveness toward Jacob’s children and the fondness they couldn’t help developing for his new wife; about Jacob’s instructions to not get too close to anyone, to not reveal the truth; about Jacob’s illness, his dying commands, and his death.

			About why Emmett is really going to California.

			“I don’t know if he decided he’d made a mistake,” Emmett says, “or if he just thought that, with him gone, there wasn’t anyone else who could—could make sure I didn’t do anything to hurt anyone.”

			Delilah’s fingers are still pressed to Emmett’s arm, moving idly between rough stone and soft skin. She stills, confused. “Why would you ever hurt someone?”

			“Don’t you remember the story? The ending?” Emmett’s pulse—is it a pulse?—flutters under Delilah’s fingertips. “The rebbe brought the golem down to the river and turned it back into clay. To keep it from turning against the people it was supposed to protect.”

			“That’s just a story,” Delilah protests. “There’s no reason to think that would happen to you.”

			“There’s no reason to think that it wouldn’t.” Her eyes have readjusted to the dark again, so she can see the way Emmett tilts their head back, as if they might find answers in the endless stars. “And he knew I wouldn’t dare risk it. So he told me—he told me to go back to where it started. There’s a cave system out in California, where he made me from a mix of the natural clay there and what was left of the clay that’s been passed down through his family, going all the way back to the rebbe. He told me to take his journals, so that no one would ever make something like me again, and go back there, and—and undo what he did. So that I couldn’t hurt anyone, and no one else would make his mistakes.”

			The wave of fury at the idea of someone referring to Emmett as a mistake distracts Delilah, just for an instant, from what Emmett has just said. But then her brain catches up and her heart drops into her stomach. “But—but you’ll die,” she whispers. “Right? If you go there and…and undo whatever he did, you’ll die.”

			“Is it dying if I’m not really alive?”

			“Is that a real question or a rhetorical one?”

			Emmett laughs, and it’s the saddest sound she’s ever heard. “I don’t know.”

			Delilah shifts her hand until she finds the raised veins on Emmett’s inner arm once more, feeling the firm, steady beats against her fingertips. If it’s not a pulse, it’s a perfect imitation. “You told me,” she says, “that you’re real. That this is real.”

			“Yes.”

			She swallows. “Then how can you be anything other than alive?”

			Emmett goes still. If not for the maybe-heartbeat under her fingers, Delilah might think they’d truly turned to stone. Then they let out a breath, or the facsimile of one, shaking and slow. “I don’t…I don’t know.” They put their other hand to their chest. “These patches—I didn’t have them before I decided to go with you instead of getting on that bus. I don’t know how fast they’re growing, and I don’t know what will happen when they…when they’re everywhere. I just—”

			Delilah takes their hand, the same way Emmett had taken hers earlier. She threads their fingers together and squeezes. “You just…?” she prompts.

			“I just wanted to do something,” they say, barely audible over the whisper of the wind through the trees around them. “Something he couldn’t control. Something for myself. To prove that I have a self. Even if it’s just temporary.”

			Their hand is tight in hers. Like she’s something safe.

			Even Sam never held on to her like that.

			Delilah takes a deep breath, reaches out, and touches their jaw, turning their face to hers. Their eyes are wide in the darkness, the moonlight turning their eyes to a shining, impossible silver. How could she not have realized that Emmett was made of something magical?

			“Do you want to do something else he can’t control?”

			Emmett’s lips part. Their gaze flickers, just for an instant, from Delilah’s eyes to her mouth.

			They say, in barely a whisper, “Yes.”

			
				“I prayed one word: I want.”

				—Sappho
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				Mornings After

				[instrumental / twenty questions]

				Swap Our Places (If I Only Could)

				Travelogue Assignments

				[instrumental / paint me an illusion]

				Bodies of Memory

				Flow State

				Heart-Stopper

				[instrumental / starlight]

				Loosen My Lips

				Waterfalls

				[instrumental / purification rituals]

				Porcelain+Bronze

				Engine Failures

				[instrumental / signal failure]

				Closure

				Echolocation

				Every Story

				[instrumental / breathe]

				Coda / Hello, Sunshine

				OUTRO / Bless the Open Road

			

		

	
		
			
				Track 16

				Delilah
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				Awake, O north wind; And come, thou south;

				Blow upon my garden,

				That the spices thereof may flow out.

				Let my beloved come into his garden,

				And eat his precious fruits.

				—Song of Songs 4:16

			

			Delilah wakes up alone.

			The sheets are cool when she stretches across them, and it takes her a heartbeat, two, three, to remember why that should be strange—

			Her fingers touch paper. Delilah opens her eyes and picks up the folded piece of what she recognizes as a piece of hotel stationery from their room in Chicago.

			Outside, the note says. Didn’t want to wake you. —E.

			Emmett’s handwriting is smooth and delicate, an intricate script that reminds Delilah of the letters her grandmother would send her in college. “You could make a fortune in calligraphy,” she says to the empty van, tracing a fingertip over the intricate loop of the y in you.

			The air inside Roscoe is chilly, and the air outside misty when she peers out the rear window. She can just make out Emmett sitting at the picnic table, book in hand. They have their sleeping bag wrapped around their shoulders and the beanie Delilah bought them in Chicago tugged over their ears. Their face is turned away, and Delilah is too far and the window too foggy to make out their expression, but she finds herself studying them anyway, scanning their body language for any sign that they’ve been out there all night. If they’ve slept at all since they got back from their ill-advised night hike, swollen-lipped and flushed, and Delilah, before she could talk herself out of it, asked them to come inside with her.

			“Just to sleep,” she’d said, maybe too quickly. The way Emmett’s kiss-flushed mouth parted in surprise had reminded her that this time she didn’t have the excuse of trying to make sure Emmett wasn’t going to swoon outside. “I just—I want—”

			Emmett had bent, touched their forehead to hers. Their skin was cool to the touch, and now she understood why. She’d closed her eyes and felt their nod against her skin.

			They both changed in silence, turned away from each other, somehow awkward in a way they hadn’t been the night before. Delilah hadn’t turned on the fairy lights since they set off. Instead, the van stayed dark and quiet as they crawled together into the bed. This time she didn’t bother with the blanket barrier. She hadn’t wanted to stop touching Emmett, not yet, so she’d cupped their face in her hands and waited for their whispered yes before drawing their lips back to hers.

			She must have fallen asleep mid-kiss, and then somehow slept through the rest of the night. As a notoriously terrible insomniac when not drugged, drunk, or immediately post-orgasmic, she’s surprised at how quickly and deeply she had dropped off.

			She wonders, belatedly, if Emmett even needs to sleep.

			Her phone hums on the counter at the end of the bed. Pulling the blankets close, Delilah shuffles down to pick it up. There are six texts from Alex and one from Iris. Also a missed call from her mother, time-stamped during her mom’s usual late-night snacking hour, and a text message from a few minutes later with a beautifully framed photo of an ice cream sundae. None of the other notifications are worth looking at before she’s heavily caffeinated.

			Delilah taps her fingers against the side of her phone. Her usual impulse is to start scrolling through her recent photos to find something to post, but she knows that, too soon, she’ll run out of pictures from the last few days with Emmett and end up back in the album from the rehearsal dinner, the night before Sam left.

			It’s so, so tempting to open them. To stare into those bright  beaming photos of the two of them, matching lipstick marks on their cheeks, and try to read for hints of what was coming. To swipe through pictures of Sam with other people, studying the body language for a clue as to which of the many gorgeous women Sam might have been leaning toward just a little more than the others.

			Delilah takes a breath, puts down the phone, and gets out of bed to get dressed.

			Emmett looks up with a smile when Delilah makes it out of the van, still tying up her hair, bundled in Emmett’s flannel and her own cardigan and jacket, feet stuffed into her boots. “You’re awake.”

			“I’m awake,” Delilah agrees. She stops in front of them, a foot or so away, and then scoots closer until she’s tucked between their knees. They set their book down on the table to put a hand on her waist, looking up at her, their eyes the same gray as the gathered fog around them. “Hm,” she says, and then bends down to kiss them.

			Emmett returns the kiss with the same gentle hesitance they’d shown last night, soft and sweet but with the careful distance of someone actively staying still, not of someone resisting the urge to pull away. Their other hand tucks a few loose strands of Delilah’s hair behind her ear.

			Delilah leans back. “Do you sleep?”

			Emmett blinks. “Do I sleep?”

			“Yeah.” She nudges their ankle with her toes until they move back on the bench, and she slides in next to them, nestling in until her back is against their chest. Seeming to get the hint, Emmett adjusts to wrap their sleeping bag around her, too. “You weren’t there when I woke up. I wasn’t sure if you were an early riser, or if you’ve actually just been putting on an act this whole time and you don’t need to sleep at all.”

			“I don’t, actually,” Emmett says. They shift to slip an arm around her, almost chivalrously, as if to keep her from slipping off the bench. “Need to, that is. I can sleep. I do, most nights.”

			Delilah twists to look at them, vaguely baffled. “Why?”

			Emmett cocks an eyebrow. “Would you not?”

			“Do you have any idea how productive I could be if I didn’t have to sleep?”

			Emmett drops their chin against Delilah’s head. “It gets old,” they say. “And lonely.”

			Delilah hears it again, in those words—that deep, bone-weary weight so much older than their soft tenor seems like it should hold. “All right,” she says, going for levity. “Well, do you have any idea how productive I could be before it got old and lonely?” She pauses, considering. “If you don’t have to sleep, does that mean you don’t have to eat or drink either?”

			Emmett nods into her hair. “Yes. But that’s harder to hide, so I’ve always just done it anyway if I’m with people.”

			“Huh.”

			“Also,” Emmett admits, “I think Jacob gave me a sweet tooth.”

			Delilah laughs. She feels it when they smile against her temple in return. “So it sounds like you wouldn’t be mad if we got pancakes for breakfast.”

			“I think I could bear it.”

			“Thank God,” she says, sitting up. The cold air rushes in between their bodies, and she feels an immediate desire to whine and crawl back into the cocoon of warm sleeping bag and warmer arms. She tugs her cardigan closer around herself instead. “Because I really need coffee.”

			Emmett chuckles as they gather up their things. Then they let Delilah take their hand and tug them back toward their temporary home on wheels.
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			They’re tucked into the corner booth of a twenty-four-hour diner when Delilah asks, “Do you regret it?”

			Across the table, Emmett stills, midway through squeezing a wedge of lemon into their tea. They look up at her, eyes like the clouds stubbornly blocking the sun outside, unreadable and dark. “Do you?”

			“I asked you first.”

			Emmett studies her for a moment, then says, “No. I don’t.” They cup both hands around their mug, long fingers meeting in the middle. Their nails have a slightly bluish tinge, as if from cold, but it’s warm enough in the diner that Delilah has shed her cardigan. “Do you?”

			Delilah matches their posture without thinking—hands around her own cup, breathing in the steam. “No,” she says, surprising herself a little at how true it is. “I don’t either.”

			Emmett just looks at her, patient and silent, one brow raised ever so slightly, signaling an invitation—not a demand, but a clear question. An understanding that there’s more to what Delilah is thinking, even if she doesn’t know what to say.

			It’s a very quiet, knowing expression, like they’re looking right into her heart, and it makes Delilah feel hot and cold and shivery all at once. “I keep waiting to feel guilty,” she says at last. She picks at the last chip of wedding nail polish still clinging to her thumbnail. She’ll pick up a new bottle today, she decides. Black. Maybe with glitter, just for fun, but definitely black. “I was engaged a week ago. Less than a week ago. And now…” She gestures between them. “This is happening.

			“And I’m not mad about it,” she adds, because Emmett’s brows have started to draw together in barely there worry, and she doesn’t think she can handle that. “It was my idea in the first place, and you’re obviously—I mean, I have eyes—” That gets her a twitch of a smile, and something loosens in her chest at the sight. Relief, she thinks. Or affection, though that’s a scarier possibility, and she’s not willing to touch it. “I don’t regret it. I’m just trying to be self-aware enough to figure out if I don’t regret it because it’s not something I should regret, or if I don’t regret it because I’m leaning into making bad choices.”

			Emmett’s expression softens, their storm cloud eyes gentling to a lighter gray as the sky shifts outside the window. Is that some kind of ancient magic at work, Delilah wonders, or is it just the nature of the eye color, transient and easily moved by the slightest change in the light? “Does it feel like a bad choice?”

			Delilah snorts, picking up her coffee. It’s still hot enough to scald her lips, but she sips at it anyway, then sets the cup back down on the table with a clack. She wishes their food would get here; the pancakes won’t fix her, but they’ll probably help.

			“They never feel like bad choices while I’m making them,” she says. “That’s the problem.” At Emmett’s curious hum, she says, “It puts me on edge. Not knowing if I’m slipping and getting manic and unstable again. And then I start getting anxious, because in some ways, honestly, a manic episode would be a great thing right now, if I could send all that energy into getting the album done. A few weeks of writing and singing and recording and driving and making out with you? Sounds amazing. It’s always amazing—until it isn’t.”

			That truth hovers between them, solid and heavy, until Emmett extends one hand across the table, taking the weight of it as carefully and gently as they take Delilah’s hand. Their fingers are cool and dry, and Delilah automatically threads her own through them. “All right,” they say. “So, what do you want?”

			Delilah laughs, waving the fingers of her free hand—gesturing just to move, just to do something, even if it’s just flicking her fingertips at nothing. “Honestly?”

			“Honestly.”

			“I want to ask you a lot of questions that are probably really invasive and inappropriate.”

			Emmett blinks, and then laughs. “All right.”

			“Wait,” Delilah says. “Really?”

			Emmett shrugs. “I already told you the biggest secret I have,” they say. Their thumb skims along the backs of Delilah’s knuckles, an absentminded gesture that sends a shiver along her skin. “Everything else is just details.”

			Delilah snorts, and her hand pulls out of Emmett’s as she sits back in the booth. “Just details, they say,” she says. “Like you’re not literally made of…” She cocks her head. “What are you made of anyway?”

			“Mud and water.”

			She nudges them under the table. “Emmett.”

			“I’m telling the truth.” They give her a small dry smile. “I have to tell you the truth, actually.”

			Delilah blinks, taken aback. “Wait. Really?”

			Emmett nods, touching their fingertips to their throat. “It’s…one of the few limitations I have. I only had to follow orders from Jacob, but I can’t lie to anyone.”

			“But…” She trails off, not sure what to say to that, because it’s almost more dangerous than them telling her who—what—they are. She thinks about the fifteen or twenty white lies she tells just to get through the average day and wants to shudder. She could ask them anything, ask to know anything, about what they think or feel or want, and they’d have to tell her the truth. She’s not naive enough to think that Emmett doesn’t know how to work around their limitations. She’s sure that even in the few days they’ve known each other, Emmett has found loopholes, or ways to be vague instead of specific, maybe even simply omitting the most incriminating or revealing details.

			But at the same time—

			What would it be like to be with someone who couldn’t lie?

			“What if I ask you something you don’t want to answer?”

			Emmett shrugs one shoulder. “I’m not compelled to answer. I just can’t lie if I do.” They incline their head toward her, and there’s a warm, quiet softness in their expression she definitely doesn’t deserve. “I trust you.”

			You shouldn’t, she thinks, but their waitress comes back with their plates, and Emmett looks away from her to give the waitress their bright, open smile, and Delilah decides that, at least for a few minutes, for the length of a single meal, she can let herself lean into that warmth.
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				If you did not prove your friend many times to be a faithful loved one, do not reveal to your friend any matter that you conceal from your enemy, lest he change and become your enemy and reveal your secret.

				—Sefer Chasidim 85:1

			

			Emmett doesn’t know what they’re doing.

			Telling Delilah had been a risk. More than a risk. They hadn’t known what would happen—they could have turned to stone completely, or fallen apart at whatever seams held them together, for breaking some fundamental rule of their existence.

			Delilah could have stared at them like they were something monstrous, her warmth turning to fear and horror.

			But Delilah had made herself so vulnerable. She’d let Emmett in, shown them a secret part of herself, shared memories of a life-changing moment with a hesitant but no less steady voice. And all Emmett could think of was how much they wanted to give her something just as precious in return.

			Maybe they should have thought more about it. Considered the potential consequences more clearly. But they’d said it, and they couldn’t take it back.

			And Delilah had listened. Had looked at them, not with terror, but like they were something mystical and wonderful.

			Had kissed them.

			Sitting in the diner across from Delilah now, watching her slowly drown her pancakes in syrup, Emmett has to fight the instinct to reach up and touch their fingers to their lips at the memory.

			No one had ever kissed them before.

			“Emmett? You okay?”

			Emmett snaps their head up. “Yes. Sorry. What?”

			Delilah’s eyes sparkle behind her glasses, amusement clearly written in her smile. “Distracted?”

			They kick her gently under the table in admonishment, and she laughs. “Eat your breakfast,” Emmett reminds her.

			“Mm-hm.” She props her elbow on the table and rests her chin in her hand, watching them thoughtfully. “I’ll eat my breakfast if you let me ask you things.”

			Emmett leans back, fingers curled around their mug of tea, soaking in the heat that seeps through the ceramic. They’ve never really noticed the cold before, but they don’t seem to be able to get warm this morning. “Go ahead. I’m an open book.”

			“And you’ll definitely say no if you don’t want to answer it?”

			Their heart twists. Delilah talks about herself with such casual cruelty, and Emmett can’t understand why. She might be a little sharp around the edges, might have a sense of humor that borders on mean, but she’s kind to the core, and they don’t know why she can’t see it. “I promise.”

			“Good. Okay.” Delilah mirrors their posture, settling back with both hands wrapped around her coffee cup. “Okay. How old are you?”

			“Twenty-one,” Emmett says promptly, and then, “Or several centuries. Depending on how you count.”

			Her eyebrows pop up. “Okay, you can’t just say that and not tell me more.”

			Emmett can’t help a smile. “The clay Jacob used to make me goes back a long time.”

			“By that logic, we’re all millions of years old,” Delilah points out. “I mean, it’s been a while since I watched any Bill Nye the Science Guy, but isn’t that how matter works?”

			Emmett shakes their head. “It’s clay that was used to make previous golems. Some of it, at least. It has—memory, I guess you could say?”

			Her eyes light up. “Really?” At their nod, she leans forward. “What’s that like?”

			Strange. Disorienting. Wonderful. Emmett swallows. “Pass?”

			If Delilah is disappointed, it doesn’t show on her face. “Pass,” she agrees. “That’s fair.” She gives them a considering look. “If you’re made of clay, can you get wet?”

			Emmett blinks, amused. “Yes.”

			“How does that work?”

			“By…not being literal?” Delilah frowns, and Emmett shrugs. “I can only tell you what I actually understand. Water doesn’t affect me.”

			“Huh.” She studies them, eyes curious. She seems to be considering a question, but then she shakes her head, as if to herself, and says, “How much did Jacob’s family know about you?”

			“Very little.” Emmett rubs a thumb over the rim of their mug. “His daughter Dana, from his first marriage, knew, because it was…kind of obvious. She studied Jewish folklore, she knew all her father’s stories, and she put two and two together when I turned up.”

			Delilah’s expression falls. “I’m guessing she didn’t take it well.”

			“No.” The fight had been horrible. Dana had accused Jacob of trying to replace her brother, had all but dared him to try replacing her mother too, and then demanded that Jacob get rid of Emmett, whatever it took. When he’d refused, too caught up in his grief and pain to hear hers, she’d cut off all contact. Jacob had only been allowed back into Dana’s life after her son was born, because she’d wanted baby Isaac, named for the uncle he’d never meet, to know his grandfather.

			She’d made it clear that Emmett was not invited to any family reunions.

			They blink to clear away the memory. “No one else knew. Not until just before he died. He wasn’t quite—all there, in those last days. I was in the room with him, with his wife and his younger daughter, and he started talking to me about—about what he wanted me to do. I tried to stop him, but he was insistent, and when they asked me if it was true…”

			“You couldn’t lie,” Delilah guesses.

			“No.” And if Emmett has to think too much about the bewildered hurt on Ruth’s face, they might break down completely, for all they’re not actually even sure they can cry. “Can we do an easier question?”

			“Yes. Absolutely.” Delilah sips her coffee, puts her cup down, and says, “Was last night your first kiss?”

			Emmett nearly drops their own mug. “Delilah.”

			She laughs, bright and brilliant. “What? You said to ask an easier question. Do they come any easier?”

			Cursing whatever mysticism had inspired Jacob to give them the ability to blush, of all things, Emmett says, “No comment.”

			“Is that a yes?”

			“It’s a no comment.”

			Delilah grins. “Okay.”

			To Emmett’s relief, their waitress drifts back toward them, and they busy themself with finishing their tea while Delilah takes care of the check.

			The air is crisp and bright outside when they leave the diner, and Delilah, shivering a little, loops her arm through Emmett’s. She looks up at them as if waiting to be shaken off, her uncertain expression so at odds with the confident way she’s tucked herself into their side, and Emmett can’t think of anything to do other than pull her a bit closer.

			The sun slips out from behind a cloud, but Delilah’s beaming smile is even brighter.

			“Do you want me to drive again?” Emmett asks as they reach the van. Delilah slips her arm out of theirs so that she can dig through her bag for the keys. “So that you can keep working on your songs?”

			“You don’t mind?”

			Emmett shakes their head. “I enjoyed it yesterday. And I like listening to your friend’s podcast.”

			“She’ll be delighted to hear that, once she’s done yelling at me for hooking up with you in the first place.” Delilah unlocks the van, then hands the keys to Emmett. “But sure. That would be great. Thank you.” Emmett nods, reaching for the driver’s side door, but Delilah catches their hand. “Wait a sec?”

			Emmett turns back toward her, a question already on their lips, but it’s lost in the soft press of Delilah’s mouth against theirs as she slips her other hand around to the back of their neck and draws them down to her.

			If Emmett thought that last night’s long, lingering kisses had been enough to make kissing Delilah anything less than a breathless surprise, that first brush of lips proves them wrong. It’s a sweet kiss, slow and careful, but Emmett still feels almost dizzy when Delilah finally steps back, looking up at them with a hesitant smile. Emmett has to swallow twice before they manage, “What was that for?”

			Delilah shrugs. “I just wanted to see if I could.”

			They reach out and tuck a few strands of dark hair behind Delilah’s ear, her skin flushed and warm under their fingertips.

			“Consider this permission,” Emmett says. “You can.”
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			[excerpt from “Still Singing: Lilac+Crow’s Delilah Cohen on Mental Illness, Love Songs, and Writing on the Road,” Pitchfork]

			You have a reputation for writing a lot about impermanence. How much of that comes from your experiences with your mental health, versus a more artistic exploration?

			Cohen: I think it’s a combination of the two. The feeling of impending loss is something that can be so universal. I think everyone knows what it feels like to have a moment of perfect happiness interrupted by that sense of, you know, “Oh God, I can’t keep this forever.” It’s that bittersweetness. I’m a dessert person, but I always like something kind of sharp. Citrus or lemon curd or cream cheese, something that takes away the sweetness but also makes those sweet elements—well, sweeter, you know? It’s the contrast, that bitterness, that tartness. You need that, in order to enjoy the rest of it.

			I don’t know if that answered the question.

			Cohen: Didn’t it?

			They set out for Colorado after breakfast, getting back on the highway with Emmett at the wheel and Delilah once again curled up in the passenger seat with her notebook propped on her knees, where she scribbles absentmindedly as they start off across the Midwest.

			Part of her is still reeling over how much Emmett told her this morning, despite the probably invasive questions she’d thrown at them over breakfast. They’d been utterly good-natured the entire time, and open in a way she hadn’t known to expect, taking her seriously and responding with a care that felt thoughtful, rather than calculated.

			They’d only thrown a napkin at her when she’d asked what they really thought about her music. “Now you’re just taking advantage and fishing for compliments.”

			“You said you’d answer questions!”

			“About myself,” Emmett had said, but they were grinning, and Delilah knew that was as good as a compliment anyway.

			And then there had been that kiss, Emmett’s cheeks cool under her fingertips, their lips parting in surprise under hers. The look of shy pleasure on their face when she’d stepped back, so unguarded that Delilah had almost drawn them down again.

			Who says I’m not having a honeymoon, Delilah thinks wryly, pen rolling across her notebook almost without intention or thought. She scribbles a few overwrought metaphors about clay and ceramics and porcelain and kintsugi pottery and stone butches and sapphic poetry, then scratches half of them out. Too self-indulgent, even for her. This is not a honeymoon. If anything, it’s a rebound, and everyone knows you don’t get attached to your rebound—it only ends in problems.

			Still.

			Her phone buzzes in her seat pocket. She picks it up, makes a face, and answers the call. “Hi, Mommy!”

			“Hi yourself,” her mom says. She’s calling from her office, where the wall behind her is covered in bookshelves and framed protest posters and the hanging pothos plant she’s been lovingly cultivating for years. “Can’t help noticing I didn’t get my proof of life phone call last night, baby doll.”

			“I sent you a picture!”

			Her mother sniffs. “Ted Bundy could have sent that.”

			Delilah flips her camera around so that Emmett is in the frame instead of her. “Say hi, serial killer!”

			“Hi,” Emmett says, waving without taking their eyes off the road.

			“Hi, honey,” Delilah’s mother says, with unexpected warmth. “How’s my daughter treating you?”

			“She’s wonderful.” Emmett’s response could have sounded like a platitude, except that now Delilah knows they can’t lie. “I’ve never done anything like this before. It’s an adventure.”

			There’s a suspiciously long pause on the other end of the line, and Delilah watches the tiny thumbnail of her mother give her camera a puzzled look, like she’s trying to figure Emmett out. Or maybe like she’s trying to figure Delilah out—it’s a familiar look after all these years. “I see,” she says finally. “She’s not getting you into too much trouble, then?”

			“How dare you,” Delilah says. “I’ve never done anything wrong, ever, in my life.”

			Emmett snorts. Her mother scoffs. Delilah changes the subject before the two of them can start ganging up on her. “Any new headlines I should be worrying about, Mom?”

			“You haven’t been looking?” Her mom sounds almost surprised. “That’s not like you.”

			“I,” Delilah says, with a perfectly straight face she can maintain only because the camera’s still pointing at Emmett, “am the picture of mentally sound decision-making.”

			“Oh,” her mom says. “So Alex blocked all the gossip sites.”

			“Maybe.” Yes.

			“Well, there’s not much. Someone asked Jada about it in an interview the other day, and she said she was ‘absolutely heartbroken’—have you heard anything from her?”

			Jada, Sam’s bombshell ex-pop-star of a mother. She was perfectly polite to Delilah throughout her relationship with Sam, even warm once they got engaged, but Delilah always got the feeling that Jada never really approved, that she was still holding out a sliver of hope that Sam might end up bisexual after all and settle down with one of their friends’ gorgeous, chart-topping sons and have two-point-five beautiful blond babies to continue the family dynasty.

			Unfortunately for them, Sam is as gay as a maypole and could barely take care of a cactus, let alone a baby. Diversity win! Delilah thinks, a little wildly. Your toxic, cheating ex is a lesbian!

			“No,” Delilah says. “I haven’t heard from her.”

			Her mother makes a disgusted sound. “I don’t know what I expected.”

			“It’s fine, Mom.” She rubs her eyes, feeling suddenly tired. “She’s probably just relieved, honestly. She never liked me.”

			“She’ll like you even less if the tabloids figure out that Sam was cheating on you and they start dragging her name through the mud in your defense.”

			Delilah snorts. “Not likely,” she says. “I’m sure Benny’s already putting the spin on something.”

			“I never liked him,” her mom says sourly, which also sums up most of Delilah’s feelings about Sam’s manager, a sharp-eyed industry veteran who seemed to see people as potential dollar signs rather than actual individuals.

			“I know, Mama.”

			This is going to start getting into dangerous territory; she can tell from the glint in her mother’s eye. Delilah waves a hand just out of the camera frame, trying to catch Emmett’s attention. They’re still mostly looking at the road, but they glance at her, seem to read the please help on her face, and clear their throat.

			“Delilah, do you mind checking the map for the next exit?”

			“Sure,” she says. “Mom—”

			“No, that’s fine, I’ll let you go. Emmett, you keep an eye on her, please.”

			“I will,” Emmett says.

			Probably with perfect truth, the traitor. “Wow,” Delilah says. “How the tables turn.”

			“Very funny,” her mother says. “I love you.”

			Delilah softens. “Love you too.” She waits for her mom to hang up, then drops her phone back into the door pocket. “I thought you couldn’t lie?”

			Emmett cocks an eyebrow without looking away from the highway. “I can’t.”

			“ ‘Delilah, do you mind checking the map for me?’ ” she mimics.

			“That wasn’t a lie, that was a question.”

			Delilah picks up her journal again. “That has to be cheating,” she says. “Isn’t there like—a letter of the law, spirit of the law kind of thing?”

			Emmett laughs. “I wouldn’t know,” they say. “I just know what I can do and what I can’t.”

			Delilah twists in her seat to look at them. They have one hand on the wheel, their temple resting in the other, elbow propped against the closed window. Their dark hair is tousled against their brow, tamed only where it’s pinned under their kippah. They’re wearing Delilah’s extra sunglasses again, but looking at Emmett in profile, Delilah still finds herself briefly arrested by the long, sweeping curl of their eyelashes.

			“Question,” she says. They incline their head in invitation, and she says, “You can do some amount of like, shape-shifting, right?”

			They glance at her, clearly taken aback. “How did you—”

			“Ha,” Delilah crows. “I’m right?”

			“Yes,” they admit. “Not—huge things. But to an extent. Yes. But I thought I’d been careful.”

			Delilah pauses, her pen halfway back to her journal for a line about metamorphosis. “You don’t do it on purpose?”

			“I try not to. It got me into trouble once, and I don’t really want to repeat the experience.” At Delilah’s questioning look, they say, “It was a few weeks after we came to New York, before Jacob met his wife. He’d just found the synagogue he wanted us to be part of, and there were so many people he wanted me to meet, and they all had so many questions about what we’d been doing before we got there, and it was just…”

			“A lot?”

			“I just wanted to be…invisible for a little while. So I made myself…unremarkable. Easy to look past. Jacob still knew it was me, and he was…” Emmett hesitates. “Upset. I didn’t try it again.”

			Delilah has her suspicions about what upset might have looked like, and once again wonders how immoral it is to want to kick a dead guy in the face. “Got it.”

			Emmett chews their bottom lip, not looking at her. “What did you notice?” They sound genuinely anxious, as if what they mean to ask is, Where did I slip up around you?

			“Honestly, I don’t think I’d have noticed it if it wasn’t that I was watching you so closely,” Delilah says, tucking her pen between the pages and closing the notebook. “It was little things you probably weren’t even doing consciously, and it was subtle. Your jawline. How typically masc or femme your facial structure was.” She pauses. “I was going to say your eyelashes, but now I’m wondering if they’re actually just like that, and I don’t know what would be worse.”

			“What’s wrong with my eyelashes?”

			“Just drive the car, you menace,” Delilah says tartly, and if she punctuates the next line she writes with an exclamation point firm enough to nearly poke a hole through the paper, Emmett is kind enough to hide their obvious smile.
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			They spend most of the day on the road, stopping only to eat and stretch their legs and—once, memorably—spend a leisurely hour making out on a classic covered bridge in Madison County, Iowa, Delilah murmuring into Emmett’s ear that it was a well-known cruising spot back in the day and so they might as well use it for its traditional purpose. To her surprise, Emmett had taken to the idea immediately, boosting Delilah up onto the wooden railing and slipping between her legs to kiss her breathless, their long, slim fingers trailing over her waist until she was shivering in ways that had nothing to do with the wind tunnel they’d found themselves sitting in.

			“I cannot be the first person you’ve ever kissed,” Delilah says as they make their way back to Roscoe, her mouth still fairly buzzing. She digs a tube of ChapStick out of her backpack before she’s even closed the door, running it over her lips as if they’re just chapped from the wind, not hot and swollen from having been kissed within an inch of her life. “I refuse to believe this.”

			“Like I said,” Emmett says. “No comment.”

			Delilah throws the ChapStick at them. They pluck it effortlessly out of the air and hand it back to her.

			They set up for the night in a neat and well-maintained campsite halfway across the state, run by the Iowa Parks and Recreation Department. There’s a playground by the entrance and plenty of picnic tables and covered outbuildings for small gatherings and communal meals. Delilah hooks Roscoe up to the power while Emmett takes her credit card to buy firewood, and then they work some kind of magic with their remaining groceries, the open flame from their firepit, and Roscoe’s tiny induction burner to make a shockingly delicious dinner of toasted sourdough spread with fig jam and goat cheese and delicate slices of pear.

			“This is just annoying now,” Delilah tells them. “Please develop a flaw. Or fake one. Just to humor me.”

			Emmett flashes her a grin. “Maybe I’m just on my best behavior.”

			“At this point, it would be a relief for you to turn out to be a serial killer.”

			“No such luck, I’m afraid.”

			After they finish dinner, Delilah sits on the picnic table, picking out melodies on her guitar and scribbling notes in the margins of her journal while Emmett takes their dishes to the nearest water hookup to clean them. She finishes most of another song in the time it takes them to come back, even managing to record it for Alex and send it off before she can talk herself out of it. Then, on a whim, she sends the song to Iris as well.

			She stares at the little check marks, waiting for typing bubbles to pop up, then sighs and turns her phone off before she can start looking at gossip sites.

			A gleeful shout from across the campground catches her attention. There’s a group of seven or so children—probably all under the age of ten, though she’s not very good at gauging kids’ ages—engaged in what looks like a complicated game involving three soccer balls and a Frisbee. To her surprise, Emmett seems to be caught up in the middle of it, but she’s not at all surprised that they’re letting the kids absolutely run circles around them, clearly not even trying to win. Delilah can’t relate—she’s never met a game she didn’t get vicious over—but she finds herself watching anyway, her chin resting on the body of her guitar, taking in the way the setting sun paints Emmett and the children in shades of gold, the way their laughter carries on the breeze until it almost feels like she’s right next to them, sharing in their easy joy.

			And Delilah thinks, Ah, fuck.

			“Sorry I took so long,” Emmett says when they finally make it back, half jogging along the path leading up to their campsite, with their dishes under one arm. “I got recruited.”

			“I saw,” Delilah says, taking the dishes and putting them on the picnic table next to her. She hooks a finger in the collar of Emmett’s jacket, tugging them closer and reaching up to pluck a few leaves from their hair. “It looked like you were having fun.”

			“You should have joined us,” they say. “We had uneven teams.”

			“Were you even on a team? It kind of looked like you were the ball at one point.”

			They grin, looking young and light and lovely. Delilah considers screaming out of sheer cuteness aggression, decides that would disrupt the early evening quiet settling over the campground, and pulls them in for a short, chaste kiss instead, just to see if they’ll let her. They do, bending easily to meet her, one hand slipping into her hair like it’s the easiest thing in the world.

			“Come to bed with me,” she says.

			Emmett draws back, looking surprised. “Delilah—”

			Delilah cocks an eyebrow. “You don’t want to?”

			They hesitate, fingers drifting from her hair to her neck, the cool tips of them just resting against the pulse at her throat. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

			“I thought we’d already determined that I’m full of only bad ideas.”

			They shake their head. “Not only,” they say. They sway toward her, a slow, almost unconscious movement, and Delilah slides an arm around their waist, hoping to keep them close when their thoughts catch up to their body. “I thought you wanted…” Emmett begins, and then stops. Starts again. “I didn’t think you were looking for—”

			“I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

			The words slip out before she can stop them, and Emmett goes still against her, then leans away, looking down at her with dark, serious eyes. “Delilah.”

			In all the years they were together, Sam never once said her name like that. “You can just say no,” she says. “We don’t have to start psychoanalyzing me.”

			“I’m not psychoanalyzing you,” they say. “I’m not saying no, either.”

			Delilah still finds herself hesitating. “Then—”

			“Delilah,” they say again, and this time they cup her face in their hands, tilting her gaze up. She shuts her mouth, and they bend to brush a gentle kiss against her closed lips, then pull back before she can chase the contact. “We can go to bed,” they say. “Not for anything—serious. But we can go to bed.”

			The night before, they’d turned away from each other to change. Tonight Delilah lets herself watch, shamelessly, as Emmett sits down on the floor to take off their boots and jeans and then stands to slip into a pair of sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt. They’re all pale skin and lean muscle, cut through with occasional patches of that rough, obvious stone, like the minerals sparkling through a broken geode.

			The sight of the patches takes away some of the heat in her blood, and Delilah catches her breath. She reaches out to Emmett, pausing just long enough for them to nod in consent before she slips her hand under their sweatshirt to lay her palm against the largest stretch of stone where it curves around their ribs. “Emmett,” she says. “Is this…” She hesitates. “Should I be worried about this?”

			They shake their head, taking her wrist and gently drawing it out from under their shirt. They kiss her fingertips, as if to soothe away any rejection, then let her go. “No,” they say. “It’ll stop.”

			Delilah sits down on the bed. “What’ll happen before then?”

			“I don’t know.” They run their thumb over their own forearm, where she knows there’s another patch.

			A memory strikes her. “The other night,” she says. “You got all…”

			She makes a wobbly gesture, and Emmett winces. “I know.”

			“Emmett.”

			“I know.” They step farther back, rubbing their eyes. “There might be something in the journals, I’m not sure. I haven’t looked at all of them.”

			“Journals?”

			“Jacob’s. And—his family’s. Grandfathers and great-grandfathers and…on and on.” Emmett shakes their head. “I don’t have them all, just Jacob’s, and what he pulled from the others to put into his own. He told me to take them with me.”

			Something about that sends a chill down Delilah’s spine. “Why?”

			“Like I told you the other night—because he doesn’t want anyone else to do what he did.” Emmett seems to hesitate, and then finally sighs, coming to sit next to her. They draw their legs up and loop an arm around their knees. “I think he regretted it. Trying to replace Isaac. He did it out of grief, and then I was there, and…” They shrug one shoulder. “And then he was stuck.”

			“Why?” Delilah takes their other hand, lacing their fingers together.

			Emmett smiles without humor. “He didn’t like to be wrong.”

			“So why didn’t he…you know.” There probably isn’t a good way to say this, so Delilah just goes for the jugular. “I mean, in the story you told me, the guy just—” She slices a hand across her throat. “Right?”

			Emmett doesn’t answer right away, just runs their thumb almost absentmindedly over Delilah’s knuckles. After an agonizingly long silence, they draw away to pull their phone out, tap at it briefly, and then hold it out to Delilah.

			She takes it with a puzzled frown, looking at what she thinks at first is a photo of Emmett. But no, she realizes, hit with that same clarity she’d had looking at their sketchbook. It’s not Emmett. The longer she looks at it, the more she sees the differences. The sharper angles of the face, the thicker brows, the completely different energy to the set of the shoulders and the lift of the chin. And the eyes—the eyes are a dark brown, nothing at all like Emmett’s clear gray, and full of a bright, youthful cheer, miles from the ancient solemnity that seems to cling to Emmett’s gaze, even when they’re smiling.

			“Oh,” she breathes. “That’s—”

			“Isaac,” Emmett confirms.

			Delilah stares at the picture for another few seconds, then hands the phone back. “I guess I can see why he wouldn’t pull the plug.”

			“Yes.”

			“But you can change what you look like,” she says, slowly. “You told me that. Even if it’s not a lot, you could have…made yourself not look like him. Right?”

			Emmett is quiet for another long moment. “Yes,” they say at last. “I could have. If he asked me to.”

			“But he didn’t?” Emmett shakes their head. “And you didn’t volunteer.”

			They look up at her, expression unreadable, and finally say, “No.”

			“Why?”

			Emmett hesitates. Delilah takes their hand again, more cautiously this time, and Emmett wraps their fingers around hers. Delilah wants to slip her other hand into the sleeve of their sweatshirt, to stroke the skin with her fingertips until she finds the part of them fading away from her before she can even decide if she wants them to stay.

			“Because I didn’t know what he’d do,” they whisper, so softly that Delilah almost can’t make out the words, for all that their heads are tipped together, nearly temple-to-temple, like children sharing secrets in the dark. “And I wanted to live.”

			Emmett says it like a confession, so quietly it hurts to hear. “And there’s nothing you can do? Now, I mean? To stop it?”

			Emmett shakes their head. “It was an order. I have to.”

			“But isn’t there something—he had all those notes, didn’t he? Those journals? Couldn’t we—” The words come out wild and desperate, a jumble of disorganized half-sentences, and she doesn’t really even know what she’s asking, but—“It just…If you want to live, you should be allowed to live. Why does he get to decide what happens to you when he’s not even here anymore?”

			“ ‘But I am a worm, and no man,’ ” they say, clearly quoting. “Psalm twenty-two. And a regular reminder. I was never—it was never supposed to be my choice.”

			Delilah wants to pull Emmett’s head down to her shoulder, wrap her arms around them, and tell them she will never, ever let anyone hurt them again.

			Instead, she says, “This is fucked.”

			Emmett snorts.

			“No, I mean it. Here’s me, casually suicidal as hell, bitching my way through staying alive—”

			“You’re really a little more nonchalant about that than I think you should be.”

			She ignores that. “And meanwhile, you actually want to be alive, but you’ve got this fucking…compulsion on you that’s dragging you to your stony ritual death. How is that fair?”

			“It’s not.”

			They sound tired, a soul-deep weariness in their words that Delilah knows intimately—the kind of exhaustion that can’t be pushed through or pushed aside. Only endured. “I’m sorry.”

			Emmett squeezes her hand. “I know.”

			Delilah makes herself breathe, the same way she’s been making herself breathe every day for as long as she can remember. In and out, in and out. “Let’s go to bed,” she whispers.

			Emmett takes her hand, and lets Delilah tug them down.

			They kiss her slowly at first, uncertainty giving way to a growing surety when Delilah winds her arms around their neck and pulls them closer. She steps back until her legs hit the bed and she sits down, drawing Emmett with her, and when they’re bending over her, she scoots farther onto the mattress until she can lie back. Emmett follows her down onto the bed, catching their weight on one elbow, their other hand carefully cupping the side of Delilah’s face, tilting her up to them.

			It’s so different from kissing Sam. With Sam, Delilah had had so much practice, so much familiarity. She never had to ask questions because she knew every place to put her mouth, to brush with her fingertips, to bite down. Emmett is new, and different, and she doesn’t know what they have under their clothing—or if it even stays the same all the time, and isn’t that a thought—but she wants to, her body tense and shivery with it.

			She breaks the kiss just enough to lift her head and lean up to kiss the side of their neck, the soft skin under their ear, and gets a tiny, deeply gratifying gasp in response. It makes her bolder, and she slides her hands under their shirt again, skimming her fingers along their ribs. Their breathing catches when she reaches the rough, ragged stone, and she pauses, craning her neck to look up at them. “Should I—should I not?”

			Emmett swallows visibly. They look young and unsure and—worried? “It’s not…it’s not normal.”

			Not human, Delilah hears. She spreads her fingers so she can press her palm against their ribs and says, “No. But it’s you.”

			Their lips part, surprise or confusion or uncertainty or all of the above.

			And then they lean down and kiss her again.

			Nothing too serious, they had agreed, when Delilah invited them to bed, and she’d meant it. They keep their clothes on, their hands only wandering over fabric. Emmett’s fingers brush delicately, almost shyly, over the swell of Delilah’s breasts until she takes their wrist and presses their hand more firmly against her. She catches hold of the waistband of Emmett’s sweatpants, pulling, guiding, and Emmett gets the hint, moving between Delilah’s legs in a slow, shuddering grind that has her body tightening and Emmett’s shaking in response. She doesn’t know how to think about what they’re doing, but somehow it feels serious, feels important. Their movements are rudimentary, just caresses and friction and deep, wet kissing, but all the same, Delilah feels dizzy.

			They’re still kissing when Delilah comes, unexpected and hard, heat and pressure giving way to a gasping release. Emmett sucks in a sharp breath and chokes out a broken “Oh—” that borders on a sob, and Delilah drags them back down as they shudder against her, fingers digging into her shoulders, trembling like they might break down and cry.

			“You’re here,” she whispers. Emmett tucks their head into the crook of her neck, damp skin on damp skin, and she strokes their hair. They’re heavy where they’ve let their weight drop down onto her, but she can’t imagine asking them to move. She doesn’t know why she says it, only that it feels right. “It’s okay. You’re still here.”

			Outside, it starts to rain.

		

	
		
			
				Track 18

				Delilah

			
			Blind Item #12

			This recently single daughter of a major music industry family may have recently made an unexpected overture to try and win back her ex. The only problem is that this breakup wasn’t as “mutual” as their reps are saying—and showing some belated chivalry probably won’t make up for how she handled the end of the relationship in the first place.

			Allison J

			SAM KNIGHT FOR SURE—she did an acoustic set at Largo and closed with “Hey There Delilah”

			Nicky

			omfg “belated CHIVALRY” i can’t believe i missed that on the first read i’m turning in my gay card

			Nicky

			…Wait was it a good cover though

			SapphicSunshine

			Wait but I thought their whole thing was amicable???

			Allison J

			Ma’am they called off their wedding the MORNING OF and sam is out on what’s basically a “take me back” musical tour less than a week later, does “amicable” mean something else where you come from??

			The insistent buzzing of Delilah’s phone wakes her in the morning.

			She’s had it set to only let people on her emergency contacts through since the morning of the wedding, which means there are fewer than five people who can be calling. She digs around under the pillow until her fingers close around it, yanks it out, and squints blearily at the screen until her eyes focus enough to read Alex’s name, and then she declines the call and shoves it back under the pillow.

			It goes off again immediately.

			Next to her, Emmett mumbles, “Delilah?”

			She twists to look at them, and finds them looking back, brow furrowed in concern. Delilah scrunches her nose, trying to convey without words her displeasure at everything happening so far this morning, and pulls her phone out from under the pillow again. Groaning, because Alex is going to just keep calling until she caves and picks up, Delilah accepts the call, smushing the phone against her ear.

			“Do you have any idea what time it is?”

			“Two hours later than it is for me, buttercup, so suck it up,” Alex says. “Are your alerts still off?”

			“My news alerts? The ones you turned off, and threatened me with dismemberment if I turned them back on? Those news alerts?” Delilah sits up. “Yes. Why?”

			“Sam is being Sam.”

			Delilah’s stomach twists into a knot. “What did she do?”

			“According to the internet, she’s singing you love songs to try and win you back.”

			“She’s what?”

			Emmett sits up, giving her a curious look. Delilah shakes her head, and they reach out to squeeze her arm before rolling out of bed. Delilah blinks after them, but they just wave her off and dig the electric kettle out of the cabinet. Filling it at the tiny sink, they plug it in before busying themself with measuring instant coffee into mugs. Now that’s a fucking love song, Delilah thinks, bitchy and bitter, allowing herself the indulgence of both.

			“She covered a song with your name in it during a show last night,” Alex says. “And that’s after covering ‘Hallelujah’ on YouTube and getting everyone talking about allegories. Because that’s original.”

			Delilah resists the urge to put her head in her hands. She and Sam had fielded approximately a thousand Sam(son) and Delilah jokes when they’d first gotten together. She’d thought the press had finally gotten tired of them after all these years, but apparently that was wishful thinking, especially if Sam was going to start feeding the flames. Especially since in the song and the story, Delilah’s the one who fucks Samson over, not the other way around. “Why is she even performing? We agreed to take two weeks off after the wedding.”

			“You two agreed on a lot of shit she apparently wasn’t interested in sticking to.”

			“Gentle and sensitive as always,” Delilah says. “I knew I hired you for your bedside manner.”

			“That’s me, Florence Fucking Nightingale. What do you want to do?”

			“What do you mean, ‘what do I want to do’?”

			A siren echoes through Alex’s end of the line, plaintive and wailing. Delilah can relate. “The recordings dropped online five hours ago, and I’ve already gotten six requests for a comment on the status of your relationship.”

			“We don’t have a relationship.”

			Emmett turns the kettle off just as it starts to steam, then pours the hot water into the mugs. They stir one and silently pass it to Delilah, keeping a grip on the mug until Delilah musters a smile and nods to let them know she has it. They squeeze her wrist gently and pick up the other mug, hesitating until Delilah—phone in one hand, coffee in the other—wiggles pointedly to indicate they should come back to sit on the bed with her. Emmett’s mouth twitches, but they come to join her, moving carefully so as to not jostle Delilah or spill their own coffee. Thank you, Delilah mouths, and Emmett shakes their head, returning a Don’t worry about it. Delilah takes a breath.

			“She’s not actually trying to win me back, Alex,” she says.

			Delilah knows it’s true as soon as she says it. Sam likes control, and there’s no chance that she wouldn’t be trying to take the reins of her public image right now. If she wanted Delilah back, she’d be talking to Delilah, not doing passive-aggressive set lists.

			“That was my suspicion, yes,” Alex says. “But I need to know if you want me to say that, or say a nicer and more diplomatic version of that to leave the door open to some potential reconciliation on either the professional or the personal side of this mess, or say a much bitchier version of that to very decisively close the shit out of that door, or to just no comment our way through until they give up.”

			Delilah brings the mug to her lips. It’s too hot to drink, but just having the scent of it clears some of the cobwebs out of her brain, making her thoughts feel a little less sluggish and her world a little less like it’s crumbling around her. She puts the call on speaker—it’s not like Emmett is going to run to the media—and sets it down in her lap so she can curl both hands around her mug, trying to absorb the caffeine via osmosis. “This is the part where you give me advice, right?”

			“Depends. Are you going to listen to it?”

			“I always listen to it,” Delilah says. “I just don’t always take it.”

			Alex’s sigh crackles through the speakers. Delilah can picture her, probably lounging back in the desk chair in her home office, either still in her work clothes or in a pair of the shiny satin pajamas Delilah knows she favors. Any potential sleek sexiness provided by the silhouette of those pajamas is promptly negated by the novelty fabrics she always gets them printed in—cartoon characters and eye-melting colors and patterns Delilah can’t look at for more than a few seconds before getting dizzy. She’s pretty sure that Alex is pinching her nose in the way she does when she’s fighting off a Delilah-induced migraine. “My professional advice to you at the moment,” she says, with a patience that suggests she’s speaking through gritted teeth, “is that, as much as I’d love to strangle the woman, we err on the side of making you look very sensitive and heartbroken and careful.”

			“I’m all of those things,” Delilah says. Emmett snorts quietly into their mug. Delilah shoots them a look and then amends, “Maybe not careful.”

			“You wouldn’t know careful if it hit you with a truck.”

			Delilah files the anecdote about how she met Emmett into a mental save for another ten to twelve months before making jokes folder. “What did you have in mind?”

			“Something about you needing time to process and heal from the unexpected end of the relationship, evaluating what’s next personally and professionally, you have all the respect in the world for her as an artist and still love her very deeply—” Delilah scoffs. “Yeah, I know, I’m gagging as I say it. ‘Still care about her deeply,’ maybe. Might feel less like we’re lying through our teeth.” Alex pauses. “I regret asking this, but is there any chance of the two of you getting back together?”

			Delilah tenses, glancing at Emmett, but they just cock an eyebrow at her, not a trace of jealousy or concern on their face. She swallows. “It’s been less than a week,” she says. “I don’t—I can’t answer that.”

			Alex sounds almost surprised. “That’s a more honest answer than I expected of you.”

			Delilah rubs a hand over her face. “Yeah,” she says. “It’s a new thing I’m trying out.”

			“And how’s that going?”

			“I’m not sure yet.”

			“Well, I’d rather have you experimenting with honesty than—I don’t know, crystal meth or something. You don’t want to know the shit I’ve had artists getting into after breakups.” There’s a faint clicking sound, like one of Alex’s manicured nails tapping against the side of her phone, and then a much more delicate clinking, followed by the unmistakable slosh of whiskey hitting a crystal glass. “How’s your little road trip going?”

			“Really? That’s what you want to ask me at—” Delilah glances at the clock at the edge of her screen. “Three nineteen in the morning your time?”

			“You’ve been screening my calls and leaving half my texts on read,” Alex says flatly. “I’ll take you when I can get you.”

			Fair enough. “The trip’s going well. We’re in Iowa now. Which you know because you have my location.”

			“Sure do,” Alex says. “And how’s your hitchhiker?”

			“They’re fine,” Delilah says. “Say hi, Emmett.”

			“Hi,” Emmett says.

			“Jesus Christ,” Alex mutters. “Hi, Emmett. If you harm a hair on that girl’s head, no one will ever find your body.”

			Emmett looks amused. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

			“Great. Take me off speaker, Delilah, or I’m gonna embarrass the hell out of you in front of your new travel buddy.”

			Delilah knows a threat when she hears one and promptly puts the phone back to her ear. “Okay,” she says.

			Alex doesn’t mince words. “Are you sleeping with him?”

			“Them,” Delilah corrects, trying to ignore the flush rising on her cheeks. “And—that’s a very personal question.” Alex, who knows her too well, makes a strangled noise and audibly pours herself anther drink. “But it’s not—I mean. It’s not…newsworthy.”

			“You,” Alex says with all the false pleasantry of a politician on a baby-kissing tour, “are so lucky you’re in Iowa, because if you weren’t, I would strangle you.”

			“I love our working relationship,” Delilah says. “It’s not hostile or threatening at all.”

			“I’m asking,” Alex continues, as if Delilah hadn’t spoken, “because someone got a picture of the two of you looking very cozy at a bar in Chicago, and I’m getting some questions about it.”

			“Oh,” Delilah says. Emmett looks at her, concern putting a worry line between their eyes, and Delilah shakes her head in a way she hopes is reassuring. “Shit. Is it—who—”

			“It was one very grainy photo, and we could probably play it off as just a random person you met at the bar,” Alex says, but there’s a tinge of care to her words now, like she’s choosing them carefully. “And as of now, I haven’t seen it anywhere other than my inbox. I took care of it for the moment, but if you’re keeping them with you on your little post-breakup adventure, eventually people are going to start putting the pieces together.”

			Delilah puts her coffee down on the counter so that she can rub her eyes. “This is why I always let Sam take the lead on being the public face of everything,” she says. “People aren’t supposed to recognize me.”

			“The two of you did a Rolling Stone cover six months ago, kiddo. The incognito ship has sailed.” There’s a distant clink as Alex sets her glass aside. “Look, if you’re doing a rebound fling with your hitchhiker, fine, that’s your business. I think it’s an absurdly bad decision, but it’s your business. But it becomes my business when I start getting press inquiries about it.”

			“I know. I know.” Delilah tries to remember the last time something was allowed to be hers, only hers, for even a little while, without having to be shared with six rounds of publicists. Probably not since before Sam. So much for hoping that breaking up might give her some breathing room—at least long enough to see if this thing with Emmett was going anywhere.

			But it’s not going anywhere, and she’d known that before she even kissed them, because how could it? This isn’t the kind of trip where they swap numbers at the end, follow each other online, and meet up for a drink once in a blue moon to reminisce about the time they trekked across the country making out and taking an informal tour through queer American history. It’s a Final Destination trip, for Emmett if not for her, and all she’s doing is making their last act of rebellion a little more rebellious. Like maybe that’ll make it better, or worth it, or—

			“Delilah? You there?”

			“I’m here.”

			A pause. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Are you taking your meds?”

			“I’m not having an episode, Sam,” she snaps.

			There’s silence on the other end of the line, and Delilah realizes what she said, and who she said it to, and who she didn’t. She sets the phone down on the bed and puts both hands over her eyes, pressing against her eyelids until multicolored phosphenes bloom beneath her fingertips in a kaleidoscope of pressure and light. A hand settles on her shoulder—Emmett, their touch gentle and almost cautious. Grounding. Delilah leans into them. She forces herself to take a breath, and then another, before putting the phone back to her ear.

			“Alex,” she says. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be sorry. I’d rather you be pissed and honest than lying and happy.” Delilah snorts, humorless. “She did a number on you, huh, kid?”

			Delilah rubs her eyes.

			When she looks back—really looks, without the rose-colored glasses—she can see it. Subtle barbs, suggestive little comments about what Delilah was and wasn’t capable of, what she could do and what she couldn’t do without Sam at her back. Not gaslighting, not quite manipulating, but a thousand tiny emotional paper cuts, sowing those seeds of doubt.

			It had been so easy to play them off, ignoring the occasional twinges of frustration or discomfort. Because Sam was so good to her, wasn’t she? She’d done so much for her, always had her best interests at heart, put in so much effort—learning Delilah’s mom’s matzoh ball soup recipe so she could make it when Delilah was sick or depressed, staying up with her when Delilah pulled all-nighters to finish working on a song, leaving affectionate little love notes in the pockets of Delilah’s sweaters whenever she was the one to put away the laundry.

			There had been so much goodness, so much sweetness in those years, and now Delilah’s stomach twists to think about it. She feels like she’s spent years in a beautiful, glamorous home, and now she has to wonder if the entire foundation was rotten. She takes another breath. “I think,” she says, and swallows. “Maybe. Yes. I think she did.” She wants, very suddenly, to cry. “Am I…Did you know?”

			“No.” The answer is immediate, firm, and so kind she almost doesn’t believe it’s really Alex saying it. “I never liked how she put you down, but you always stood up for yourself, whenever I could see you. I’d have gotten you out of there, if I’d known.” A heartbeat of silence, and then, “Let me handle the pictures. I’ll get them distracted with something else. You just get the album written and…do whatever you need to do to take care of yourself. You are writing, right? I don’t need to come pick you up and lock you in a studio?”

			“You know I am. I sent you those samples—you listened to them, didn’t you?” A flare of panic makes her tighten her grip on the phone, heat and pressure flaring at the base of her throat, familiar and anxious and asphyxiating. She brings her other hand up, automatic, pressing her fingertips into her skin like she could loosen the invisible cord tightening around her neck. “Were they that bad?”

			“They were a start. You’re not quite there yet.” Trust Alex not to mince her words. Delilah expected it, knew they weren’t her best work for all that she’d been at least decently content with them, but she flinches all the same. “Melodies were good. Catchy. The lyrics were…not up to your usual standard.”

			Delilah winces. “I—”

			“It’s not the writing,” Alex says, cutting her off. “They’re good. If you were anyone else, I’d say they were good enough to sell. But they sound like what you’d have written for you and Sam, not like what you’d write for yourself. They’re missing…” Delilah can almost hear her shrug. “They don’t sound like you. And if this whole thing is supposed to be about setting you apart from what you were doing before, they’ve gotta set you apart. Otherwise, why bother?”

			It’s not anything Delilah hasn’t said to herself. She doesn’t know why it stings to hear it from someone else. She swallows. “Okay,” she says. “I’ll rework it. Maybe try to find some new themes to hit on, I don’t know.”

			“You’ve got an interesting life,” Alex advises. “More interesting than usual right now, even. There’s something there, just find it.”

			“If it was that simple, everyone would do it.”

			“I’m not talking to everyone,” Alex says. “I’m talking to you.”

			“Is that a vote of confidence or a dismissal?”

			“Both. I’m going to bed.” A pause. “Take care, all right? Make good choices.”

			“No promises.”

			The line goes dead without a response. Delilah drops her phone back onto the comforter, rubs her eyes, and looks back up at Emmett. “So,” she says. “That was Alex.”

			Emmett hums an acknowledgment, reaching over to the counter for Delilah’s coffee and handing it back to her. She takes it gratefully, and even more gratefully leans against their side when they shift to sit closer to her. They’re solid, steady, and maybe there is something to be said about being made of stone, if it means being that unmovable, that impossible to shake or blow away.

			You’ve got an interesting life. Interesting? Delilah? What’s so interesting about her, when there’s so much more to the world, mysteries and wonder and—what? Magic? Divine mysticism? There’s a concept album there, probably, she thinks, if she were that kind of songwriter. She isn’t, but maybe that’s what she needs right now, some kind of Hail Mary, something experimental and literary and weird and different—

			And she has, she realizes, with the kind of coldhearted understanding Alex would probably high-five her for but just makes her feel slightly sick with nausea, the perfect opportunity.

			“Emmett,” she says, trying to keep her voice steady, “Can I look at Jacob’s journals? The ones you said you brought with you?”

			Emmett draws away, brow furrowing as they look at her. “Why?”

			Because my story is melodramatic and boring, she thinks, and yours is at least something new. “Because Alex told me to make good choices,” she says, choosing her words as carefully as she knows Emmett does, wrapping a loophole of a lie in enough truth that she can make it real. “And the best choice I can make right now is figuring out a way to make it so you can make your own choices, instead of crawling into a cave to die because some asshole old man told you to.”

			Emmett lets out a choked bark of laughter. “Blunt.”

			“But accurate.”

			“Maybe.” Emmett hesitates. “They’re not…He wouldn’t want me to show them to anyone.”

			“Did he tell you not to, though?”

			“No. I…” Another rough laugh. “I don’t think he’d have ever thought I’d dare.”

			Delilah cups both hands around her mug, pressing the ceramic into her palms in the hopes that the slight burn will be enough to stop her from saying anything too offensive about the dead. Not that she’s not tempted. “So then there’s no harm in my looking,” she says. “Right? I’ll be careful, I promise. No spilling the secret how-to-build-a-golem recipe on Instagram or anything.”

			Emmett studies her, eyes unreadable, for all they’re nearly quartz-clear today, as rare and unlikely as Emmett themself. Delilah watches them in return, searching their face for the tiny signs of emotion she’s already learned to recognize, impossible depths of feeling hidden behind the flicker of eyelashes or the slight indentation of teeth into a lower lip. But they’re as blank as she’s ever seen them, and she doesn’t know if that makes her feel better or worse about what she’s about to do.

			“Hey,” Delilah says, as softly as she can. She’s never really been a gentle person, but Emmett makes her want to be, for all she knows in her gut that what she’s doing is messy at best, and cruel at worst. But she says it all the same. “What do you have to lose?”

			She holds out a hand.

			Emmett takes it.
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			[excerpt from a page glued inside Jacob’s journal, the edges torn from a larger whole, with a note in Jacob’s handwriting: “from the diaries of Chaim Hoffman (z”l), written 1853”]

			—know that Papa would beat me bloody, if he knew what I was thinking, but why would he have given me the texts if I weren’t supposed to use them? To protect yourself, he said, when he pressed them into my hands, and surely he was not thinking of protection from loneliness, from uncertainty, from the fear that comes with an utter lack of companionship, but what can I do? To go outside the community for such a thing is an impossibility, to seek it within even worse. It would mean the loss of everything, to ask the wrong person. There are too few of us here to risk it, and the work too dangerous for me to dare attempt it on my own.

			I remember the stories Papa told me, of his sister’s companion, of the choice my grandfather made to create her, when the money was too scarce to find a nurse or a friend by more conventional means. He said that she was kind. Protective, competent, but more than anything, kind. That he was sure that no matter what else Grandfather had commanded of her, she had loved Tante Rivka. That he believed she must have chosen to do so, because how could Grandfather compel such a thing?

			The companionship I need—is not that. The love I hope for isn’t nearly so pure. Papa would tell me it’s an abomination, not just to use our family’s secrets for that purpose, but to seek that kind of love at all. But I have read the stories too, and read them more deeply than Papa ever dared; Ruth and Naomi, David and Jonathan, Rabbi Yochanan and Reish Lakish. If this works, I will call him Ira. Watchful one. A guardian, maybe, but someone who will see me. Know me, for who I am.

			I am not a disobedient son. I will marry someday, of course. But if you ever read this, Papa, whatever else you think, know that I believe this to be as true as any of the words of Torah: This too is holy.

			Delilah goes back to bed after Alex’s phone call, dragging Emmett along with her. They watch as she curls up under the comforter, ignoring the way her mess of dark, tumbling curls are falling out of their loose topknot, and tucks her arm tightly around Emmett’s waist. She pulls at them until they get the hint and wrap their own arm around her shoulders, and Emmett bites back a smile as she smushes her face into their chest, scooting impossibly closer. It puts a decisive end to Emmett’s half-hearted plan to go for a walk and clear their thoughts after last night. They find that they don’t really mind.

			Last night was—unexpected. Confusing. Wonderful, in a way. Forbidden and dangerous and sacred. It had been warmth and sensations they hadn’t known their body was capable of, drawn out of them by Delilah’s soft lips and roaming hands, the pressure of her thighs around their waist and the breathless sounds she made when they touched her.

			They aren’t a stranger to attraction. They’ve known, intellectually, how to appreciate beauty. But that urgent desire, the need to move and touch, that dizzying spiral toward climax—

			The twinge of guilt that came in the aftermath, at least, was familiar. Guilt twisted up with shame—the two feelings that have been such constant companions throughout their life that they’ve never really been able to tell where one ends and the other begins.

			They wonder, sometimes, what kind of father Jacob was to Isaac. Jacob must have loved him, loved him to the point of taking a wild, desperate risk, because nothing else would have made him take that chance, creating a monster in the shape of his son in a last hopeless attempt to restore something of his likeness to the world.

			But love, Emmett knows, isn’t separate from harm or cruelty. Love can be ownership too, and obsession and consumption and self-destruction.

			Jacob was proof of that.

			Emmett doesn’t regret their own existence, however complicated. But they’ve always regretted what that existence did to Dana—Jacob’s eldest, Isaac’s sister. She’d never forgiven Jacob for what he made of her brother’s memory. Emmett doesn’t wear an exact copy of Isaac’s face, but they’re a pale mockery of the life he never got to live. The fact that she’d known what Emmett was, and been forced to keep her father’s secrets, only made things more complicated between them.

			The last time Emmett saw her was the Friday after Jacob’s death, when she packed her bags and left to sit the remainder of shiva in her own home. She hadn’t said goodbye, but she had let them help her carry her suitcase to the waiting cab. She’d stood there looking at them for a long moment while the taxi’s engine idled beside them. The expression in her red-rimmed eyes was unreadable, but perhaps not as hostile as it had been a week or a month or a year before.

			Maybe it was foolish to be grateful for that hint of softness. But Emmett had felt it all the same.

			Ruth had been waiting at the door when Emmett came back into the house. She reached for them almost before they were close enough to touch, the same way she’d reached for them since she was a tiny baby just learning what her arms were for.

			They’d folded her into a hug, stroking her hair. “Are you all right?”

			A foolish question, probably. Her father was dead. Of course she wasn’t all right.

			“Are we not even going to talk about it?”

			Her words had been half muffled into Emmett’s shirt, but they knew what she was asking. Jacob’s accidental truths, Emmett’s halting confirmation. Emmett closed their eyes. “I can’t. Not now.”

			She’d pulled back, looking up at them, looking very small. Emmett had a sudden urge to wrap her in a blanket and tuck her into bed like they had when she was little, when there were no hard questions and no weary circles under her eyes and she only ever cried over skinned knees or vegetables she didn’t like at dinner. “Emmett,” she’d started, but her mother had called her name from the kitchen, and she swallowed, shaking her head. “Later, okay?”

			Emmett squeezed her once and let her go without answering, because they hadn’t known what to say.

			They still don’t know what they could have said.

			Not that it matters, Emmett thinks. They’ll never see her again.

			The thought puts an unexpected lump in their throat, and they press the fingers of one hand against the hollow of their collarbone. There’s nothing, just cool skin, crafted from clay and spellwork. As much an illusion as the rest of them.

			Delilah makes a muffled noise against their chest and shuffles closer in her sleep, her fingers twining into the fabric of Emmett’s shirt. Emmett smiles, absently twirling one of her curls around one finger. She shifts again, gives a disgruntled huff, and then pokes the rest of her head out from under the comforter to look blearily up at them. “Hey,” she says, voice still thick with sleep as she stretches, twisting this way and that. Emmett indulges themself in watching the way her back arches with each movement, like a particularly fussy cat, and only slightly misses the soft brush of her hair between their fingers. “What time is it?”

			“Just before eight,” Emmett says. “You got a few more hours of sleep.”

			She sits up with a yawn, swiping loose strands of hair out of her eyes. Her hair has almost completely fallen out of its bun, and she tugs the elastic out with a wince, bundling her hair back up into a pile and securing it again, a practiced, unselfconscious motion. “You didn’t sleep?”

			“I wasn’t tired.”

			“You could have at least pretended, you little creep,” she says, and Emmett hears it for the tease that it is. She peers out the window, wrinkling her nose. “Did the rain stop?”

			“Mm.” It’s dim out for this late in the morning, a bit gray and cloudy, but they don’t feel any of the dull aches in their joints they’ve come to associate with stormy weather. “Just some fog now, I think.”

			Delilah grimaces. “Still awful to travel in.” She turns back to them, widening her eyes hopefully, and Emmett doesn’t know what it means that they already know what she means by that look, or why it makes them feel so warm to know it.

			“That’s all right,” Emmett says. A stubborn lock of hair slips out of the new bun, and Emmett gives in to the desire to reach over and tuck it back. If they let their fingertips linger an instant longer than they should, well. At least for now, they’re still dying. They deserve an indulgence or two, and they’re going to hold on to this one for as long as they can. “I’ll drive.”
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				He hath formed, weighed, and composed with these twenty-two letters every created thing,

				and the form of everything which shall hereafter be.

				—Sefer Yetzirah 2:2

			

			Jacob’s journals are a treasure trove.

			Delilah pages through them with careful fingers as Emmett drives them across Iowa, endless farmland streaming past them along the sides of the highway. They don’t have anything planned for the day other than travel, so it’s easy enough to let Emmett stick to the speed limit—her own lead foot would be getting twitchy—and instead focus on the delicate sheets of paper bound up into the leather folio in her hands.

			It’s probably misleading to call the collection of papers a journal. It’s more like a tiny archive, pages and pages and pages of letters and diary entries and records and charts and notations she can’t begin to understand. The oldest of the pages date back to the seventeenth century, and have been carefully encased in laminated sheets to preserve them—much to Delilah’s relief, since it means she doesn’t have to worry about the natural oils on her fingers disintegrating the fragile paper. The handwriting varies, from a cramped, scrawling hand she can’t decipher to a neat, fluid cursive that reminds her of the letters she used to get from her grandmother the few summers she’d gone away to camp.

			Most of the first half of the folio is in a language other than English. Some of the notes and annotated charts are in Hebrew; the rest are in something she thinks might be Czech, based on Emmett’s stories. Post-it notes are scattered throughout the pages, a modern intrusion into an ancient document. The handwriting becomes more and more familiar as she continues turning pages—it must be Jacob’s, she realizes. The man wrote with a firm, decisive hand, but also crossed out or wrote over his words and phrases in a way that reminds her uncomfortably of how she drafts music, especially when she’s trying not to think too hard about what she’s writing.

			And what were you avoiding thinking of? she wonders, running her fingertips carefully over the edge of one ragged note.

			Or was it who?

			Delilah shakes her head, flexing her fingers to shake away the thought. She’s not here to look at the book as a psychological record. She’s here to find a story.

			And oh, is there a story.

			Delilah can’t read the incantations or interpret the charts or understand a thing about the numerical notations and their corresponding letterings arranged in complicated circles and stars, but she doesn’t need to. The pieces she can put together, from the fragments of Jacob’s notes to the increasing use of English as the timeline of the pages inches closer to the modern day, are beyond anything she could have imagined. Not the magic or the alchemy or the fantasy of it all, but the centuries of fearful, grieving, anxious men whose actions, again and again, and misguided or not, were motivated by love. Love of community, love of family, love as desire, the love that spills from a truly broken heart until it fills the endless basin of the soul and turns to desperation, denial, and despair.

			She remembers reading, once, that the man who invented rubber gloves did it for his wife—a nurse who complained about the dryness of her skin from how frequently she washed her hands. Delilah had seen the story in a play; the playwright, Sarah Ruhl, writing a line about that urge to create in a way that Delilah’s never been able to forget: I loved her to the point of invention.

			There’s so much more than a song here, Delilah thinks. There’s an entire fucking symphony.

			Delilah closes the cover and turns to look at Emmett. Eyes on the road, they’re humming a bit tunelessly along to the radio, Delilah’s rainbow sunglasses perched on their nose, the sun having made it past the clouds an hour or so into the day’s drive. It’s getting warm; Emmett’s discarded jacket is on the floor behind Delilah’s seat and their sleeves are rolled up to just below their elbows. Delilah swallows when she sees the rough patch of exposed stone on Emmett’s inner arm on display, feeling sick.

			Guilt has been one of her most familiar companions since before she was old enough to know what it was called, but there’s something worse about this intentional dishonesty. She could make the argument that she’s not not looking for some kind of loophole, some kind of way out of Emmett’s Final Destination situation. She’d be lying to herself, though, if she tried to pretend that was the only reason why she was reading so closely, why she was turning back to reference previous pages or squinting to try to decipher particularly cramped or illegible scrawls of writing.

			She wonders if this is how Sam felt about using her.

			“They’re a lot, aren’t they?”

			She snaps her gaze away from Emmett’s forearm in time to find them glancing between her and the road, a small wry smile tugging at the edges of their mouth. “What?”

			“The journals,” they say, taking one hand off the wheel to gesture at her, without turning their head.

			She’s glad she didn’t try to take notes, at least not in the first read-through; she often ends up with ink all over her face when she tries doing that while editing lyrics. “You’ve read through all of this, right?”

			“Once or twice.”

			Something in Emmett’s tone makes her think that they weren’t supposed to, and she raises her eyebrows. “Is there a story there?”

			They give her a ghost of a smile. “There’s a story anywhere, isn’t there?”

			“Don’t get all philosophical on me when I’m trying to be nosy.”

			Emmett shakes their head. “I read them after Jacob died. He kept them close while he was alive—not that I blame him, given what’s in them. He never told me not to read them, just never gave me a chance. But I was curious, so when he told me to bring them with me…” A shrug. “It seemed only fair.”

			“That’s putting it mildly.”

			“I thought so.” Emmett taps their fingers against the steering wheel, a rolling staccato. Their gaze is fixed on the road ahead, and Delilah knows that if the sunglasses weren’t in the way, she’d be able to see the clear blue of the sky reflected in their eyes. “Reading it was…strange, for me. I have—I have their memories, in a way, going all the way back to the first of us. We were all made from the same clay, and that means something. It connects us somehow.”

			Delilah doesn’t catch her breath, but it’s a close thing. “So you can—what? See their memories? Their lives?”

			“No. Not exactly. It’s…impressions. Flashes. Feelings, more than anything.”

			“Feelings like emotions? Or like sensations?” Her fingers itch for a pen, and she gives in to temptation and fishes one out of her bag. At least she has the sense to dig her own journal out as well, instead of acting on autopilot and scribbling notes on the priceless artifact in her lap.

			Emmett casts a quick glance at her, but she can’t read their expression, caught as it is somewhere between surprise and amusement and uncertainty. “Both,” they say, after a pause that seems to last an eternity.

			Delilah’s hand stills, and the pen with it. She looks up. “When I asked if you’d kissed anyone before,” she says, slowly, “if you’d ever done more than kiss someone, you dodged the question.”

			They don’t answer, but they don’t stop her line of questioning either, so she pushes. “Did you mean—did one of them—”

			She lets the question hang in the air. Emmett flexes their fingers against the leather of the wheel, then relaxes their grip. “You read the diaries,” they say. “You know.”

			“It’s only implied.” Chaim Hoffman, Jacob’s great-great-whatever, had written as clearly as he dared, given the year and the risks, and his courage in doing so was honestly more than Delilah would ever have expected. Even so, he wasn’t explicit; he never admitted to anything in writing that could have gotten him jailed, or worse. “They really were lovers? Was that…I mean, could the golem—choose?”

			Emmett makes a soft, thoughtful sound in the back of their throat. “I think so,” they say at last. “When I reach for the memories, they feel—gentle. Warm. Safe.”

			“Jacob could order you to do things, though,” Delilah says. Her stomach twists, sick and spiraling, like the feeling of looking over a cliff and seeing an impossible fall below. “I mean—God, you’re doing all of this because he could order you to do things.”

			“Do things,” Emmett says. “Not feel things.” They shake their head. “My heart, or whatever I have instead of one, has always been my own.”

			“Do the memories feel different? When they’re doing something they—don’t want?”

			Emmett’s grip on the wheel tightens, their knuckles whitening. “Yes.”

			Delilah can recognize an emotional door slamming shut when she sees one. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

			Their shoulders tense, then relax. Another raw-egg slide of guilt oozes down to Delilah’s stomach and sends it churning. “It’s fine,” Emmett says. “You can—if you think it will make a difference, in whatever work-around you’re trying to find, you can ask me whatever you want.”

			“Right,” Delilah says. Because that’s what she’s supposed to be thinking about. Focusing on. Digging into as deeply as she can, because it’s Emmett’s life at stake.

			But God, she thinks, with another swell of shame, the songs I could write.

			Delilah presses her lips together. Takes a breath.

			She picks up her pen.
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			[excerpt from a Stereogum feature article]

			Cohen is still a relatively new arrival to the industry but has already established herself as a powerhouse talent. Her independent music, mostly accessible on indie platforms and YouTube, has a decidedly different energy than her partnered work with Knight.

			While their latest album was praised for its lyricism—also highly rumored to be Cohen’s wheelhouse, though both she and Knight are credited on every track—her solo work indulges far more deeply in reference, pulling in everything from classic lesbian poetry and queer folklore to anti-capitalist writings and social justice protest songs. “My brain is something between a magpie’s nest and a box of Trivial Pursuit cards,” Cohen told Consequence in a rare solo interview shortly after Lilac+Crow’s second album hit the charts. “I latch on to anything that has any kind of a poetic sparkle, and it just gets filed away somewhere until I need it. It’s not even always for a song—you’d be amazed at how often someone’s words just come to you at the exact moment you need them, and give you the exact bit of compassion or wisdom or hope you need to keep from jumping off the nearest cliff.”

			Cohen has played coy when asked about the possibility of another solo endeavor, though Knight has produced two independent albums in the time they’ve been working together. Here’s hoping she’s filing something away in that magpie brain of hers—we’re sure that when it comes, it’ll be well worth the wait.

			“Tell me something,” Emmett says.

			They’re in Omaha, eating lunch at a café called Edge of the Universe, a glittering psychedelic space where they’re surrounded by a mix of baroque architecture and eccentric-magical-apothecary decor. There’s an otherworldliness to it, a bit like being caught in a faerie realm, liminal and strange.

			Or maybe that feeling comes from the very strong cocktail Delilah has just finished—quickly enough that she gets a twitch of a raised eyebrow from their waitress when she asks for a second.

			“Sure,” Delilah says, propping her elbows on the table between them and pillowing her chin in her hands. “Seems only fair, given how nosy I’ve been the last few days. What do you want to know?”

			Emmett gives her a tolerant look over their mug of tea. “Why do you write the songs you do?”

			Delilah freezes. She fills the sudden pit in her stomach with another long sip of whiskey and amaro and passion-fruit syrup, but still has the sticky sweetness on her tongue when she says, “What do you mean?”

			“I was thinking about what you said, about needing this album to matter. Needing it to feel like you, but also needing it to do well because—”

			“Because fuck Sam,” Delilah says promptly.

			“Because—yes. That.” They duck their face, but Delilah still catches the sweep of color that darkens their pale cheeks and makes a mental note to find as many reasons to get them to say fuck as soon and as often as humanly possible. “But I don’t…What makes one song ‘feel more like you’ than another song?”

			“Yikes,” she says. “Ask an easier question next time, would you? Maybe something about astrophysics.”

			Emmett cocks a brow. “Do you know anything about astrophysics?”

			“I know several things about astrology,” Delilah says, fluttering her eyelashes. “That’s the same thing, right?” She pauses. “Hey, do you know exactly when Jacob made you? We could pull your birth chart.”

			“You’re avoiding the question,” Emmett says.

			“I feel like you were nicer when we first met,” Delilah huffs, sitting back. “Pulling people out of traffic Emmett didn’t try to call me on as much shit.” They just look at her, all softness, and she caves. God knows she owes Emmett some truths, after everything they’ve given her. “Look. Your drawings—how do you decide when one of those is finished?” Emmett blinks, clearly puzzled, and Delilah nudges them under the table with her foot. “I’m going somewhere with this, just answer the question.”

			“It’s…done when it feels like adding anything more won’t make it any better,” they say slowly.

			“When you can tell adding something more won’t make it any better? Or when you don’t actually want to add anything more?” Delilah presses. “There’s a difference.”

			“There’s—mm.” Emmett pauses. They run their thumb over the ceramic of their mug. They’ve bitten their nail down to the quick, the skin pink and irritated. “When I can tell adding something won’t make it better. That’s—the other is about me, not about whatever I’m working on.”

			Delilah takes another sip of her drink, considers how much is left, and decides she can’t justify a third lunchtime cocktail. She sets it aside to savor the last bit and starts assembling a Lunchables-style sandwich from the charcuterie board between them. “Right. So, for me, when a song isn’t right, I never want to stop fussing around with it. There’s never that point where it feels done, because no matter how many times I tweak the lyrics or the melody or the fingering or whatever, there’s always something that isn’t clicking.” She pauses, and Emmett gives her a little go on nod. “But the songs that are right—I write them once. Maybe I revise the lyrics a little, or play around with the chord progressions, but I’d say seventy-five percent of whatever’s in the first drafts make it to the final cut.”

			“And that’s not normal.”

			She shrugs. “I can’t speak for every writer in the industry. And obviously there are artists who have half their songs written by committees and consultants, so that probably skews your data even more. But no, I don’t think it’s normal.”

			Her fingers itch. She picks up the cocktail napkin that came with her drink and begins shredding it into confetti. “It sounds really conceited when I say it like that, but it’s relevant. When I started writing with Sam, it was the first time there was going to be music with my name on it that wasn’t just mine. The first time I had to, you know, show my work to someone else and then let them mess around with it and put their own work into it but still have it be at least partially mine at the end of the day.”

			“What about the music you wrote for other people?”

			Delilah waves a hand. “Like I said, not mine anymore. I mean, I still wanted them to be good, objectively speaking—I wasn’t going to put anything shitty out in the world. That’s just professional pride. But I wasn’t as picky about it. If they wanted a change that I didn’t think was the best choice, but they were really going to die on that hill, you know, fine. But if something was for me…that was different. It had to be the right song, for the right moment, written the right way.”

			“So everything you’ve been writing since we left New York—”

			“Has been like throwing spaghetti at the wall and trying to make it stick while I pretend what I’m really doing is getting those genius first drafts,” Delilah summarizes. “Yes. Alex being the spaghetti-covered wall in this metaphor, and she’s honestly been nicer about it than I expected, given it’s her ass on the line as much as mine.”

			She sighs, pushing her hair off her face. It immediately flops back, and she pulls the clip out of her bun to try to put it back up in a way that’ll keep it from getting covered in simple syrup and sliced cheese. “And the thing is, if I were still with Sam, I’d be able to deal with good, you know? Good but not perfect. Because I think I could convince myself that the parts of it that weren’t perfect weren’t mine. But with this album…it’s only me. There’s nowhere to hide on it. It has to be perfect.” Emmett just looks at her. “What?”

			“I’m just curious,” they say, “about what you think you have to hide from in the first place.”

			Everything, she wants to say. Whatever might not be perfect. Whatever it is about me that makes people leave. Because I know it doesn’t make sense, but I’m afraid there’s been a hole inside me since my dad died that I can feel but no one else can see. It’s so deep it seems like it goes on forever, and everything good I’ve ever had has fallen in and gotten lost, and sometimes the darkness crawls out of it and tries to drag me down too, and I don’t know if I’m hiding the hole or hiding from it or both.

			It’s so tempting to make one of her usual jokes, to say she’s hiding from the paparazzi or fan bloggers or Alex, but it doesn’t feel right. She wants to be honest with Emmett, she realizes, to let them in even more than she already has.

			“I don’t know,” she says finally. “It’s like—” She gestures around them at the over-the-top decor, the fairy lights and paneled ceiling and glittering chandeliers and faux fireplaces and multicolored uplighting—all the strange, wild chaos of it. “There are places like this, right? It might not make sense. Not every person is going to vibe with it—some people are probably going to really, really aggressively not vibe with it—but it doesn’t matter, because the people who get it are going to love it.”

			“Like drag brunch,” Emmett says.

			“Like drag brunch,” she agrees. “And that—that takes confidence. Or, I don’t know, the kind of self-esteem you get when you genuinely love who you are.”

			“And you’re…drag brunch, in this scenario?”

			“No,” she says. “I’m the baby gay who goes to drag brunch and looks at the queens and wishes to hell she could be brave enough to be such a blatant, cheerful fuck you to what people expect.”

			Emmett puts their tea down. “So you’re me at drag brunch?”

			That startles a laugh out of her. “Yeah,” she says. “Sure. I’m you at drag brunch, if you left drag brunch wanting to throw away all your own clothes because they’d never look as good on you as what you just saw.”

			“Mm.” They give her a lingering look, considering, but not cold. “This is getting away from me. Are the clothes you wish you could throw away the album? Or are they you?”

			“Low blow, dude.”

			Emmett hums, then moves the charcuterie board to the side so that they can reach across the table to take her hand, gently prying what’s left of the napkin out of her grip and replacing it with their own fingers. “Jacob always wanted me to be perfect,” they say, their gaze focused on their joined hands. “The perfect surrogate son. The perfect Torah scholar. The perfect caregiver for his children. The perfect mensch for the community. It didn’t matter what I thought, or what I felt, or what I wanted. I don’t think he ever even really believed I had thoughts or feelings or wants as anything other than—than attempts at resistance, to push and see what I could get away with, which was usually nothing.”

			They take a breath. “I couldn’t get angry. I couldn’t be sad. I couldn’t make mistakes. And because he was the one who said it and made it into an order, I didn’t have any choice. He wanted me to be perfect, so I was. And it still wasn’t ever enough for him.”

			Emmett raises their chin to look at her. “I was perfect, and it was miserable. I’ve been happier this week—with you, not doing anything but figuring out what it feels like to just be myself without Jacob’s voice constantly in my ear—than I ever was when I was working so hard to be perfect.”

			“It’s not the same thing.”

			“Why not?”

			“It just…isn’t.”

			“It’s easier to throw away or squash down or carve out all the parts of yourself that someone else doesn’t like than to accept that those are the things that make you special,” they say quietly. “I don’t think something can ever be perfect and still be real. I’ve spent the last few days listening to you make music out of nothing. The parts of it that aren’t perfect all have to be there so that you can figure out what works, until you make it—make it into whatever you want it to be. The imperfect parts are what makes it matter.”

			They look at her, clearly waiting for her to respond, but Delilah doesn’t know what to say. Emmett’s cheeks go faintly pink, and they duck their head, as if embarrassed. “Sorry. But I just…I just think that real is better than perfect.” They direct the words to the table more than to Delilah. “Maybe that’s not what everyone wants, and you’d know more than me about what…what makes people buy music. But that’s what I think.”

			Delilah has done enough crying in public to last a lifetime. She swallows back the temptation of tears before the lump in her throat can turn into stinging behind her eyes. “Next time you ask me about my songwriting process,” she says, forcing humor into her voice, “I’m going to tell you I just get lucky.”

			Emmett just smiles, raising her hand to their lips, and ever so gently kissing the calluses on her fingertips. Their eyes are so soft and warm that it almost hurts to look at them.

			Pretending that she hasn’t spent the day spinning songs out of Emmett’s family’s deepest secrets, Delilah does her best to smile back.
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			Sam Knight [@samknightofficial]

			[a black-and-white photo of a crowded music venue, taken from the stage]

			Thank you so much to everyone who came out to catch last night’s performance! Obviously some things are going to be different going forward, but I am so grateful for all of your love and support!
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			They take the Sandhills Journey National Scenic Byway across Nebraska, a gorgeous sprawl of highway extending through seemingly endless miles of grass-covered sand dunes. According to Delilah’s pre-trip research, the byway—passing through wildlife preserves and alongside stunning rivers and croplands, under skies constantly full of migrating birds during the day and constellations at night—is considered one of the most beautiful stretches of highway in the United States.

			Delilah had planned to take it as an opportunity to slow down. Following the official tour guide, adventuring along the 272-mile highway could be stretched to a four-day experience of hiking and bird watching and museum exploration and stargazing and even drag racing—though the guide recommended drag racing as a viewing opportunity rather than an experience. But she’d taken notes on which attractions she did want to hit. Especially, and shamelessly, she’d noted the ones that would best lend themselves to relaxation and romance and were the most likely to surround her and Sam with peace and beauty and starlight so that the lingerie and toys in Delilah’s suitcase could come out to play.

			Like so many of those plans, they feel ridiculous to her now. Even if she still wanted to follow through on them, she can’t take a luxurious four days to cross the state, not if she wants to get enough songs even close to finished—especially now that she’s changed direction again, writing her way through a concept album that’s all story and metaphor and allegory. It scares her a little how easily the words are flowing, how quickly the melodies seem to spring fully formed into her head. She’d told Emmett the truth in Omaha: The songs that come most easily are the ones that feel like her, like hers, like some part of her soul is spilling out onto the page.

			But these stories aren’t hers—aren’t hers to tell, aren’t hers to share, aren’t, she knows, even supposed to be shared at all. But they feel so close to what she wants to say, what she needs to say, what pieces of her heart she wants to take out of her chest and put into her fingers and her throat and her voice until they turn into something tangible, something that will last.

			All it’s costing her is her conscience.

			Emmett startles her out of the half trance she’s been in for the better part of an hour. “Can we stop for a bit?”

			Delilah blinks herself back into reality, flexing her cramping fingers around her pen as she twists in her seat to look at them. They look a shade paler than usual, and their tight grip on the wheel can’t disguise the trembling in their arms. Delilah’s blood runs cold.

			“Emmett, oh my God,” she says. “Are you okay? Of course we—no, don’t look for a stop, just pull over.”

			With obvious relief, Emmett steers them over to the side of the road, pulling onto the shoulder. As soon as the van’s in park, Emmett lets out a shaky breath and curls over in their seat, hanging on to the wheel and dropping their forehead into the cradle of their arms. Delilah drops her notebook and pen behind her seat without bothering to see where they land, reaching out to lay a hand over the nape of Emmett’s neck. Their skin is hot and clammy; touching them, she can feel the full-body tremors rippling through their muscles.

			“Baby,” she says, trying to keep the alarm out of her voice. “What’s going on?”

			Emmett shakes their head without speaking, their eyes squeezed shut. Delilah’s never dealt with any kind of medical crisis more significant than Iris getting violent food poisoning their freshman year of college, and she feels horribly out of her depth. Calling 911 is out of the question, and she doesn’t know any kind of first aid beyond offering someone a Band-Aid or ibuprofen from the plastic bag she keeps in her purse.

			She climbs into the back of the van and improvises a damp washcloth by wetting a T-shirt in Roscoe’s little sink, then drapes it as gently as she can over Emmett’s neck. They shudder slightly at the contact, then relax, reaching out a hand for hers. Delilah takes it, presses a kiss to their knuckles, twines their fingers together, and waits.

			After what feels like an eternity, Emmett takes in a slow breath, lets it out, and lifts their head.

			“Sorry,” they say. “I’m all right now.”

			“Like hell you are,” Delilah says. Emmett lets out an exhausted-sounding laugh. She takes her hand off their neck and brushes their hair off their forehead instead. The soft strands are damp with sweat. “Is this because of Jacob’s—because you’ve been—”

			“Probably. Yes.” They take another breath, and then sit up, putting their free hand over the folded T-shirt to keep it in place and not even grimacing at the drops of water probably trickling down their shirt. “I’m sorry, I know you were in something of a flow.”

			Delilah wants to shake them. “Are you kidding me? Don’t apologize to me right now. God, are you okay?”

			They squeeze her hand. “I am now. It only lasted a few moments. I didn’t want to run us off the road.”

			“And I appreciate that, but that’s not what I asked. Are you okay?”

			“I don’t know. I feel…” Emmett shakes their head. “Off. Like something’s out of place, but I can’t tell what.”

			Delilah stares for a long moment, chewing what feels like a hole in her cheek, and then says, “Okay. When you feel ready, let’s switch seats, and we’ll head for our overnight spot.” Emmett’s shoulders go back like they’re ready to protest, and Delilah flicks her fingers at them in firm dismissal. “Shush. I need a break from writing anyway, and I didn’t let you yank me out of traffic just for you to crash us now.”

			“Let me?”

			“Shush again.” Emmett laughs weakly, letting their head fall back against the seat. Some of the color is coming back into their cheeks, Delilah notices with relief, and the hazy look is fading from their eyes, leaving behind that clear, breathtaking gray. Delilah threads her fingers through their hair again, and they sigh, leaning into the touch. “You scared me.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t apologize, just don’t—” She cuts herself off, because none of the things that could come after that don’t—don’t do that again, don’t scare me like that, don’t leave me, don’t die—are fair to either of them. She settles for tightening her grip on their hand. “It’s okay,” she says instead, funneling all the fake confidence she’s cultivated since the first time she stepped onstage to perform. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to figure this out, all right?”

			Emmett’s smile is small and sad, and Delilah knows she doesn’t deserve the soft affection in their weary eyes.

			“All right,” they say, and Delilah holds their hand and tries, and tries and tries, to be worth whatever it is that they see.
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			[on a page of Jacob’s journal, written in a cramped, jerky hand, as if every word is an effort]

			…Proverbs teaches that each commandment is a lamp, and the Torah the light, and to be rebuked is the way of life, how we are disciplined, how we learn. If this is true—what should I have learned? What will my punishment be? Or will that be my reproof: to not be punished at all, and to simply live, knowing all I should have done?

			“How are you feeling?” Delilah asks, the mattress dipping slightly under her weight as she sits down and leans over to comb her fingers through Emmett’s wind-mussed hair. “Any better?”

			Emmett hums an affirmative without opening their eyes, turning their head into the gentle pressure of Delilah’s hand. It had been a relief to sink down onto the motel room bed after hours on the road spent curled up in the passenger seat with their eyes shut against the dizzy shakiness that took far too long to fade. Delilah had marked the motel on one of her numerous maps and flirted outrageously with the proprietor when they arrived until he’d given them an early check-in and a copy of the menu for the on-site restaurant. Emmett had been surprised when the door opened to a well-kept room with a king-sized bed and a Jacuzzi tub, but then, given that Delilah would have had to get Sam on board with the place, maybe they shouldn’t have been.

			“It’s what passes for their honeymoon suite,” Delilah had said into their ear as they made their way across the parking lot, Emmett leaning unsteadily against her under the guise of an affectionate embrace. “Don’t laugh.”

			She’d said it lightly, but Emmett had heard the strain in her voice. The episode on the road had scared her, and she hadn’t tried to keep it from them. Her concern had been obvious in the way she didn’t quite stop touching Emmett as she drove—reaching across the center console to hold their hand, to rest her own over the place where their neck meets their shoulder, to play with the soft, short hair at the nape of their neck. It’s the same kind of reassurance-seeking contact Emmett is more used to seeing from children, from toddlers who wander halfway across a room and then double back for a comforting touch. Question and answer: Are you still here? I’m still here.

			And I am, Emmett tells her, wordless, every time they press back into her touch. Still here.

			They close their eyes, sinking more deeply into the mattress, feeling loose-limbed and warm and more comfortable than they expected as the trembling finally starts to fade. Delilah smooths their hair back from their forehead and presses a kiss to their skin, then replaces her lips with her hand. “You’re all clammy.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“No, don’t be.” She pauses. Emmett can picture the furrow between her brows, the way she chews her bottom lip when she’s uncertain. “Are you cold? I could run you a bath.”

			Emmett shakes their head. “No. This is good.”

			“Okay.” She brushes the backs of her knuckles against their cheek. “Do you want me to sit with you?”

			She’s already lost too much writing time taking over the driving. Emmett looks for the loophole around the clear yes-or-no question to get them through it without sounding too needy. They go to the side instead. “It’s okay. You have work to do.”

			Delilah’s fingers stop moving. “Hm,” she says, and then, “I’ll be right back.”

			The mattress shifts as she gets up, but Emmett doesn’t even have time to miss the comforting warmth of her thigh against their shoulder before she’s back again, this time on the other side of the bed, scooting over to sit properly next to them. She drops another kiss to their forehead, as if to reassure them of her presence—Emmett swallows the sudden lump in their throat—and then settles back against the headboard.

			At the sound of the rustle of paper and the dull twang of guitar strings as the instrument settles, Emmett opens their eyes and turns to look at her. Delilah has Jacob’s leather folio propped on the mattress beside her, her notebook next to it, her guitar in her lap. She catches Emmett’s eye and offers a small smile. “Is this okay? It won’t bother you?”

			“No. I like listening to you play.”

			“You flatterer.” She reaches over with her pencil and taps them gently on the nose. “Get some rest.”

			For once, obedience is easy. Emmett closes their eyes.

			They lose track of time after that. Delilah seems to sink into the trancelike state in which she works, her fingers flickering across the strings as she toys with melody and tone, her voice too low for Emmett to make out the words. The music lulls them almost into sleep, but they fight against the urge to drift away. Instead, they float just on the edge of it, ghosting their fingertips along the pattern of the bedspread to stay grounded, counting their breaths, and listening, listening, listening.

			Delilah pauses her playing long enough to order dinner for them, then slips out of the room to get it. Emmett watches the door close behind her, ignoring both the occasional buzz from their phone and the temptation to have a look at Delilah’s notebook of lyrics, the seductive draw of the latter almost enough to make them forget the itch to respond to the former. In the end, they choose the lesser of two evils and unlock the phone, scrolling through Ruth’s messages with a rising lump in their throat.

			It’s a relief to turn the screen off when the electronic lock clicks and Delilah comes back into the room, a plastic bag dangling from the crook of her arm. They eat together in comfortable silence, cross-legged mirrors of each other on the bed, food spread out in front of them like a picnic. Afterward, Delilah packs up the trash in the bag, then peers out the window.

			“I’m going to go talk to the front desk,” she announces.

			Emmett, folding up the towel they used as an impromptu picnic blanket, blinks at her. “Why?”

			“This is supposed to be an incredible area for stargazing, and it’s a clear night tonight. The guide book said to ask around about the best place to set up to see everything.” She shrugs into her jacket. “You don’t want to miss the best astro-tourism spot in the country, do you?”

			“That’s not a real thing,” Emmett says immediately.

			Delilah grins, rummages in her backpack, and tosses Emmett a shiny brochure. They try to catch it, miss when their hands don’t quite respond as quickly as they should, and play it off as an intentional fumble, exaggerating just enough to make Delilah huff out a laugh instead of furrowing her brow. The pamphlet is all about the Nebraska Star Party, an annual summer stargazing about an hour’s drive away, but the high elevation and sparse population along the byway giving plenty of opportunities to get stunning views of the night sky without the extra detour to Valentine. Emmett runs their fingertips over the glossy photos of the Milky Way. “We can see this tonight?”

			“We’ll find out,” she says. She bends over to kiss Emmett’s cheek and ducks out of the room.

			Emmett looks at the closed door, and then at the haphazard pile of what Delilah left behind on the armchair: notebooks and scrap paper and guitar picks and pens and Jacob’s journal. They feel very grateful, suddenly, that whatever rule-breaking impulses they’ve developed to get around Jacob’s insistence on obedience haven’t gone so far the other way as to make them give in to the temptation to snoop. They’re not sure how much time Delilah is spending looking for loopholes and subtext in Jacob’s notes rather than working on her music, but she seems to be making progress toward the latter, if the way she’s been playing today is any indication.

			But something still seems—off. Instead of the open, easy smiles Emmett has gotten used to in just a few short days, there’s been a new guardedness in Delilah’s expression whenever Emmett glances over and catches her looking their way.

			She’s hiding something. Emmett just wishes they knew what.

			It’s probably just Delilah’s deadline, that ticking clock to getting her songs finished and recorded and off into whatever comes next for musicians and celebrities. But maybe it was about Emmett too, about the responsibility she’d taken on without them asking, as if they were something—someone—worth her time, even now. If Emmett were stronger, they would have told Delilah to focus on her music, not on going through generations of ramblings in search of a golden glint of lifesaving answers. Emmett rubs the heels of their palms against their eyes, absentminded and restless. There’s nothing in those journals that’s going to make a difference. If there were, Emmett would have found it. They’ve seen too much, have too many memories not quite their own, to be optimistic.

			But all the same, it’s hard not to hope.

			Their phone buzzes where they abandoned it on the nightstand. Half lost in thought, Emmett picks up the call automatically, then freezes.

			“Oh my God,” Ruth says in their ear. “I didn’t think you’d actually answer.”

			Emmett doesn’t move. Doesn’t breathe. They should hang up. Make a clean break, Jacob would have said, with that excruciating gentleness. That was how he always said things—so kindly that the ruthlessness never sunk in until later, like a blade honed so sharp you didn’t notice an injury until you were already bleeding out.

			The fingers of their free hand move, unthinking, to their ribs, feeling the roughness of stone through the thin fabric of their shirt.

			“Emmett,” Ruth says. “I know you’re there.”

			Emmett swallows. Takes a breath they don’t need. If they did need it, they think, the stiff spread of stone would stop their lungs from filling all the way. A perfect explanation for the way the world seems to dip and spin, for the tightness in their throat. “Ruthie.”

			A rush of air crackles through the line. “Where have you been?”

			“Traveling,” Emmett says.

			“I know you’ve been traveling, that’s not what I meant. Why haven’t you been answering your texts?”

			Even if they could lie to Ruth, who was always so much harder to lie to than anyone else, they don’t want to. “I couldn’t.”

			“What do you mean, you couldn’t?”

			“Your dad—” Emmett hesitates, trying to find some way to soften the words.

			But Ruth isn’t a little girl anymore. And she’s smart. She’s always been smart. “He told you to leave us, didn’t he,” she says. “He told you to leave, and not to talk to us anymore.”

			It’s not a question, just a heartsick conclusion. Obsessed with Nancy Drew and Penny Parker when she was little, Ruth had greedily devoured any story about girls solving mysteries that people didn’t want them to touch. She wanted to be a journalist. Freelance, she insisted at the dinner table, to Jacob’s poorly hidden dismay, because the mainstream media doesn’t work for the people anymore.

			Emmett misses her so much it hurts. “Yes. He did.”

			“Why?” She always sounds younger on the phone. “Is it because of—of what you are? Did he think we wouldn’t want you anymore?”

			“I don’t know what he thought.” Just what he’d ordered, but then, that wasn’t the same thing.

			“Do you think we don’t want you anymore?”

			“No. No, Ruthie, of course not.” Whatever else was true, is true, Ruth’s love has never been something Emmett had to doubt. They’ll never forget the look on her face when she came to them with Jacob’s journals in her hands, eyes full of fear and wonder.

			Is it true, she’d asked, looking at them like she’d never seen them before, and it had been almost a relief, after so many years of secrets, to whisper, Yes.

			“Then, what? You thought I wouldn’t miss you? My dad died, Emmett! And you just left! I thought you were—” Her voice catches. “Were you ever going to talk to us again? Were you ever going to come back?”

			“He told me not to.”

			“And you have to just—just do whatever he tells you?”

			“Yes.”

			“That’s not fair.”

			“I know.” Of course it isn’t fair. But they weren’t made for fairness. “He made me for a purpose. He didn’t want me to…” They shake their head. “I left to keep you safe.”

			“You wouldn’t hurt me.”

			“You don’t know that. I don’t know that. I’ve never—he was always there. To make sure.”

			She’s silent for a moment. “Because you had to do whatever he told you?” Emmett hums an affirmative. “Shouldn’t you just be able to do whatever you want now?”

			“It doesn’t work like that.”

			“How do you know?”

			Emmett thinks about the ever-present pull toward the west drawing them insistently closer to the end of the line. They can slow down the inevitable, but that doesn’t mean they can stop it. “I just do.”

			Ruth doesn’t respond. In the silence, Emmett can make out the muffled sounds on the other end of the line: a siren, a child’s shout, the blare of a horn. They can picture her in their mind’s eye sitting on the stoop the way she likes to in the evenings, watching the neighborhood ready itself for the closest thing Brooklyn ever gets to sleep. “That’s not fair,” she says again.

			Her voice is small and hurt. If they were sitting on the stoop next to her, Emmett would put an arm around her shoulders. Kiss the top of her head the way they did when she was little. Tell her everything would work out in the end.

			Fifteen hundred miles away, all they can say is, “I know. But I’m—I’m trying, okay? I have…I have someone helping me. We’re going to try to…” They search for the right words. “We’re going to try to find a way for me to—not do whatever I want, probably. But to come back and see you.”

			“Can you do that?”

			“I don’t know. But I’m going to try.”

			The door opens. Delilah steps back inside and stills at the sight of Emmett on the phone, eyes going wide with surprise. Emmett holds up a finger, then tells Ruth, “I need to go.”

			“Okay. Will you answer again? If I call?”

			Emmett closes their eyes. “I’ll do my best.”

			A pause.

			“I can’t ask you to promise,” she says. “Can I?”

			Emmett smiles, despite everything. Clever, clever girl. “Probably not. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” Ruth says, and Emmett wonders, not for the first time, what it must be like to be able to lie, but to be so, so terrible at it that it’s probably not even worth the trouble. “Don’t forget about me,” she says. “I love you.”

			And that, at least, is the truth. “I couldn’t,” Emmett says. “And I love you, too.”

			Ruth hangs up. Emmett holds the phone to their ear until the tone chimes to signal that they should have gotten the message, and then puts it down and looks across the room to meet Delilah’s curious gaze.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you on the phone,” she says. “Is everything okay?”

			Emmett opens their mouth to shape out a yes, and says, honest as ever, “No.”

			Delilah’s expression softens. “Do you want to talk about it?” Emmett shakes their head, and Delilah sits down next to them on the bed and takes their hand, threading their fingers together. The pulse in her palm is a warm, reassuring metronome against Emmett’s cold skin. She shifts a little closer, then reaches with her free hand to nudge Emmett’s head down onto her shoulder.

			Emmett lets her, turning their head just enough to be able to smell her hair, faintly floral conditioner and Roscoe’s leather seats and motel air fresheners and the crisp fresh evening breeze, still clinging to her like a second skin. “What did you find out about the stars?”

			Delilah runs her fingers through their hair, mussing her way over their scalp in smooth strokes that don’t get caught on the fabric or pins of a kippah because Emmett took theirs off yesterday and hasn’t put it back on since. They don’t know if they ever will. “If we drive about twenty-five, thirty minutes up the road, there’s a perfect place to park and see them—about a mile away from the nearest ranch, no streetlights or anything, just stars and sky. What do you think? Worth getting back in the car?”

			She could have been asking them to fly her to the moon. The answer would have been the same.

			“Yes.”

			Delilah insists on driving, even though Emmett tries to tell her that they feel practically back to normal. She holds on to their hand, though, their interlaced fingers resting loosely in her lap as they follow the directions Delilah wrote out on a page of hotel stationery.

			Eventually, Delilah turns off the highway and onto a dirt road, then follows it until they pass the lights of a ranch house. She takes another turn, drives until the lights disappear over the crest of a hill, and then, finally, parks and turns off the engine. “Wait here for a sec?” Emmett nods agreement.

			Delilah unbuckles her seat belt, but instead of opening her door she climbs back between the seats, into the back of the van. She rummages around for a bit and then opens the sliding door to climb out that way. Emmett closes their eyes, tipping their head back, and lets themself float for a few moments until Delilah’s knuckles rap on their window.

			“All set,” she says when Emmett opens it. “Come on.”

			Feeling steadier on their feet than they expected, Emmett follows her around the front of the van. Delilah has spread out one of their blankets on the grass, and as they sit down she unfolds another, wrapping it around both their shoulders and tucking herself against Emmett’s side.

			“These clouds better fuck off,” Delilah says, looking up at the hazy sky. “I’m going to be so cranky if we came all the way out here for clouds. I could see clouds in LA.”

			Emmett smiles, and starts to tell her that at least these are natural clouds, not just pollution clouds. But then the clouds do part, as if by some divine gift, and Delilah grabs their hand with a gasp.

			“Oh my God,” she breathes. “Look at it.”

			Emmett looks up.

			The last time Emmett had seen the Milky Way was the day Jacob made them. They had walked out of the caves where Jacob found the rest of their forming clay like a baby fawn finding its legs for the first time. They’d stopped at the sight of stars, very nearly the first lights they ever saw, other than the tiny flashlight Jacob had used to guide them out. It was a moonless night, and the impossible ocean of constellations seemed to stretch out in infinite waves.

			But then they had made their way across the desert to Los Angeles, and then across the country to Brooklyn, and that was the last they saw of real stars until Delilah opened the door to her van and told Emmett to get in the seat beside her.

			More than two decades later, the starry sky still takes their breath away. It doesn’t look like the photos in the brochure, enhanced and brightened and clarified and colored. But even to the naked eye, it’s endless and ancient, swirls of gray and blue and silver tracing their way across the sky, blacks that look blacker in some areas than others, stars that seem to come from farther away than Emmett can see.

			“God,” Delilah says. “It’s beautiful.”

			Emmett looks at her. Her gaze is fixed on the sky above them, her dark eyes reflecting the endless stars. The wonder on her face is so close to the way she looks when Emmett kisses her.

			She’s all but shining, and all Emmett can think is: She could be doing anything in the world. She could be writing the greatest songs of her life, the way she’s supposed to be. And instead, she’s helping me. Using the time she’s supposed to be writing to try to find a way for me to stay.

			Not so that I can follow her orders. Not because of what I could do for her.

			Just for me.

			No one has ever done anything just for Emmett before. No one has ever seen them as someone worth helping.

			But here she is. And here they are. And Emmett, against all their experience to the contrary, hopes.

			It would be too obvious, they think, to agree with her. To say, Yes, it’s beautiful. To say it looking at her, while she looks at the stars. If she glanced up in time to hear them, she’d probably laugh.

			Emmett laces their fingers through hers, and says it anyway.
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				Delilah

			
			The byway ends at Alliance, Nebraska, where it transitions back to the interstate that will take them the rest of the way to Denver. A bright pink sticky note attached to Delilah’s generously annotated travel itinerary reminds her to “take a cute honeymoon pic by the town sign! :).” Delilah shoves the note into the bottom of her bag before Emmett can see it.

			Emmett drives most of the way. They seem to be back to normal this morning, all graceful movement and gentle energy, yesterday’s shakiness gone as if it had never been there at all. Delilah, her nerves still raw from yesterday’s heart-stopping moment of terror, had attempted to convince them to let her drive. Emmett, in response, had wrapped an arm around her waist, scooped her up onto the front of the van, and kissed her until she was breathless.

			“Okay,” she’d gasped, when they finally let her breathe. “You’ve convinced me. You’re the picture of health.”

			Emmett had dropped a kiss to her cheek, then her jaw, and then the sensitive spot behind her ear. Delilah squeaked. “Thank you,” they’d said, and plucked the keys from her unprotesting fingers.

			Emmett follows the directions Delilah had scribbled down on another note and stuck to the dashboard. As they turn onto I-70, Delilah says, “So, full disclosure, I should probably give you a heads-up about tonight’s hotel.”

			“Oh?” Emmett glances at her, one cocked eyebrow barely visible over the rim of Delilah’s sunglasses. “What about it?”

			Delilah considers the number of ways she could phrase this, then decides on, “It was Sam’s pick.”

			“Ah.” They say it dryly, but with an inflection so nearly identical to Iris’s that Delilah almost cackles. She doesn’t think Emmett has ever actually had a truly unkind thought toward another human being, but if they were going to start, Delilah suspects Sam would be on the top of the list. “To be clear, that means expensive and fancy?”

			“Correct.” She’s not opposed to expensive and fancy on principle these days, even though she still finds some of the elaborate luxuries ridiculous, but she feels weirdly embarrassed about it, like Emmett might judge her for looking forward to it. “I think we’ve earned it, though. We’ve been doing a lot of camping.”

			“We stayed at a hotel last night,” Emmett points out.

			“Yes, but this hotel has a spa.” Delilah wiggles her fingers, then studies them. “And a salon, which is great. I really need to get these fixed before I just chew them off.”

			“Is that your plan for the day?”

			Delilah hums, considering. “Sam had booked a couple’s massage and hydrotherapy session, but I already canceled that.” She hadn’t, actually, but she also can’t imagine Emmett being comfortable with a complete stranger touching their naked skin—and selfishly, Delilah doesn’t want to watch someone else touch skin even she hasn’t gotten her hands on yet. “I didn’t cancel the manicures, though. Want to get one with me?”

			Emmett doesn’t take their eyes off the road, but they tense slightly—startled, Delilah thinks after a moment, but not offended. “I’ve never gotten one before.”

			“They don’t quiz you first, don’t worry.” Delilah reaches over and takes one of their hands, studying their fingers, slender and knobby at the same time. It’s just a hand, perfectly normal, nothing mystical about it. No trace of the rough stone she knows she could feel if she dipped her own fingers beneath the cuff of their sleeve. “We’ll have to get recommendations on color,” she says. “Somehow you don’t strike me as a hot pink kind of gal.”

			Emmett gives a soft laugh, shaking their hand free. “What else?”

			What Delilah should be doing is holing up in the hotel room, however fancy it might be, and spending as many hours as humanly possible finishing as many songs as she can, then maybe hiding in the bathroom and recording a few demos to send to Alex. Delilah still hasn’t told her about the new direction, more afraid to try selling Alex on the concept than she’s willing to admit.

			But her brain is starting to feel fuzzy around the edges, and her fingers are cramping from how much time she’s spent writing. If she fucks up her hands and loses the ability to play for a day, she’s screwed. She’s earned a night off. “Definitely dinner—there’s a sushi place a few blocks away with my name on it. And then…” She hesitates, drumming her fingers on her knees. “We were going to go to a club.”

			“Oh.”

			Their tone is unreadable. Delilah winces. “Not that I’d blame you if you didn’t want to go to another club with me, considering what happened last time.”

			“I’m not opposed,” Emmett says. “I liked the last place. It was unexpected, but I liked it.” They look thoughtful. “Would it be similar?”

			“Mm, not exactly. The last place was a bar that sometimes does dance nights. This one is more…club-club.” She likes those—too many people and too much noise for her to be anything more than one more anonymous body, the sensory overload of sound and scent and light sending the spiraling mess of her brain into quiet submission. “Would you really want to?”

			“If you’re sure it won’t ruin my nails.”

			The smile is audible, but the softness is too. Emmett’s own vulnerability and uncertainty hiding in plain sight within the opportunities they give Delilah to ask for what she wants, sometimes before she even knows what that is. It’s disorienting, how smoothly they do it, how easily. She doesn’t know if it makes her feel grateful or sad or both.

			Delilah tips her head against the window.

			She thinks, Both.
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			Emmett does get a manicure, choosing a deep, earthy brown polish that looks lovely against their pale skin. Delilah doesn’t manage to convince them to get glitter, but she does manage to convince them to let her make them up again before they go out. Nothing too startling, she promises them, nothing that won’t leave them still looking like themself, but she keeps thinking of the way Emmett had changed their face, just a little, that first day, softening their angles, looking just a bit more femme. Delilah sits them down on the closed toilet seat in the (huge, luxurious, glamorously lit) en suite bathroom and opens her makeup bag, picking through tubes and pencils and brushes until she finds what she wants.

			It feels so different from that evening in Chicago, when they’d still been feeling each other out and every bit of contact between them felt foreign and almost forbidden. Now, when she cups Emmett’s chin in her hand to gently tilt their face up, her fingertips recognize the curve of their jaw, the single freckle under their right ear, the coolness of their skin.

			She clears her throat before she can get too distracted. “I was definitely right last time,” she muses aloud. “Charcoals, not blacks.”

			“Why?”

			“Color theory.” Delilah plucks an eyeliner pencil from the bag. In Chicago she’d just been throwing all of Iris’s lectures on sharing cosmetics out the window because she was too focused on the novelty of what she was doing to care. Today, with a clearer head, she decides that germ theory probably doesn’t apply to people made out of clay. “Look up?” Emmett tilts their head obediently, and Delilah starts carefully tracing their waterline, then pauses. “Did you make your eyelashes even thicker?” Emmett blinks, all innocent. Delilah clucks her tongue. “I’ve corrupted you.”

			“Maybe,” Emmett says.

			Delilah smiles. “The first time I dated another femme, we used to do each other’s makeup before date nights,” she says. “I was so confused because I was used to dating guys, and I thought you were supposed to show up already looking perfect. Not that I ever felt like I looked perfect, or anything close to it. I always wanted to look like celebrities, and that was never going to happen because I weighed forty pounds more than they did.”

			She flips the pencil over, uses the soft end to gently smudge the line she’s just drawn, subtly smoking it out, daring to go a little heavier than she had last time. “She said the point of dating was to spend time together, and if she had to choose between an extra half hour together or an extra half hour alone in her bathroom, she’d rather spend it with me. She also said you could learn a lot about someone by the way they painted their face.”

			“Like what?”

			Delilah straightens up, studies her work, and starts in on the other eye. “What they like about their features. What they don’t. How they want to be seen and what they want to hide. What they think about color. How they express themselves. Nothing you couldn’t learn about someone doing something else, but she liked makeup, so she turned it into a way she got to know people.” She steps back to check her work for symmetry, shaking her head in amusement. “God. I haven’t thought about that in years.”

			“She sounds nice.”

			“She was,” Delilah says. “Gracie Xu. We didn’t even date that long—half a semester, maybe? It’s wild what stays with you.”

			“It’s hard to forget the first person who teaches you something you never realized about yourself.”

			Delilah smudges out the other side, trading the eyeliner pencil for a compact of glittered blush. She opens it and powders the brush, then strokes it over Emmett’s cheekbones, up to their temples. It goes on more thickly than she intended and makes them look almost ethereal, some kind of faerie creature ready to coax her away from the world. “Is that your way of saying you’ll remember me forever?”

			Emmett looks up at her, those clear gray eyes suddenly even clearer and grayer against the dark background of the charcoal liner. For a moment, Delilah envies them their ability to draw and wonders if they’d let her take a photo of them, just like this. “Until I’m nothing more than dirt,” they say.

			It would be sweet, Delilah thinks, if they didn’t look at her like they were already trying to figure out how to say goodbye.

			For some reason, that scares the hell out of her.

			It’s not like she doesn’t know she’s going to lose Emmett. To fate and stone if she can’t find some loophole in that horrible old man’s notes, and even if she does, to betrayal and entirely well-deserved fury when they see what she’s done with the secrets they trusted her to keep. But she’s not ready. And it’s not fair.

			Suddenly, the idea of losing them in a crowd of dancers seems like the furthest thing from what she wants.

			“Hey,” she says. “What if we didn’t go out?”

			Emmett blinks up at her. “I thought you wanted to. You’re already all dressed and everything.”

			She is, with her hair and makeup done and her curves zipped into a dress just as formfitting as the last one, the glittery black fabric hugging her hips and breasts. She’d caught Emmett trying not to look as she shimmied into it, pulling the stretchy fabric up over her bra and underwear and the lacy spandex bands she’d put around her upper thighs to keep them from rubbing together. The bands are a little more daring than the shorts she wore last time, but she’d chosen them on purpose, because she feels almost sexy tonight and has decided to give herself permission to be.

			Asking Emmett to zip her dress for her had been a bit of a test to see whether their hands would wander.

			They hadn’t. But she’d wanted them to.

			She wants them to now.

			“Sure,” she says, and holds out her hands. She waggles her fingers until Emmett takes them, and she pulls them up to their feet, then twines her arms around their neck, looking up at them. Her eyelashes are heavy with mascara, but she can still flutter them, and she does. “But what if I wasn’t all dressed and everything?”

			She sees the moment it clicks. Their lips part, shining slightly from the gloss she’d applied. Their expression is uncertain, but not reluctant. Not at all. “What…” they say, and then stop. They lick their bottom lip, then bite it, then let it go. Their teeth leave a slight imprint in the gloss. “What would we do instead?”

			Delilah cups Emmett’s face in her hands and coaxes them into a kiss. They shiver into it, fingers slipping into the fabric of her dress, skimming along her hips. Their touch is light, but not hesitant, and she remembers them talking about memory being stored in the earth. She tucks her teeth into their bottom lip, and Emmett breaks away with a small, breathless sound, then shudders and tucks their face into the crook of her neck, even shakier than they were the first time. Delilah strokes a hand through their hair. “Is this okay?”

			They nod once, not lifting their head. Delilah tilts her own just enough to brush her lips over their temple, tasting sweat and glitter. “Will you talk to me?”

			Emmett’s grip on her hips flexes, tightening briefly before relaxing. “I don’t know what to say.”

			“Whatever you want. There’s no right answer.” Delilah considers, then adds, “Unless you don’t want—”

			Emmett cuts her off with a kiss.

			Delilah still doesn’t know what to expect with Emmett, who had been so uncertain the first time they kissed, so hesitant the first time they slept together, who still looks at her like she’s something wondrous and unexpected and maybe even dangerous. She’s ready to be patient, to be gentle, to let them find their footing, to take the lead if they seem unsure.

			Instead, Emmett walks her out of the en suite and into the bedroom. The backs of Delilah’s knees hit the bed and Emmett tips her onto it, sliding between her legs with a confidence that takes Delilah’s breath away. Their hands are sure and steady as they slide her dress up, baring skin, their touch just light enough to send lightning along her nerves. When she gasps into their mouth, Emmett licks the sound away, mimicking the way she’d bitten their lip, and when Delilah digs her fingers into their hair—still longer, still messy, still tousled—their laugh buzzes through her mouth.

			It’s been years since the last time she started sleeping with a new person, but Delilah distinctly remembers that there’s supposed to be awkwardness, supposed to be fumbling. There’s meant to be an uncertainty to the way she touches Emmett, the way Emmett touches her, the two of them finding the ways their bodies fit together, the way their pleasures align or find friction, what feels good, what doesn’t. There had been, that first time, pauses and questions and hesitation. But now Emmett moves against her like they’ve known each other all their lives, scooping her up and into their lap so they can slide the zipper of her dress down and the straps off her shoulders, leaving the black fabric pooled around her torso where it’s been rucked up over her hips and down over her breasts. They break away from her mouth to slide their lips against the lace trim of her bra, tongue just barely dipping into her cleavage, and Delilah pulls their hair, hard. “Emmett—”

			Emmett lifts their head to look up at her, their usually pale eyes now the deep smoke of gathered storm clouds, charcoal eyeliner making them look deeper, darker. Their lips are a swollen pink, and glitter is smeared over their temples. They look debauched, and beautiful. Delilah curls her fingers around their jaw and bends for another kiss, intentionally soft, then slides her touch down and over their neck, relishing their shiver. She draws back. “What do you want, love?”

			The endearment slips out, and Emmett takes in a sharp breath. Before Delilah can take it back, they shake their head once and lean in to kiss her again, and again, and again. “I want to see you,” they whisper against her lips, breath ghosting against her mouth. “I want to make you feel as beautiful as you look.”

			Her first instinct is to scoff. She hates compliments like that, because they always feel fake. They bring back memories of middle school dances, boys pretending to ask her to dance only to laugh with their friends at how eagerly she’d said yes, of trying to find a prom dress that didn’t make her feel like a sausage or a cream puff, of learning she couldn’t get her wedding dress at the same store as Sam’s because they didn’t make her size. She knows she’s pretty enough—she’d never have gotten a foot in the door in the music industry if she wasn’t—but she’s not stunningly beautiful. Not like Sam.

			Not like Emmett.

			But they look up at her like she’s something divine, like they’ve found something to worship, and even if she doesn’t feel beautiful, she believes, in that moment, that Emmett could change that.

			They brush her hair back. “Yes?”

			Delilah swallows. “Yes.”

			Emmett smiles like the sun and presses her back, one hand curled under the back of her head to cushion her impact against the pillows. She cups their face in her hands and draws them back into another kiss, shivering under their touch as their fingers skim over her breasts again, their thumbs brushing her nipples, already tight and hard against the lace. Her gasp gets lost between their mouths, but Emmett must take it as encouragement all the same, because they repeat the motion again, and again, and then break the kiss altogether to replace one thumb with their lips and tongue. Their other hand slides lower, slipping between Delilah’s legs even before she starts squirming her hips up to try to guide them there, and the pressure of their fingertips against her core through the damp fabric of her underwear makes her moan.

			Emmett pauses, just for a moment, and then lifts their head. They’re flushed, their irises reduced to only the smallest ring of silver-gray against their wide-blown pupils, and Delilah realizes that this is the first time they’ve done this in the light. “Delilah,” they say, very softly. Their lips brush her nipple on every syllable.

			Delilah swallows, threading her fingers through their hair. “Please.”

			She doesn’t know what she’s asking for. The other night had been all instinct, motion, and momentum, bodies coming together because they couldn’t imagine anything else. This—this feels intentional. The warmth gathering between her legs is as much from the way they’re looking at her, all heat and desire, as from their mouth on her skin. She parts her thighs, and Emmett slides between them like it’s all they could possibly want. The added weight of their body against the fingers already stroking over her sends a throb of pleasure zinging up her spine, and Delilah tightens her grip on their curls. “Emmett.”

			“Here?” Another pass of their fingertips, the sensation both too much and not enough with lace and cotton in the way. “Should I—”

			“Yes.”

			They sit up and slide the underwear over her legs, throwing it away from the bed without a glance, the most dismissive motion she’s ever seen them make, and she laughs despite herself. Emmett’s mouth quirks in a grin as she drags them back to her, pausing only to worm their shirt over their shoulders before she kisses them again. They shudder against her when she runs her hands over their shoulders and back, skimming along the edges of the rough patches of stone breaking through the smoothness of their skin. It makes them gasp, and she pauses. “Is this hurting you?”

			“No.” They sound breathless, but not in pain. “Just—sensitive.”

			She does it again. They muffle a whimper against her jaw. “Oh,” she murmurs. “But you like it?”

			“I…” They shiver, rocking against her. “I don’t know. It’s new. Delilah, I want—”

			“Anything,” she tells them, and means it.

			Emmett kisses the spot just under the hinge of her jaw that always makes her breathless. They reach between her legs again, and this time it’s just skin on skin, their fingers dipping inside her, and the room fills with the wet, slick-sweet sounds of Delilah’s rising pleasure, coupled with her gasps and moans and panted encouragement. When they slide down her body and replace their fingers with their tongue, she gives up and cries out, arching up against their mouth and digging her hands into their hair so hard she’s sure it must hurt, but all they do is kiss a groan into her clit and keep going.

			She comes like that—once, fast and writhing, and then again, a slower, cresting wave that almost drowns her when it crashes down. Emmett comes willingly when she reaches for them to bring them up to kiss her, their face as wet and slick and messy as she feels, and she licks her way into their mouth. “You sweetheart,” she whispers. “You absolute—let me touch you?”

			They’re trembling all over, body taut as an overtightened guitar string that still manages a perfect sound. Delilah reaches for their waistband, finds the button already undone, and shoves at the fabric until Emmett squirms their way out of their pants and underwear, then lets Delilah roll them onto their back. They stare up at her, with wonder and wanting, and Delilah kisses them as she runs her hands down their body, mapping every dip and curve, every rough stretch of exposed stone.

			She has no idea what she’ll find when her fingers cross that last unspoken boundary, but it doesn’t matter—all she wants is to take them to the same heights she just reached, and she has enough experience to do that no matter what shape their body takes. Her hand encounters hot pressure, slick-soft skin, as perfect as she knew they would be, and when she coaxes them with movements both new and familiar, they fall apart under her touch.

			“Delilah—” Emmett’s voice is tight and high, her name like a prayer. “I—please, I don’t—”

			“I have you,” she whispers, pressing her lips to every inch of skin she can reach. One of their hands finds her free one, their fingers lacing tight. “You perfect, lovely thing. I’ve got you.”

			“Don’t let go.”

			“Never, sweetheart.” She kisses their hip, their inner thigh, and then lower, finding the hottest, sweetest parts of them. They arch under her. “I promise.”

			Emmett comes on a sob, and Delilah realizes they’re right—

			She’s never, ever felt as beautiful as this.

			
				This is a story about desire.

				In the story, you are you, or maybe you are me, or maybe you are someone neither of us have ever met. Maybe your body is like the one you have now. Maybe it isn’t. Maybe you are young, but maybe you are old.

				What matters is that this body, this place that holds your soul, has felt something. Maybe it’s warm, a sudden flush. Maybe the breath leaves your lungs, or maybe it’s filled them, for the first time. Maybe something fills you, or flows from you, within you, hot, pulsing, wet, new. Maybe you have been touched. Maybe you have reached out. Something sparks.

				This is the oldest story. But have you heard it told the way that sounds like you?

				—Always Here with Delilah Cohen and Iris Gold, season 1, episode 13: “Eden”
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				O my dove, in the clefts of the rock,

				in the crannies of the cliff,

				let me see your face, let me hear your voice,

				for your voice is sweet, and your face is lovely.

				—Song of Songs 2:14

			

		

	
		
			
				Track 23

				Delilah

			
			Text message from: Alex Stewart

			Thanks for the updated demos. Also for that clusterfuck of a voice note that was apparently supposed to be an explanation. Quick question: Are you seriously starting over AGAIN?

			Text message from: Alex Stewart

			Follow-up question: Have you absolutely lost your mind?

			Text message from: Iris Gold

			my love my love my love these photos are so pretty and those lyrics are so pretty and also, from the bottom of my heart: what the fuck are you doing???

			Text message to: Iris Gold

			You told me to have an adventure, I’m having an adventure.

			Text message to: Iris Gold

			Unrelated. You did that podcast episode about, like, queer paranoia and our inability to experience anything without waiting for the other shoe to drop. Can you send me your episode notes? There were a few lines I want to eyeball for some lyric stuff.

			Text message from: Iris Gold

			my girl, if that was supposed to reassure me, it did not work.

			“Is it supposed to be doing that?” Emmett asks.

			Delilah glances up from her notebook, pen scratching to a halt on a half-drafted stanza. She’s been half in a fugue state all day, ever since she woke up that morning well fucked and tangled up in Emmett’s arms. Her inner thighs are still sore from last night’s muscle spasms, aching pleasantly every time she shifts in the passenger seat. “What?”

			Emmett taps the dashboard. “Listen.”

			Delilah frowns and reaches over to pause the podcast. Iris’s voice abruptly cuts out, leaving behind just the whoosh of the highway flying past the windows. “I don’t—” She hears it then, an off-tempo clicking sound, somewhere between a rattle and a knock. “Ooh. Don’t like that. Are there any engine lights on?”

			Emmett peers down. “No.”

			“Then it’s probably fine.” Delilah wiggles around to get comfortable again, switching the foot she has tucked under the opposite thigh. “They definitely inspect these vans before they loan them out, and we’ve been driving pretty carefully.”

			“Are you sure?” There’s a hint of worry in Emmett’s voice, and it probably says something about the restorative power of multiple orgasms that Delilah barely feels a ripple in her own calm in response.

			“We’ll keep an eye on it, but I’m sure it’s nothing.” She sticks her pen through her ponytail and stretches, rolling her shoulders out. “How’s our timing?”

			“Another hour or so?”

			“Great.” She’s looking forward to their next destination, a clothing-optional land trust with natural hot springs. When Delilah had been planning the trip, she thought it would be a cute juxtaposition with the previous night’s clubbing experience. It’s just a stopping point in the drive between Denver and Santa Fe. They’re not staying overnight—but the fresh air and hot water will still be a welcome break from sitting in the van. “Maybe we should stay over,” she muses, propping one foot on the dashboard. “I don’t think we’re actually allowed to use the hot springs at night, but it’s probably so pretty.”

			Emmett shoots her a wry glance. “You weren’t so concerned about rule-following back at Starved Rock.”

			She brushes that away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Emmett laughs softly, and Delilah can’t help smiling, reaching across the center console to curl a hand over their shoulders, scratching gently at the short hair at the nape of their neck. She doesn’t bother hiding her grin when Emmett gives a pleased little shiver in return. “Are you gonna skinny-dip with me?”

			“Will there be other people there?”

			“Maybe? I know they limit the number of reservations, to protect the springs, but—oh,” she says, realization dawning. “Oh. Because they’d see.”

			Emmett nods, a muscle twitching in their jaw. Delilah watches them, cataloging the minute ways their expression shifts. It surprises her, a little, that she’s already come to understand when they’re leaning into the excuse of watching the road so that they don’t have to look at her.

			Last night Delilah had run her fingertips over almost every inch of Emmett’s body. She’d felt the rough places where skin gave way to the stone patches, which were so much larger than they’d seemed the last time she saw them. She’d felt the way they trembled when she traced the edges, the soft, hitching moan, something between pleasure and pain.

			Delilah had let herself focus on sensation and desire and the giddy delight of knowing she was the first person to ever take Emmett apart. But today the worry starts to creep back in. Emmett hasn’t had another of those strange dizzy spells—at least, not that they’d let her see—but she can tell they’re feeling something. They’re careful not to telegraph any indication of trouble, but Delilah, who has always loved watching people, caught the way Emmett put a hand out for balance when they climbed out of the van at a gas station, the way they keep rubbing the fingers of their right hand over their left arm (not just the forearm now, she realizes, but all the way up to their biceps), the way they shake their head every now and then, like they’re trying to dislodge something that’s not supposed to be there.

			Delilah would bet her life that Emmett wouldn’t stay behind the wheel if they thought there was even the slightest chance of doing Delilah any harm. The part of her that’s well aware of how much work she has to finish is grateful for that. But now that she’s paying attention, she can’t get her mind back to her lyrics, and it feels wrong to even try. She shifts around in her seat, studying them. “Are you feeling okay? Those patches still don’t hurt, right?”

			Emmett shakes their head. “No. It doesn’t hurt.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I can’t lie to you.”

			“You can loophole me,” she points out.

			“I can,” they agree. “But I’m not.” Delilah hmphs a disbelieving noise, and they chuckle. “I mean it. I feel—stiff, I suppose. For lack of a better word. It’s hard to describe.” They tilt their head toward her, and she catches the faint smile. “I don’t have your gift for language.”

			“Flattery will get you nowhere,” she says, and then promptly smacks a hand over her face at the rush of remembered heat, because flattery had gotten them plenty of places last night, the endless murmurs of you’re lovely, you lovely, oh, you beauty they’d traced into her core tipping her into shuddering spasms. And from the way Emmett’s smile tips into a smirk, they know it.

			If she keeps thinking about that—about how Emmett looked and sounded and felt—and pushes away her awareness of all the lies she’s telling them about what she’s actually pulling out of Jacob’s journals versus what she told Emmett she was looking for, maybe she won’t feel so sickly guilty. “Okay, smart-ass. I can’t believe I thought you were such a nice, innocent boy when I picked you up.”

			“Zero for three,” Emmett says, almost cheerfully, and takes their exit without a single reminder.

			Delilah memorized the park map in advance of the trip, planning out which pond she wanted to visit, plus second and third choices if there turned out to be crowds. Once Roscoe is safely installed in the parking area, Delilah takes two minutes to check her mental map against the one she printed and stuffed into her travel binder, then leads the way along the path, Emmett’s fingers loosely twined with hers. The air is chilly, but the promise of hot water is enough to keep her walking briskly, towel tucked under her free arm and a water bottle—strongly recommended by the check-in staff—dangling from one crooked finger. They pass a few other people on the trail, most with damp hair and ready grins, some wrapped in towels, one middle-aged couple contentedly nude, and Emmett’s cheeks are a delightful pink by the time they finish the short but steep hike up to the highest of the ponds.

			The view is as dazzling as the photos promised, stretching all the way out to the distant mountains. Delilah gives herself a few moments to just look at it, wondering how tall the Rockies must be if they look that large from so far away. One of her honorary aunts, a friend of her mother’s who grew up in Nevada, used to joke to Delilah that East Coasters wouldn’t know a real mountain if they tripped over it, and Delilah finds herself thinking that she might have been right.

			There’s another couple already in the water, two older white men, submerged to the shoulders, who give Delilah and Emmett friendly waves in greeting. One of them, maybe a little younger than his companion, has a large black bird holding a trans flag in its beak tattooed on his upper arm, and Delilah relaxes automatically at the sight of it. She waves back and introduces herself and Emmett as she sheds her clothing and shimmies into the water, gasping at the heat. After a moment’s hesitation, Emmett strips down to their long-sleeved henley and boxer briefs and sits down at the edge of the pool, letting their bare feet dangle in the water. Delilah half scoots, half swims her way over to lean back between their legs, resting her head against their thigh, and their fingers slip almost absentmindedly into her hair. She presses a quick kiss to their knee, a silent acknowledgment of I know how much courage that took, and I’m proud of you.

			Their soaking companions introduce themselves as Philip and Lee. “We’re on an anniversary trip,” Philip says with a grin when Delilah asks about their visit. The colors of his tattoo shine in the sun as he stretches an arm out of the water to lay it over Lee’s shoulders.

			“Congratulations,” Delilah says, not even feeling jealous, as she settles back into the comfortable heat of the water and the even more comfortable warmth of Emmett’s touch. “How long?”

			“Twenty-five years. Ten years legally, but who counts from that, really?” Philip says, leaning over to drop a kiss on Lee’s cheek. Lee shoots him an affectionate smile. “We came here for our honeymoon after we officially tied the knot, though, and we’ve been coming back every year since.”

			Delilah whistles. “That’s a fun tradition,” she says. “This is our first time—has it changed much?”

			Philip launches into a story of their first visit. They had come straight from a three-day wedding weekend in Palm Springs and were still covered in a not-insignificant amount of glitter. Apparently they’d had to delay their first soak in the springs because of the multiple showers they’d needed—“Well,” Philip says, waggling his eyebrows, “maybe needed is a strong way to put it”—before they’d gotten rid of enough of it that the attendants had let them in.

			Listening to Philip’s cheerful chatter as he regales them with stories of their visits to the springs over the years, Delilah can’t help thinking of Joyce, from the queer campground back in Michigan. Lee, in contrast, has a gentler energy that’s very much like Megan’s, warm and steadying and calm.

			It’s not quite the quiet, romantic soak Delilah had planned, but she finds that she doesn’t mind, that she’s more than content to listen to ridiculous stories and let the water ease the stiffness out of her muscles, Emmett’s skin under her cheek, their fingers stroking lazily through her hair.

			When Lee’s skin hits a shade of pink that Philip seems to decide signals too much time in the hot water, he bullies his husband out of the pool and wraps him in a large rainbow-printed towel, giving Delilah a wink and telling them to enjoy the water as he nudges Lee down the path. Lee shoots them a wry, amused look over his shoulder, waving goodbye, and Delilah waves back, biting back a giggle. “Well,” she says. “They were fun.”

			“They were,” Emmett agrees. “They remind me of—”

			“Joyce and Megan?”

			Emmett laughs softly. “How did you know?”

			“I was thinking the same thing.” Delilah cranes her head back to look up at them. “It’s just the two of us now,” she says. “Sure you don’t want to come in?” Emmett’s fingers go still against her hair, and Delilah catches their hand. “Or not. Just a suggestion. But the water’s really nice, and it might help.”

			“I told you nothing hurts,” Emmett protests.

			“You told me you felt stiff too.” She squeezes their hand. “I can close my eyes, if you don’t want me to see.”

			“It’s nothing you didn’t see already,” they say, but they seem to come to a decision all the same. Emmett gently disentangles their fingers from hers, then reaches down for the hem of their shirt and pulls it up and over their head.

			Delilah’s brief distraction at the grace of the movement is tempered by a sharp twist of worry. The patches of stone seem to have grown even more since last night, spreading to almost fully cover the entire left side of their body from hip to shoulder, curving over their ribs and around their back. There’s a matching stretch of stone around their arm, twisting from forearm to biceps like someone tried to peel away a strip of skin, ending at the edge of their collarbone. Delilah sucks in a breath, but before she can reach out to touch them, Emmett slides into the water.

			“Oh,” they say, sounding surprised. “That is nice.”

			Delilah swallows once, and then again. “Emmett.”

			They close their eyes briefly, then tilt their face to look at her. Their eyes reflect the slight ripples of the water, and it makes it harder to read the emotions there. “Don’t,” they say quietly. “It’s all right.”

			“It’s really not.”

			Emmett shakes their head. “There’s nothing to do about it.”

			“Don’t say that.” Delilah gropes under the water, trying to find their hand. She flinches when her hand touches rough stone instead of smooth skin, then steels herself and follows the line of their arm until she finds their fingers, twisting her own through them. “I’m going to figure something out, okay?”

			The smile they give her is soft and just a bit patronizing. She feels almost nauseous with guilt, because she can almost hear what they’re thinking—All that time spent looking at those books and you haven’t figured anything out yet? Don’t you think it’s time to stop?

			Except she hasn’t been looking at the journals, not the way they think she has. Instead, she’s been mining their stories because her own aren’t worth turning into anything anyone would want to listen to, let alone pay for. Delilah’s story is heartbreak and mania and the tempting lure of a suicide drop, but Emmett’s is mysticism and mystery and tragedy, family and loyalty, the unknowable magic of what makes a soul.

			She’ll do better. She has to do better. You can live to hate me, she thinks, and I don’t know how I’m going to pull it off, but you’re going to live.

			“I won’t give up if you won’t,” Delilah says, trying to channel Alex’s steady surety, her no-nonsense, don’t you argue with me confidence.

			“You have an album to write,” Emmett reminds her.

			As if she’s forgotten. “You let me worry about the album,” she says, because she’s worrying about it anyway and it’s not like she’s going to stop anytime soon. “You just…stay. Okay? Stay with me.”

			They look at her, their eyes soft and their expression even softer, and take their free hand out of the water, reaching with dripping fingers to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I’ll do my best.”

			Delilah lets out a breath. Ignores the way it tries to stick in her throat.

			“Okay,” she says. She lifts their joined hands to pull Emmett’s arm around her shoulders and slides closer to tuck herself against their side, bare skin pressed to stone. “Okay.”
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				Emmett

			
			In the end, they stay.

			It’s Delilah’s idea, and it catches Emmett off guard. They know she’s been nervous about keeping to her timetable, staying perfectly on schedule to make it back to LA with enough time to finish whatever last-minute work she needs to do. Emmett has caught her chewing her lip as she studies her maps each morning. But when she suggests that they make a day of things at the hot springs and reserve a camper spot for the night, her tone is light.

			Which is how Emmett knows to be suspicious. “Why the change of plans?”

			Delilah leans up to kiss their cheek. “Because the hot water’s doing you good,” she says. “You look more relaxed.”

			They feel more relaxed. The aching stiffness in their joints has been getting harder to ignore. Spending last night in a real bed hadn’t done anything to make it better—if anything, the patches of stone breaking through their skin had only spread farther while they slept, curled naked around Delilah, feeling warm for the first time in days.

			“It is helping,” they admit. “But what about—”

			Delilah chooses that moment to pull herself out of the pool, and Emmett is momentarily distracted by the way the sunlight glistens against her bare skin, the water running in rivulets over her breasts and the soft curve of her stomach and—

			“My eyes are up here.”

			Emmett snaps their gaze up, flushing with a mix of embarrassment and shame, only to find Delilah’s lips twitching in amusement. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be.” She grins, twisting her hair into a messy braid and letting it dangle over her shoulder as she picks up her towel. “This is great for my ego. I’m going to go down and get us a spot and move Roscoe over. You stay up here.” Emmett opens their mouth to protest, but she reaches down to cover their mouth. “Shush. It’s good for you. Just put your head back and look at the clouds and enjoy the water and think about all the nice things we can do with an extra night out here.”

			Dressed, she swoops down to replace her hand on Emmett’s mouth with her lips, giving them a quick, almost casual kiss that still sends their head spinning. Then she’s off down the path with her bag over her shoulder before Emmett can even begin to come up with an answer.

			They feel, not for the first time, like they’ve been swept up in a cyclone, spun around until they can’t tell up from down, and then put back on the ground with their insides mixed up and everything gone topsy-turvy. After a lifetime of stern orders and rigid routines, Emmett finds themself leaning into the twisting whirlwind of it, eager to see where they’ll land next.

			Where Delilah will take them next, Emmett amends, following instructions almost automatically as they stretch their head back to rest it against the smooth stones lining the edge of the pool. The place where the water meets the air feels cool and comfortable against their skin, and they close their eyes, relaxing into the sensation.

			Thinking of Delilah sends a shiver down their spine, the heat of the water no match for the memory of Delilah’s hands on their skin.

			Last night had been different. Still new, still strange, still so impossible Emmett keeps thinking they dreamed it. Delilah was the same, lovely and eager and responsive. It was Emmett who’d changed, Emmett who’d felt more daring, more confident than they ever believed they could be. It was Emmett who had leaned into every new pleasure Delilah offered them, Emmett who had even stretched back through the centuries of memories woven through their soul and their nerves and the cracking stone of their body until they found the knowledge Jacob would have hated for them to ever touch, and then put every bit of it to use.

			They’d felt bold. Powerful. Free.

			But afraid too. Because the more they let Delilah in, the more secrets they let her uncover, the more she takes each new piece of Emmett and cups it in her hands like a tiny spark she can tend and nurture and coax into a blazing fire, the harder it’s going to be when they have to leave her behind.

			And they will. They know it, deep in their bones—or whatever they might have instead. Delilah is trying, and they’ll love her for that until the moment the breath goes out of them for good, but if there had been anything groundbreaking to be found in Jacob’s journals, Jacob never would have let Emmett take them.

			Or maybe he didn’t know, says a hopeful little voice in the back of their mind, sounding suspiciously like Ruth. Maybe he didn’t read deeply enough to find out. Maybe—honestly, Emmett, probably—he didn’t think you’d ever dare to actually look.

			Emmett laughs in spite of themself, tilting their head even farther back, letting the water lap against their collarbone. Possibly the worst part of all of this, they think, is that they’ll never know what Ruth might have done if she’d known sooner. Or what she could still do if they hadn’t had to leave.

			The soft crunch of footsteps on the dirt path shakes them gently out of their thoughts. Emmett is halfway to reaching back for their shirt before Delilah calls their name, and they relax back into the water as she comes into view. The sun is a little lower in the sky than it had been, late afternoon just starting to tip toward sunset, and the earliest tints of pink and orange in the sky glint off the subtle highlights in her dark hair.

			“Oh, good,” she says, putting her bag down and shimmying back out of her clothes. “I was worried you might have gotten swarmed while I was gone and I’d find you covered in a bunch of new friends.”

			“Not likely.” Emmett squints up at her until she laughs and rummages around in her backpack for the spare sunglasses she keeps lending them, bending down to slide them gently onto Emmett’s nose. “Did you get everything organized?”

			“Sure did.” Delilah slides back into the water with a shiver of pleasure, scooting closer until she’s pressed herself flush against Emmett’s side. “One campsite, all hooked up. I even folded out the bed for us so it’s ready when we go back down.”

			She waggles her eyebrows at them as she says it, and Emmett bites back a smile. “Is that how it is?”

			Delilah draws back, uncertainty flickering in her eyes. “I mean—” She catches their face and pouts. “Oh, very funny.” She peers down the path, assessing, and then worms her way back into Emmett’s lap. She slips slightly in the water, and Emmett catches her hips to steady her, only for her grin to make it clear she hadn’t been sliding at all. “Hi.”

			“Hello.” Emmett is vaguely aware that they’ve started drawing circles on Delilah’s bare skin with their thumbs, and can’t bring themself to stop.

			“What’s on your mind?” She smooths their hair back, and Emmett tilts their head into her palm. “You look thoughtful.”

			There are a hundred answers Emmett could probably give her. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve never felt anything like this. I’m afraid of how much I like this. I’m afraid of how much I like you. I’m afraid of how fast this is happening. I don’t know what any of this means. I’m hurting so much more than I was before, and I’m scared that we’re running out of time. I’m afraid you’ll hate me when I go, but I’m too scared you’ll stop trying to save me if I tell you. I want every minute we can have together. I wish there could have been more of them.

			A hundred possible answers, all of them true enough that they could share them without stumbling.

			But only one that matters.

			“You,” Emmett says, with perfect truth, and draws her down for a kiss.
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				Wherever there are people, there’s art, and wherever there’s art, there’s queer art. Our stories, our voices, our love.

				If the art is there, so are we—in our eroticism, in our desires, in our defiance. We’re on Greek amphoras, frotting with our cocks out. We’re in Ming dynasty illustrations of an emperor cutting the sleeve off his robe to keep from waking his sleeping lover. We’re in paintings on the walls of the shared tomb of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep, laid to rest together in 2380 BCE. In Simeon Solomon’s watercolor of Sappho embracing Erinna. In Ustad Ruknuddin’s depictions of women in the zenana, caught in their own world. In Michelangelo’s Genius of Victory, the artist sculpting himself between his lover’s legs.

				But just as meaningful, just as worthy of preservation, are those smaller, more personal works of art: in the photo booth strips kept folded and tucked into wallets until the luster cracks and fades, in messages scrawled on bathroom walls, in the drawings a kindergartener makes of her family, two moms and a cat and a baby and herself.

				Your story is art. You are art. And you are worth keeping.

				—Always Here with Iris Gold, season 3, episode 2: “Galleries”

			

			In Santa Fe, they park Roscoe on Canyon Road and spend the late afternoon and early evening meandering through art galleries.

			Visual art was always Sam’s thing more than Delilah’s. She had an eye for emerging artists, and more than once snapped up an early piece from a painter or photographer whose later works sold for millions. She’d grown up in houses that were practically art galleries themselves.

			Delilah, on the other hand, grew up in an apartment where her mother framed Delilah’s kindergarten finger paintings, couldn’t resist stopping at every single yard sale (“just in case”), and treated visiting flea markets and kitschy local art festivals like a religious practice. The apartment Delilah furnished for herself when she first moved to LA had been done in what she lovingly called “Howl’s Moving Castle Chic”—if people coming over didn’t wonder if she was an eclectic magician with a sense of humor and love of throw pillows, then she’d done something wrong.

			This stretch of road has over eighty galleries within half a mile. Sam had been convinced that she’d find at least one artist who would finally convince Delilah that there was a difference between art and art.

			When Delilah had been remapping the trip, she’d been tempted to cross Santa Fe off the itinerary. The prospect of looking at all that art while knowing she was probably only a few days away from having to deal with the reality of decorating a new apartment from scratch made her nauseous. If they kept going, they could skip Santa Fe altogether, drive straight through to Albuquerque and then head into the last leg of the trip out to Los Angeles.

			But then it would be over, and Delilah wasn’t done. Not done with the songs she needed to write, not done with the album she needed to finish—

			Not done with Emmett.

			So she’d casually mentioned the Santa Fe galleries, and then watched as Emmett’s eyes lit up at her description, watched them start all but bouncing in the driver’s seat with excitement as they got closer, watched them almost dive out of the car when they finally parked.

			“You could bring your sketchbook if you wanted,” Delilah says as she joins them, fixing her hair and stretching out her fingers from where they’ve been cramped around her pen. “In case you want to draw any of the sculptures or anything.”

			Emmett’s face, already full of eager anticipation, somehow gets even brighter. “Are you sure?”

			She’d thought that Emmett couldn’t look any lovelier than when they were between her legs, but seeing them like this—wide-eyed and wondering, delighted and unselfconscious—might be even sweeter. “Of course.”

			They dig their backpack out of the van and sling it over their shoulder. Delilah links her arm through theirs, refusing to think too hard about the spreading stone beneath the fabric of their sleeve, and lets them take the lead.

			Emmett doesn’t have Sam’s long-honed instincts for hidden gems or her encyclopedic knowledge of art movements. But they make up for it with their usual wide-eyed wonder that makes Delilah wish—to her own surprise—that they had more time to spend here. Emmett could probably happily spend days walking up and down this street, she thinks, watching them peer closely at a twisting sculpture made of glass and metal and glittering gemstones. Delilah’s never been the kind of person to sit in an art museum for hours at a time, but she now wants to take Emmett on a tour of every museum in LA just to watch them enjoy them.

			She tries to ignore the creeping fingers of anxiety that make their way around her neck. Surrounded by all this strange, beautiful, incomprehensible art, her own feels insubstantial and half-formed. She’s written more in the past few days than she has in months, but all that music feels intangible now. Impermanent.

			Fake.

			She stares at the sculpture in front of her, of a woman twisted into a posture of hair-clutching despair, cast in bronze and threaded through with gold, filament-thin cracks running across her body like the path of an electric shock. The face is hidden, but Delilah wonders if it looks like she feels—held together with nothing more than spit and a prayer.

			God, what is she doing? What was she thinking? There’s no way she pulls off this album, no universe where she wrangles together anything worth listening to in this amount of time, with this amount of mess in her head, no matter whose story she steals or what feelings she forces herself not to crush into desperate, panic-stricken submission.

			This is the point where she knows—she knows—that she should admit defeat.

			One phone call to Alex, and she can stop. Take a break. Focus on doing what she told Emmett she’s been doing—finding a way to get them out of this Final Destination bullshit. She may not have ever met Jacob—probably a good thing, since she’d love very much to kick him in the kneecaps—but she’s sure that there’s something in the man’s obsessive, feverishly righteous notes that can undo even a deathbed order. He was simply too hell-bent on control to ever do something that he couldn’t undo. And if Jacob could undo it, well, why the fuck couldn’t Delilah?

			One call. Even just one text message, so she wouldn’t have to hear the disappointment in Alex’s voice.

			And yet. And yet.

			A soft touch to the small of her back nearly startles her out of her skin. “Sorry,” Emmett murmurs, soothing her like she’s a spooked horse at risk of bolting. “Are you all right? You’ve been staring into nothing for the past five minutes.”

			“I—” Delilah closes her eyes. She has a sudden wild, dizzying desire to wrap herself around the sculpture, tuck her face into the gold-laced shoulder, and stay there until she’s absorbed into it, turned to metal and light the way Emmett’s turning to stone. To cease to have to do, to think, to be.

			“Delilah?”

			“I’m fine.” She waits until the smile on her face feels real and then turns, catching Emmett’s hand as it falls from her back and squeezing it. “Zoned out. Are you ready to go on to the next place? There’s a jewelry store I want to check out—I said I’d bring my mom a souvenir.”

			Emmett studies her. Delilah studies them right back. Do they look paler today, despite the hours they’ve spent in the sun? Is there sweat at their temples, or is that just a trick of the light?

			Is she looking for a way to help, or trying to convince herself that they’re already too far gone so that she doesn’t have to let them down?

			“Delilah,” Emmett says again. Storm-cloud eyes, deep enough to drown in, fixed on Delilah like they can see right into the core of her, the messy, twisted, despairing thing she calls a soul. “What’s going on?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Delilah—”

			“Nothing,” she snaps. “I’m just—I’m stressed, okay? I’m under a little pressure, in case you forgot.”

			Emmett flinches, dropping her hand. “Of course I noticed. I—do you want to find a hotel? Or…I don’t know where you planned to stay tonight. But if you need to work, we can—we didn’t need to stay here this long.”

			It’s like watching a flower wilt in real time. One sharp sentence, and Delilah has undone the last week of slowly growing confidence, the gentle blooming of Emmett’s personality cut off so abruptly that Delilah might as well have shoved them out of Roscoe in the middle of the highway going seventy miles an hour. Fuck.

			Delilah exhales hard. “Sorry.”

			“Don’t be.” Emmett smiles at her, and it looks about as real as Delilah’s feels, which is to say, not even slightly. “Come on, let’s get back to the van. Or did you want to stop at that jewelry store? We passed one that had some really lovely pendants in the window.”

			They hold out a hand for hers again, like it’s nothing.

			All the skill she has with words, and her tongue feels like a sad lump in her mouth. I’m better in verse, she used to say to Sam, when she’d struggle to make her thoughts and feelings make sense to someone else. She’d end up spiraling half the time, and those were the moments when she’d loved Sam the most, because Sam would draw her in and kiss her hair and say, It’s okay, it doesn’t have to make sense, it’s okay, and she’d say it so gently that Delilah would even believe her.

			Delilah wishes she hadn’t. She wishes Sam had pushed her until she’d had to sort her thoughts out, because then she wouldn’t be standing here now, full of confessions and apologies she doesn’t know how to turn into words. She wishes her immediate response to feeling guilty about something wasn’t to dig in her heels and double down. She wishes she knew how to acknowledge she’s done something wrong without turning it into self-centered misery that comes out manipulative and self-serving even when she’s trying, for once, to be anything but.

			Emmett wiggles their fingers, expectant. “Coming?”

			I’ll write it down, Delilah thinks. I’ll put it in writing, and give it to them, and it will make sense, and maybe they’ll even forgive me.

			Delilah takes Emmett’s hand and lets them lead her away.
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			It all goes to hell halfway between Phoenix and LA.

			Delilah salvages Santa Fe through the transformative power of Xanax and a weed gummy she finds in a plastic bag stashed in the bottom of her backpack, downing both in the bathroom of the rooftop cocktail bar she found for dinner and then coming back to the table to finish a margarita the size of her head. By the time they leave the restaurant, she’s loose-limbed and happy again, tucking herself into Emmett’s side, the one that’s still warm skin when she slips a hand under their shirt, just to see if she can. Emmett walks her back to Roscoe with a hint of tension under their chivalrous amusement, keeping a steadying hold on Delilah’s waist as they follow her directions to their hotel. Delilah leans into them all the way through check-in, and pulls them into bed with her when they finally make it up to the room.

			Emmett must taste enough tequila on her tongue to know that her good mood is chemical, because they resist all of her attempts to coax them into anything more than kissing, but they do kiss her, and kiss her, and kiss her, and Delilah feels forgiveness in it.

			Forgiveness for her sharp words, which isn’t what she needs forgiveness for. But it’s something.

			It makes her think that maybe she’ll get the real thing, when she grows a spine and comes clean.

			Which she’ll do, she promises herself as she drifts off to sleep. In the morning.

			She doesn’t do it in the morning, because Morning Delilah isn’t any braver than Midnight Delilah. She wonders what happened to the girl who invited a perfect stranger along on a honeymoon road trip and hates that she has to admit that that girl didn’t care what happened next, and the girl she is now cares—

			Cares too fucking much.

			So she keeps her mouth shut and her smile bright and curls up in Roscoe’s passenger seat. The miles of highway slide past her like a hot knife through butter, and she lets it pass, trusting Emmett to get them where they need to be.

			They spend the night just outside of Phoenix at a campground where Delilah passes out nearly as soon as her head hits the pillow. In the morning, they get breakfast in the city at a hole-in-the-wall diner that serves the best hash browns Delilah’s ever eaten in her life. She downs two and a half cups of coffee, gently bullies Emmett into sharing a giant cinnamon roll with her, kisses the remnants of icing off their lips in the parking lot, and refuses to think about how today is the start of their last full twenty-four hours together.

			And then, because Delilah’s life is a joke and she is the punch line, Roscoe breaks down.

			It starts with the clicking sound Emmett had noticed in Colorado, the off-and-on clattering Delilah had started to tune out. It comes and goes over the course of the morning, a bit louder each time it starts up again, but all the indicators look normal when Delilah peers over to look at the dashboard, and Emmett reports that Roscoe still handles as well as ever.

			“We’re close enough to LA that we can probably just tell the rental company about it,” Delilah says as she sits back in her seat after the third time it happens, because she’s never learned not to tempt fate. “I’m sure it’s—”

			The engine sputters, makes a horrible ka-thunk, and dies.

			A horn blares behind them, and Delilah realizes with a startled yelp that Roscoe is rapidly losing speed, slowing to a crawl in the middle of a seventy-mile-per-hour zone. “Jesus fuck,” she says, scrambling to try to reach the hazard lights, but Emmett is faster. They turn them on and throw Roscoe into neutral, then coast to the shoulder of the highway until they slide to a stop. When Emmett turns the key in the ignition, the engine whines briefly, makes a sound like a dying cat, and then cuts off altogether. When Emmett tries again, nothing happens.

			Iris’s voice is still speaking pleasantly through the Bluetooth, telling a story about love letters as a form of queer history. Delilah finds her phone, which had flown off her lap when the car lurched, and turns it off. It takes her three tries.

			Silence falls between them, broken only by the sharp whoosh of other cars flying past them. Finally, Emmett clears their throat. “Are you okay?”

			“No,” Delilah says, a little hysterically. “What the fuck just happened?” Emmett opens their mouth, and Delilah shakes her head. “No, that’s a stupid question, don’t answer that, obviously we—fuck. Where are we?”

			Emmett cranes their neck to look out the window, but there are no mile markers in sight. “The last sign I remember was for Joshua Tree.” They give her a worried look. “That’s not so far from Los Angeles, right?”

			Delilah rubs her eyes. “It’s—I don’t know, three hours?” Close enough that she could call Alex to come out and get them, not that it wouldn’t be the most humiliating thing on the planet. “God, I am so stupid. Why didn’t I just get the engine checked when you first pointed it out? I should’ve—”

			“Hey,” Emmett says. “It’s okay.”

			“It’s not.” Her chest feels tight. She wishes she hadn’t wasted that weed gummy back in Santa Fe, because she could use it now.

			“It is.” A warm hand settles over the back of her neck, squeezing gently. “We’ll call someone, they’ll come get the van, we’ll find another ride back to LA. You’ll still be able to finish your album.”

			“It’s not about the album,” Delilah snaps, and then immediately regrets it when Emmett’s hand tenses, then starts to draw away. She grabs for it. “Sorry. I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m taking this out on you, I’m—”

			“Take a breath.”

			She’s startled enough by the firm steel in Emmett’s voice that she does, gulping in air.

			“Good. Another one. Slower than that.”

			Feeling hot with humiliation, Delilah hiccups her way through five minutes of deep breathing exercises.

			She wants a cigarette so badly her fingers twitch toward her backpack before she clenches them into fists. Emmett carefully pries them open before she can dig her nails into her palms hard enough to draw blood, so she grabs their hands instead. Her grip is too tight, probably, but they don’t so much as flinch.

			“Sorry,” she says, when she can manage words again. “I’m sorry.”

			Emmett flexes their fingers in hers. Reluctantly, Delilah loosens her grasp enough that they can slip one hand free, but they don’t go far, just reach to stroke her hair back from her sweaty face. “Why? Did you sabotage the van when I wasn’t looking?”

			It’s a joke, and she knows it, but Delilah squeezes her eyes shut again all the same.

			“No,” she whispers, miserable. “I didn’t sabotage the van.”

			Emmett’s quiet for a moment. “Did you sabotage something else?”

			Delilah drags in another breath, then picks her head up. “I didn’t find a way to get you out of it.” Emmett gives her a bewildered look, and Delilah puts her free hand on their chest, where she knows that, under their shirt, the stone has spread up to their sternum, scant inches away from their throat. “I didn’t find a way to save you.”

			“Oh.” Emmett’s expression softens. “Delilah, that’s—” They smile, but it’s small, sad, so close to pitying that Delilah feels sick. “I didn’t really think you would.”

			“You don’t understand,” she says, her throat tight. “Emmett, I didn’t even—I wasn’t even—”

			“It’s okay.”

			Something in Emmett’s voice makes Delilah look at them. Really look at them. They’re leaning across the center console to hold on to her, and this close, she can see the faintest lines of strain around their eyes, the slightly grayish tinge to their skin.

			She looks at them, and she sees, and she knows.

			“You’ve already given up.”

			Emmett sits back, letting their hands drop away. Delilah feels cold without the touch. They turn away from her, looking out through the windshield, and there’s a patch of stone peeking out of the collar of their shirt, spreading even as she stares at them, creeping upward until it’s high enough to touch the pulse at their throat. “I’ve been getting tired,” they say quietly. They brush their fingers over the climbing stone, swallow visibly, and shake their head. “It was always a long shot, Delilah. And it’s beautiful out here, isn’t it? You can call someone, get them to pick you up out here, and I can—I can stay. I can stay here.”

			They don’t sound sad. They don’t sound resigned.

			“So—what?” It comes out as a bark, sharp and bitchy and mean, and she hates herself for it. “You get to go off into the sunset and die, and I have to keep showing up and working and—” Living, she wants to say. “Were you even going to tell me? Or was I just going to wake up and find you—”

			“No,” Emmett says. They reach for her, but she draws back, and they freeze in place. “Delilah, no, of course not. I would—” They wince, but say, “I would have left, before that happened. I wouldn’t have made you see.”

			“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

			Emmett flinches. “Wouldn’t it?”

			It suddenly feels absurd to be doing this in the van, still wearing her seat belt. Delilah unbuckles and shoves her door open, all but falling out onto the road. Her feet tingle when they meet the ground, radiating pins and needles from being curled under her legs for so long. She stumbles away from Roscoe, away from the highway, barely keeping her footing, gravel and sand crunching under her shoes. Everything around them is patchy grass and brush and seemingly endless desert, and Delilah stares out at the horizon like it holds all the answers to every question she’s too afraid to ask.

			Emmett’s door opens and closes. They don’t say anything, but Delilah feels them behind her.

			She says, without opening her eyes, “I stole your story.”

			Silence. A car flies past them, close enough to the shoulder that the wind whips Delilah’s hair into her face. She pulls her cardigan more tightly around her.

			At last, Emmett says, “What do you mean?”

			Delilah chews the inside of her cheek until she tastes copper, then goes back to the van. She opens the passenger side door, pulls out her songwriting journal, and pushes it into Emmett’s hands, keeping her gaze firmly on the ground so that she doesn’t have to see the look on their face. “See for yourself.”

			She turns away before they can say anything. Reaching back into the car for her backpack, she leans back against Roscoe’s bumper. She unzips the front pocket and digs around for the pack of cigarettes she bought the first day of the trip, before Emmett changed everything, and lights one with shaking hands. The smoke is acrid, and she coughs once, out of practice.

			She doesn’t know how much time passes before the bumper creaks, Emmett adding their leaning weight to hers. Delilah pointedly doesn’t face them. “Those things’ll kill you.”

			Earlier, she thought she’d heard tension in their voice. She could almost laugh. This is tension. More than that—it’s a coiled spring of anger, held tightly back. Delilah exhales smoke. “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”

			“Delilah.”

			She bites her lip and doesn’t reply.

			“You lied to me.”

			She closes her eyes, swallowing. Three drags in, and her throat already hurts. “I know.”

			“You promised you’d—” Emmett draws in a shaking breath, lets it go. Their knuckles are white where their hands rest on their knees. “I don’t care that you weren’t looking for a way to stop this. But you said you’d keep it a secret. You promised me.”

			“I know.”

			“Then, why—”

			“Because it was a good story, okay?” Delilah gives up on not looking at them, twists around so that she can meet their eyes with a glare, as if she’s got any right to be angry. “Because the only story I had going for me was being the sad fat femme from nothing who somehow still managed to get the girl, and then the girl got smart enough to realize I wasn’t worth sticking around for. Nobody needs another angsty breakup album, I don’t care how much people say that gay misery still sells because people hate the idea of us being happy, and I’m not good enough to somehow make that story something nobody’s heard before. But then there you were, all magic and mystery and tragedy and fate and free will, and that shit does sell, if you can put the words together the right way. And that’s the only thing I’ve ever been good at.”

			She waits for the anger, the absolutely justified hurt at the way she’d betrayed their trust. And for a brief, almost gratifying moment, she sees it: a flash of fury in their eyes, a tightening in their brow, a narrowing of their lips.

			But as quickly as the expression comes, it drains away. As they look at her, Emmett just looks tired, the kind of bone-deep emotional weariness Delilah recognizes all too well. It’s a look that says, I didn’t expect anything, but you still let me down. She tightens her grip on the cigarette until it snaps in half. She catches the burning end in her lap and pinches it off, not flinching at the sharp heat. “Are you going to say anything?”

			Emmett shakes their head. “What do you want me to say?”

			“I don’t know.” She contemplates lighting the remaining half of the cigarette, then shoves it into the pocket of her cardigan instead. “That I fucked up. That I’m an asshole.”

			“Why do you need me to say it, then?”

			Delilah clenches her hands into fists inside her pockets, digging her fingernails into her palms hard enough to sting. “Will you just get angry?”

			Emmett’s eyes darken again, the lines of tension around their mouth tightening to something pale, and Delilah thinks, Good. “Why? It’s not enough for you to hate yourself? You need me to do it too?”

			Delilah flinches.

			“You don’t believe in your own story, your own voice, so you took mine. Fine. It’s done.” Emmett turns away. “I’m not going to yell at you just so you can get another dose of self-flagellation. It’s my fault for thinking you saw me as something—as someone real.”

			“Emmett, no.” Delilah sounds as horrified as she feels. “That was never—That’s not what this was about. You have to believe me.”

			“No, I don’t.” They look back at her, sharply now. “I don’t take orders from you. I get to say that much.”

			Delilah finds the part of her cheek she bit earlier and worries at it with her tongue until it hurts again. “I didn’t mean—I wasn’t going to say that.”

			“It doesn’t matter.” They rub their chest with a shaking hand, pressing against their sternum. They look so, so tired. “It’s done, Delilah.” Their lips twitch, the barest hint of a bitter smile. “Maybe it’ll even sell.”

			“I’m not going to sell it,” she says. Too little, too late, and she knows it, but—“I’ll tell Alex to delete the demos I sent her. Okay? I’ll—I can fix this. Just—”

			“Don’t. You got what you wanted, didn’t you? You might as well make the most of it.”

			She feels sick. “Emmett…”

			They shake their head. “Leave it.”

			For some reason, it’s the defeat in their voice that makes her temper flare again. “Fine,” she snaps. “What are you waiting for, then? If you’re so ready to fuck off into the desert to die, just go. I’m not keeping you here.”

			Emmett gives her a hard, flat look. “I’m not leaving you on the side of the road.”

			“Because you’ll do such a good job protecting my virtue when you turn into a statue?” She pulls her hands out of her pockets and crosses her arms, lifting her chin with as much defiance as she can muster. “I can get a tow out here in an hour. I don’t need you to babysit me.”

			“Don’t you?”

			Delilah grits her teeth. “No.”

			Emmett’s eyes narrow. Delilah holds their gaze. Nothing’s ever made her more successful at fighting her suicidal impulses than spite.

			For a long moment, she thinks Emmett will put their foot down. But there’s only exhaustion in their expression as their shoulders slump. “Fine.”

			Emmett pushes away from the bumper and lets Delilah’s notebook slide to the ground. She picks it up, curling around it protectively, as Emmett slides the door open to retrieve their jacket and backpack, shrugging into the former and slinging the latter over their shoulder. They reach into their coat pocket and withdraw Delilah’s sunglasses, holding them out to her. “Here.”

			She shakes her head. “Keep them.”

			They give her a bewildered look, confusion breaking through the dead-eyed resignation. “Why?”

			Delilah waves a hand at the endless landscape around them. “It’s bright out.”

			Emmett stares at her, then huffs out a breath and puts the glasses back in their pocket. “Thanks.”

			Don’t thank me, she wants to say. “Where are you going to go?”

			They shrug. “Does it matter?”

			“Emmett—” Her throat feels tight. She clutches the notebook. “I’m sorry.”

			The smile they give her is a pale shadow of the one she’s gotten so used to. Amazing how easy it is to get attached to something, and how quickly it can be taken away. “Good luck with the album, Delilah.”

			She wants to go after Emmett. Wants to beg Emmett to stay, to let her try again, to do it right this time. To give them the chance to live, even if it’s not with her, because she knows that at least they want to, and they deserve to at least try.

			Delilah forces herself to watch them walk away—not, as she’d expected, directly out and into the desert, but following the highway back the way they came. They move slowly, a little stiffly, as if each movement hurts, and she has to resist the impulse to run forward and brace their weight, to at least offer them a shoulder to lean on, to at least bear witness, so that they don’t have to do this alone.

			It’s one of the few things that ever stopped her, the fear of being alone.

			But they want to go, and she’s done enough damage. She watches, and watches, and watches, until they disappear over the crest of a hill and out of sight, and only then does she loosen her grip on her notebook and reach for her phone.

			She scrolls through her contacts until she reaches a number she should have deleted days ago, then sets it aside to light another cigarette. She takes a few fortifying drags, then hits the button to dial.

			“Hi, Sam,” she says. “I need you to come pick me up.”
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			Emmett feels the pull of the caves long before they reach them.

			They’re more stone than skin now, their body heavier, slower, tiring more easily. They had been eerily lucky to find a ride after only a few miles of stiff, plodding steps away from where they left Delilah. A battered, dirt-dusted SUV of cheerful hikers on their way to Sandstone Canyon had been willing enough to stop at a trail drop-off a few miles away. Emmett uses what’s left of the transformation energy they can muster to smooth away the patches of stone creeping up their neck and across one cheek, to be as unremarkable—as forgettable—as they can manage.

			“What’s another twenty minutes, right?” the driver, a bright-eyed young man who reminds Emmett almost overwhelmingly of Noah, says with a grin. “Are you sure you’re dressed for it, though? You’re looking a little under the weather. We could drop you somewhere a little more civilized.”

			“No, that’s okay.” Emmett musters a smile from somewhere, putting all their strength into making sure their face is still only a face, glad that they’ve pulled the collar of their jacket up to cover as much of their neck as they can. “This is where I need to go.”

			The driver shrugs. “Suit yourself,” he says. “Just don’t turn up on the news in a few weeks as a dead body, all right?”

			Emmett laughs. “I won’t,” they say, and they’re glad to know that it still feels true.

			The hikers are in good spirits, happy enough to have Emmett in the back seat next to their golden retriever, who seems delighted to have a companion. Emmett scratches the dog’s ears, grateful to be spending at least some of their last few hours giving this simple affection.

			They’re playing music that Emmett mostly doesn’t recognize, but they do their best to relax into it. At one point, one of Delilah and Sam’s songs comes on. Delilah’s voice sounds different like this, singing background harmony, the other singer’s voice nowhere near as powerful. Emmett wants to reach into the speakers, to tune the music until her voice is right again, front and center and true, the way it always should be. Instead, they tip their head against the dog’s fur and look out the window, trying to feel only gratitude, to brace themself for the remaining miles they’ll have to walk, to watch the sky for as long as they can.

			The driver lets Emmett out of the car with a friendly wave, wishing them luck, and doesn’t stay to watch them set off again. Emmett is grateful; they’ve had enough goodbyes to last a lifetime.

			If Noah or Ruth had been with them, Emmett would have taken time to point out the position of the sun, made sure they understood how to orient their direction without the need of a GPS. But they’re alone. There’s no one to show or to teach, so they adjust the strap of their backpack, take a few moments while they still have cellphone service to make a last phone call, and then set off down the sandy road.

			It’s long past sunset by the time they arrive at the caves, the first few miles of slow, unsteady steps eventually giving way to a smoother, almost urgent gait as the pull grew stronger and stronger. It calls to them now, like a siren, like part of their own soul reaching out across the desert, summoning them home. The pain and stiffness ease away, leaving behind a relief that buoys them every time they falter or think of turning back.

			The sky is clear, the moon full and heavy. Between the glow of moonlight, Emmett’s own night vision, and the seductive pull ahead, Emmett doesn’t need the flashlight in their backpack to find their way. Each step brings them closer, closer, until the space in front of them opens up into utter darkness.

			Emmett stops, looking down. The air drifting from the mouth is cool and ancient. The wind whistles around them, tossing their hair, but they don’t shiver. The chill they haven’t been able to shake for the past few days has given way to something syrupy and warm.

			They turn, looking back up at the sky. The stars are endless, brilliant swirls of light and color, distant galaxies and stellar nurseries, breathing life into the newest stars. Emmett thinks about another night sky, just as beautiful as this one; about the warmth of a body curled against theirs and the scent of jasmine shampoo; about a ready smile and a voice like honey and a capacity for both kindness and despair that still makes them dizzy to think about.

			About what it had been like, however briefly, to feel like someone real.

			About what it was like to lose that and become just a thing once more.

			Emmett catches that memory—the confusion, the bewilderment, the cracking of a heart they weren’t even sure they had—and holds it tight, using it to block out everything else: Joyce and Megan’s kindness and Phil and Lee’s stories; the kiss from the bookshop girl in Philadelphia and the glittering laughter of the drag queens in Pittsburgh; a roomful of strangers creating magic in Cleveland; the gentle murmur of a distant friend through Roscoe’s speakers, spinning a history of love and connection across space and time and impossibility. Ruth’s first steps and Noah’s wild grin. Miriam’s soft voice, always kind to them, for all that their presence in her home probably never made sense. Jacob’s quiet wisdom, in those few moments he’d been willing to share it.

			Delilah’s laugh, and Delilah’s music, and Delilah’s temper, and Delilah’s courage, and Delilah’s mouth. Delilah’s smile.

			They close their eyes.

			“Enough,” they murmur. The wind carries the word away from them, whisking out into the universe like a prayer. “Enough now.”

			Emmett steps into the caves, and there’s no more light.

			
				“Ruthie—Hi. It’s Emmett.

				I’m not…I’m not really sure why I called. I probably shouldn’t have. Ja—your dad wouldn’t have wanted me to. But it was so good to hear your voice the other night, and I…I just want you to know that I love you. I don’t think your father thought he made me with the ability to do that. But I love you, so much. I’m so proud of you. And of Noah, whether or not he forgives me for not being…who he thought I was. What he thought I was. I hope you’ll tell him that from me.

				You’re going to be okay, love. I know that. I believe that more than anything. I love you, and you’re going to be okay.”

				
					[image: ידך עצבוני ויעשוני יחד סביב ותבלעני. זכור נא כי כחמר עשיתני ואל־עפר תשיבני.]
				

				Your hands shaped and made me,

				Then destroyed every part of me.

				Remember that You sculpted me like clay;

				Will You then turn me back into dust?

				—Job 10:8-9
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			[excerpt from “17 Gay Celebrity Tattoos We’re Kind of Obsessed With,” Buzzfeed]

			14. Delilah Cohen’s Emily Dickinson Quote

			Cohen showed off her ink on the Grammy’s red carpet last year. “It’s Emily Dickinson,” Cohen told Rolling Stone. “ ‘Write me of hope and love, and of hearts that endured.’ I’ve had some moments when I’ve needed someone to just tell me something good, something that makes it worth fighting through the shitty times. I ended up exchanging letters with a few friends for almost two years where all we did was share things that were making us feel hopeful or happy, and honestly, I think it saved my life.” We looked it up, and it turns out this line isn’t from a poem, but from a letter Dickinson wrote to her sister-in-law, Susan Dickinson. Some academics have theorized that there was much more than sisterly love between the two, and from reading the rest of those letters, we can’t help but agree.

			Text message to: Sam Knight

			Did you really think that just because you blocked me that no one was going to show me your private account?

			[message not sent]

			Text message to: Sam Knight

			Covering “Hey There Delilah”??? Are you kidding me???

			[message not sent]

			Text message to: Sam Knight

			You are such an asshole

			[message not sent]

			Text message to: Sam Knight

			Can you at least tell me what I did wrong?

			[message not sent]

			Text message to: Sam Knight

			CA Car Repair in Joshua Tree

			Text message from: Sam Knight

			Ok. I’m on my way.

			Delilah has gone through most of the pack of cigarettes by the time Sam’s car pulls into the parking lot of the mechanic where she had Roscoe towed, ten miles off of I-10.

			She looks beautiful when she parks the car and steps out. Blond hair like waves of summer sun, the full lips Delilah’s never once been able to look at without thinking of kissing them, the endless eyelashes that take Delilah’s breath away—even now, watching as Sam scans the lot until she spots Delilah, perched on the peeling picnic table next to the building.

			“Jesus, Del,” she says by way of greeting, making her way over. “You know Alex’ll kill you if she finds out you’re smoking.”

			Delilah looks her right in her gorgeous blue eyes and takes a deliberate drag.

			Sam rolls said eyes and climbs up to sit next to her on the table, planting her butt on the dirty paint as if she’s not wearing jeans that cost more than Delilah’s first car. She holds out a hand without speaking, and Delilah passes her a cigarette and her lighter, watching silently as Sam lights up and inhales, only coughing twice as she adjusts.

			Delilah waits until she’s settled, because her mother raised her to be polite, and then says, “A fucking note, Sam?”

			It’s not the greeting Delilah’s spent the last hour planning, but it’s what comes out of her anyway. Judging by the way Sam exhales smoke, she wasn’t expecting anything gentler. “Yeah,” she admits. “That wasn’t my best moment.”

			“You owe me more than that.”

			“I know. I’m here, aren’t I?” Delilah scowls at her, and Sam sighs, fiddling with the cigarette with her long, elegant fingers. Pianist fingers, without the calluses that edge Delilah’s; for all her other talents, Sam had never been able to pick up guitar. There’s a tan line on her ring finger, a mirror to Delilah’s own. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

			“For the note? Or for the rest of it?”

			“For all of it.”

			Delilah chews the inside of her cheek. The question that’s been bothering her for the past week finally comes out. “So who is she?”

			Sam closes her eyes, flattening her lips into a line the way she always does when she knows Delilah’s going to hate whatever she’s about to say. Delilah hates that she recognizes the look, and hates even more that she asked at all. “Brooke.”

			“Brooke?” It comes out as more of a sputter than a snap. “Brooke like your PA Brooke?”

			Sam winces. “Yes.”

			“Oh my God. Could you be more of a fucking cliché?”

			“I know. I know, okay?” Sam has the grace to look miserable, and Delilah’s not a good enough person not to feel a bit of vindication about that. “It’s all—it’s all shitty. You didn’t deserve it, and I could tell you how it happened, and when and why, but I know enough about how your brain works to know it’ll just make things worse, so can we just assume I know I’m an asshole and you don’t need or want the details, and go from there?”

			Delilah scoffs. She’s glad she got all of the tears out of her system when Emmett walked away—she probably still looks like she’s been crying, but at least she’s not still on the verge of another breakdown. “You could at least try to pretend you’re not going to justify it.” When Sam doesn’t respond, just looks down at the cigarette in her hand and leans forward so that when she taps off the ash it doesn’t land on her probably-designer shoes, Delilah exhales hard. “Why didn’t you just break up with me?”

			She takes a perverse satisfaction in Sam’s flinch and doesn’t even feel bad about it. Sam’s cheek hollows as she chews it, a familiar habit. Delilah used to reach over and poke it to get her to stop, and then Sam would nip at her fingertip instead. “Would you believe me if I said it was because I got in over my head?”

			“Not a chance.” In all the time she’s known her, Sam’s never done anything without examining it from every angle, consulting with a publicist, and trying to figure out whether or not her parents would get pissed at her. “Not unless you had a personality transplant.”

			Sam laughs. “Yeah, well.” She takes a long drag on the cigarette, then lifts her head to exhale into the wind. Delilah watches her, taking in the expression on her face, trying to read the line of her jaw and the flickering of her eyelashes the way she always used to, back when she was so sure of Sam, and of her-and-Sam, and of their future together.

			Finally, Sam says, “You’re better than me. You know that, right?”

			Delilah tenses. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Don’t play dumb, Delilah.” She twirls the cigarette, once a practiced trick, now an absentminded habit. Sam has a memory like a steel trap; she never forgets anything, no matter how much Delilah sometimes wishes she would. “You have more talent than I do. I might have the pedigree, but you have the—” Sam shakes her head, blond ponytail swinging. “I can’t sing like you. I can’t play like you. God knows I can’t write like you, not as well and sure as hell not as fast. From the first time I saw you perform, I knew I was never going to be able to do what you could do. Make people feel the way you can make them feel.”

			“The words say this is a compliment, but the tone says you’re blaming me for something,” Delilah says, falling back on bitchy sarcasm because that’s far easier than letting herself think Sam actually believes what she’s saying.

			Sam sees through it, because of course she does. “I’m not blaming you for anything. I’m just—do you know what it’s like? Being with your partner and knowing that everything you care about, everything you were raised to do, they can do better?”

			“Sure,” Delilah says. “It probably feels about the same as spending years waiting for your partner, who you know could do better than you because they’re rich, stunning, talented, and well connected, to wake up and realize it.” She finishes her own cigarette, stubbing it out on the table and leaning over to flick it into the nearby trash can. “Which, you know, thanks for proving me right on that.”

			“Oh my God, Delilah.” Sam rubs her eyes. “This is—this is what I’m talking about. This moral high ground bullshit. You never trusted me.”

			“I absolutely did,” Delilah says, stung. “If I didn’t trust you, it wouldn’t have felt like such a slap in the face to find out you were cheating on me for…how long was it again?”

			Sam doesn’t take the bait. “You didn’t trust that I wanted you,” she says. “You weren’t happy with me.”

			“Of course I was. And what does that have to do with you thinking I’m more talented than you?”

			“You weren’t happy with me because you weren’t happy at all,” Sam says. “You never have been.”

			Delilah flinches. “Am I supposed to apologize for being depressed?”

			“No, that’s not—” Sam presses her lips together. “I’m not saying any of this right.” Delilah waits, resisting the urge to light another cigarette, and starts twisting the hair tie around her wrist instead. “I fucked up, Delilah, okay? I fucked up, and I know I fucked up, but you were so—I could tell that everything was hard for you. Our relationship, the way we worked together, the publicity, everything. I knew it was your dream, that you wanted it, but—but I could see it. How hard you had to try. And Brooke was…” She shakes her head. “Brooke was easy. I didn’t have to fight to make her happy.”

			Delilah stares at her. “It wasn’t hard for me. Why would you—what did I do that made you think that?”

			“It’s not something you did. Or any one thing you did. It’s…” Sam takes a breath. “It always felt like I was waiting for you to leave, Delilah. Like you wanted me because of what I symbolized to you, not because of who I actually was.”

			One of the only things Delilah has ever liked about herself is how easily she loves people. People have always told her how much she makes them feel loved, feel cared for, feel special. Sam couldn’t have hurt her more if she’d slapped her. “I loved you,” she says. “I loved you. You were the best thing that ever happened to me. I thought—” Her voice catches in her throat and she swallows hard. “I thought I was doing everything right.”

			“Yeah,” Sam says wearily. “And you were so focused on trying to do everything right that you forgot to actually try to be happy.”

			“All I ever do is try to be happy.”

			“Brooke doesn’t have to try,” Sam says, like she’s not twisting a knife, hitting Delilah in the one place she doesn’t have any way to protect herself. “She made it feel easy. Being happy. Making her happy.”

			“So why didn’t you just break up with me?” The question bursts out again, frustrated and hurt. “You proposed to me, Sam. You planned almost our whole wedding. You were the one who kept talking about what we were going to do next together. Why didn’t you just call it off?” Something occurs to her then, and she feels suddenly sick. “Was it—was it because you thought I was better than you? Musically?” Sam looks away from her, a rush of color coming into her cheeks, and Delilah knows. “You kept saying it wasn’t the right time for me to do a solo album, you got your manager to back you up, you—” Delilah laughs and presses the heels of her hands against her eyes. “God, Iris is going to be so fucking smug.”

			“It wasn’t like that.”

			“Wasn’t it?” Delilah pulls her hands away. “You knew this was supposed to be my chance. That everything I wrote for this album was supposed to be about you. About us. And I’m supposed to believe that you just coincidentally chose to pull the plug on everything right when I was finally going to—”

			“To what?” Sam’s eyes flash with something like triumph. “To finally show everyone how much better than me you were?”

			“To feel like something was mine,” Delilah snaps back. “To make something that wasn’t about making money or doing what people expected or fitting into a box or changing what I cared about to make the executives happy. It was never about being better, Sam, it was just about—” She breaks off, swallowing hard. “It was just about making something that felt like me. Messy and fucked up and weird, but still worthy of being cared for. Being loved. Because you made me feel like I was worthy of that.” Her eyes burn, and she blinks hard, refusing to let the tears fall. “I guess I was wrong.”

			Sam exhales, long and slow, then stubs her cigarette out on the table between her legs. She leaves it there, wiping her hands on her jeans and then twisting her fingers together. “Of course you’re worth it, Delilah, God. I never…” She rubs her forehead. “Fuck. This is such a mess.”

			Delilah pulls a knee up and wraps her arms around it. She feels drained and exhausted as a dehydration headache starts to pound at her temples and nauseous misery makes her stomach churn.

			She thinks of Emmett, and thinking of Emmett just makes her feel worse. She wants, selfishly, to have just one more minute with them—to tuck herself against their side and feel the steady, solid calm of their presence, see the surprising flash of their grin. They did more to make her feel calm and settled and seen in ten days than Sam did in five years, and she misses them like a lost limb.

			She didn’t feel that way when Sam left, she realizes. She was hurt, and angry, and sad, but she didn’t miss her.

			Finally, Sam says, “I’m sorry about your album.”

			“I rewrote it.”

			Sam glances at her, eyebrows raised. “Seriously?”

			“Twice.”

			“Twice—Jesus, Del.” She lets out a sharp bark of laughter, pressing her face into her hands. “Do you have any idea what I’d do to be able to write like that?”

			Delilah doesn’t answer that. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not going to do anything with it.”

			Sam looks startled. “What? Why not?”

			“It’s not—” Delilah picks up the almost empty package of cigarettes, stares at it for a moment, then puts it down. She wishes she had something to do with her hands. “It wasn’t right.”

			“What, the music?”

			“No, the music was good. Great. I just…It’s not…” She chews her lip, then reaches over to unzip her backpack. She pulls out her songwriting notebook and flips it open, then starts to hand it to Sam, trying not to think about the last person she handed it to and what had happened next. She pauses at the last second, Sam’s fingers an inch from the paper. “Steal these and I’ll murder you, and no one will ever find your body.”

			Sam rolls her eyes but takes it without a word, holding it with the same delicacy someone else might use to cradle a newborn baby, and Delilah could almost still love her for that. Her eyelashes flicker as she scans the lyrics and the lines of musical notations, turning pages with care.

			Delilah makes herself look away instead of reading over Sam’s shoulder, since there’s nothing she could see in those words that she hasn’t already gone over a thousand times. Instead, she pulls her backpack into her lap and takes things out of it to rearrange them more neatly, just to have something to do.

			Her hand closes on the now familiar leather of Jacob’s journal, and she pulls it out automatically, letting it fall open on her lap. She traces her fingertips over the spidery writing, the fading paper. She hadn’t mean to keep it, but it was too late to give it back to Emmett now.

			Thinking about Emmett makes her chest hurt, enough that she puts a hand to her sternum, rubbing hard. She remembers what the stone spreading over Emmett’s skin had felt like, rough through their clothing, and has to close her eyes so that she doesn’t cry.

			She can’t stop wondering where they are now. What they’re doing. If they’re still them, or if they’ve already—

			“These are really good,” Sam says.

			Delilah takes a deep breath, steadying herself until she can open her eyes without having to blink back tears. “I know.”

			“No, I mean—These are really good, Delilah.” Sam looks down at the pages, her expression unreadable, and then shakes her head. “This kind of high-concept stuff—I know you used to talk about it all the time, but I never really understood what you meant by it. I think I get it now. All extended metaphor and story—it’s cool.” She taps a finger against a stanza, almost thoughtful. “I like this character, the—this golem thing. It’s interesting.”

			“Interesting,” Delilah echoes. “Yeah.”

			“Why doesn’t it have an ending?”

			Delilah frowns. “What?”

			Sam shrugs, closing the journal and holding it out. “You’ve written out this whole story, but the last song ends without showing whether or not they turn to stone,” she says. “I mean, I guess the mystery can be fun, but…it kind of changes the energy of it, when you don’t know whether it’s a tragedy or a love story, you know?”

			Delilah opens her mouth. Closes it. “I…”

			“Can I ask you something?” Sam waits for Delilah’s helpless nod. “Did you stop the story because you didn’t know how it ended, or because you did know how it ended, and you didn’t want it to?”

			Sam’s question reminds her so much of their years of late-night writing sessions, when they’d pore over lyrics and music and arrangements and sample tracks, that despite everything, Delilah feels a sharp pang of nostalgia. How many nights had they spent sprawled on the floor of a studio, surrounded by scribbled-over notes and takeout containers and highlighters and discarded cardigans, barefoot and tipsy on the cheap wine Delilah unironically loves and Sam always drank without complaint? How many hours had they spent throwing ideas and edits and new harmonies back and forth? How many times had Delilah worked herself into a frenzy, trying to get everything just that tiny bit closer to perfection, until Sam finally said something that opened up a new possibility or made her think about things differently or pissed Delilah off so much that she solved the problem herself, only to look back and find Sam grinning at her like that had been her plan all along?

			That’s the thing about Sam. Every now and then—and apparently even now—she knows how to ask exactly the question Delilah needs to hear.

			Head spinning, Delilah takes the notebook back with trembling hands to avoid having to answer. The movement jostles Jacob’s journal, sending it sliding off her lap. She grabs for it, but a few loose pages fall out before she manages to catch them. “Shit.”

			“I’ve got it.” Sam jumps off the table and quickly picks up the pages before the wind can blow them away, and hands them back with care. “Here.”

			Delilah swallows. “Thanks.” She smooths them out, scanning the familiar words, and then stops, because those words—aren’t familiar. The writing is Jacob’s, but this page must have been folded away. She hadn’t found it before, and that means maybe even Emmett hadn’t seen it before, because—

			Because it’s not just a new page of notes. It’s a new page of notes—and a map.

			“Delilah?”

			Delilah snaps her eyes up. Sam is watching her curiously, brows raised, gaze flickering between the paper clutched in Delilah’s hands and the battered folio underneath it. “Are you okay?”

			Carefully, very carefully, Delilah slides the page back into Jacob’s journal, then closes it. She takes a slow, steadying breath, and then looks back at Sam. “You owe me a favor,” she says. “Probably many favors, but, like, at least one. Right? We can agree on that?”

			Sam grimaces, but she doesn’t argue. Just shrugs one shoulder and nods.

			“Good,” Delilah says. She puts Jacob’s journal, and her own, back into her bag, and then holds out her hand, palm up. “I need to borrow your car.”
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			[on a page torn from a notebook, in Delilah’s handwriting, tucked into the inside pocket of her guitar case]

			CONCEPTS / NOTES—Traveling Golem: A Love Story

			
				interludes—instrumental only?

				throughline / motifs—need themes for the golem, the magician, the river—what else?

				ask Bubbe—folklore collections that aren’t gross & sexist?

				Phrygian dominant / Ashkenazi folk sound

				Sample/tonal references—Leonard Cohen, Paul Simon / Simon & Garfunkel / Janis Ian, Regina Spektor…others??

				Side A—C minor into Db major into A minor / progress lovesick to despair to tentative / plaintive tenderness

				SIDE B—A minor into A major into G major into F minor into—what?

			

			At the base of the canyon, Delilah kills the engine and stares out into the darkness, the rock formations looming black and huge and intimidating ahead of her. Delilah chews her lower lip as she twirls Sam’s keys around her index finger.

			She’s done a lot of self-destructive things in her life, but this might set a record. Everything she’s ever read about cave exploration has had a big red do not fucking do this if you don’t know what you’re doing disclaimer, and she’s willing to bet that a handwritten map, a gas station flashlight, and a half-full water bottle aren’t the kind of expertise supplies the articles refer to when they talk about being prepared.

			With surprisingly steady hands, Delilah tears the just in case notes she’s written—to her mom, to Iris, to Alex—out of her journal, folds them so the names are visible, and arranges them with care on the dashboard, where they’ll be easy to find if…if. Equally carefully, she takes Jacob’s map and letter and tucks them into her pocket, sliding the rest of his battered folio into her backpack. She takes her phone with her too, more to have a backup flashlight than out of any hope of getting a signal, and climbs out of the car. She opens the back door and looks down at her guitar, tucked safely in its travel case. It’s tempting, just to have the familiar weight of it against her in the dark, but she remembers how narrow some of those tunnels looked in the pictures online and decides against bringing it.

			“Wish me luck, Dad,” she murmurs, patting the guitar once.

			Then she shuts the door, locks the car—wincing at the volume of the chirping confirmation of the electric locks engaging—and then, after a moment’s consideration, pockets the keys. It’s not like Sam doesn’t have spares, and if she does find Emmett—when she finds Emmett, she tells herself firmly, pretending at an optimism she doesn’t really feel but wants all the same—it’s not like they won’t need a ride out of here.

			There’s still time. She has to believe that there’s still time.

			Delilah squares her shoulders, takes a breath, and plunges into the cave.

			It’s cold inside, and she’s grateful for the sweatshirt she’s wearing, warmer than any of her more stylish cardigans. She doesn’t play around with trying to feel her way in the dark, just clicks on the flashlight, studying Jacob’s map.

			There aren’t any official trail maps for the cave systems, just blogs and reviews and a few cautionary tales. If she thinks too hard about how much trust she’s putting in a dead man she has the opposite of high regard for, she’ll lose her nerve, throw up, or both.

			“There better not be bats in here,” she mutters, shining the flashlight beam cautiously ahead of her, illuminating the walls and ceiling. “The last thing I need is rabies.”

			If Emmett had been with her, she thinks they might have laughed.

			She doesn’t remember the last thing she did that made them laugh.

			Next time, she’ll do better.

			Delilah moves carefully, counting her steps, moving deeper and deeper into the crushing dark. She’s looking for a turn that’s barely a turn, a dip away from the more well-traveled paths, and tries very hard not to think about claustrophobia or cave-ins or a sudden pit in the ground that could send her tumbling into some horrible tiny crack where she’ll break her legs or her neck or—or—

			She stops. Takes a breath. Closes her eyes and visualizes the words on the other side of the letter, the most important words in the whole ancient journal, the ones that will save Emmett’s life, save Emmett’s freedom, if she makes it to them in time.

			If I fail to give you your last instructions, my children can do so in my stead.

			My children can do so in my stead.

			Delilah doesn’t know everything about Jacob’s children. But she knows that Emmett loves them, and more importantly, she knows that at least one of them loves Emmett back, enough to text them constantly, to try to stay in touch. And if Jacob was confident that one of his children could command Emmett to die, then surely, surely…

			But she needs to find Emmett first.

			Tightening her grip on the flashlight, she keeps counting steps. Six hundred eleven. Six hundred twelve. Six hundred thirteen.

			She stops, and puts her hand out, following the beam of her flashlight with her fingertips over the rough texture of the cave wall.

			Her fingers find the gap before the light does. It’s small—small enough to make her immediately glad she didn’t bring her guitar, because she’d have had to leave it here rather than risk breaking it. She angles the flashlight into the dark, cramped space.

			“Oh, Delilah, you could have found so many less horrifying ways of killing yourself,” she says under her breath, leaning warily forward. The air inside is musty and cool, lacking even the faint airflow she’s been able to feel in the main corridor, where small cave-ins and cracks let in starlight and the distant sweetness of a cold evening breeze.

			Delilah hates the dark. And she hates tiny spaces.

			She hates failure even more.

			“All right,” she says. The world’s weakest pep talk. “All right. Let’s go.”

			She steps inside.

			This tunnel is tighter and colder. Delilah has to turn sideways to scoot through the opening, and then has to stay that way for another forty-nine steps, counting in a breathy whisper she tries to convince herself is about the compression of the walls of the crevice, not any actual lack of oxygen. She nudges the ground with her toe before each new step, making sure it’s nice and solid and not going to send her down to a gruesome death.

			Forty-seven. Forty-eight. Forty-nine. Another turn. Another tunnel, and she’s relieved to find this one wide enough to allow her to walk normally. Something clatters above her and she freezes, regretting every single one of her life choices as she waits for some kind of horrible insect or cave animal or something to swoop down and bite her.

			Nothing happens. She exhales hard and creeps inside.

			If she’s done this right—and she must have, because otherwise there’s no way she would have found these tunnels—the next turn will take her into an open cavern. And if she’s not too late, Emmett will be waiting for her.

			Sixty-eight, she thinks. Sixty-nine. Seventy.

			The tunnel opens up.

			It’s not a large space. Ten feet in diameter maybe, with a low, uneven ceiling. The rough, dry gravel under her shoes gives way to softer, squishier ground. Mud, she thinks, and then, Clay?

			Her foot catches against something on the ground and she stumbles, catching herself on the wall and swearing when she fumbles her grip on the flashlight. She manages to catch it before it falls to the ground. Delilah regains her balance, then looks down to figure out what she tripped over. She loses her breath all over again when she recognizes Emmett’s backpack.

			She crouches down to pull it closer, running her fingers over the faded canvas as if she could somehow get a sense of how long it’s been here, or where its owner has gone. She’s a little surprised to have found it at all—for some reason, she’d had a strange vision of Emmett abandoning it somewhere in the desert—and gives it a pat-down, just in case it might hold some kind of clue. It’s not that she thinks Emmett would have left her some kind of note, especially given the way they parted, but—well, part of her has always wanted to be an optimist.

			Whatever secrets the backpack might be holding, it keeps them to itself. Delilah stands up again, careful not to knock her head against the sloping ceiling, and turns to inspect the rest of the cavern.

			Instead, the beam of her flashlight falls on a figure, curled in on itself against the far wall. Delilah jumps, her startled gasp echoing off the walls and magnifying into a choir of shock.

			Then she takes a second look, and her heart sweeps up and sticks in her throat. “Oh,” she breathes. “Oh, baby.”

			Emmett doesn’t respond. Delilah isn’t even sure they can. They seem to almost blend in with the cavern walls around them, distinguished more by the drape of the tallit around their shoulders than by any movement or animation marking them as alive. Delilah crosses the cramped space in three steps, ignoring the way the damp ground sucks at her shoes. She kneels down next to them, dropping the flashlight and shrugging off her backpack so that she can use both hands to cup their face. She holds her breath until her fingers touch skin and not stone, and carefully tilts their chin up so she can look at them. “Emmett,” she says. Their eyes are closed, but the lashes flicker slightly at the sound of her voice. They look very nearly as gray as the cavern around them. “Emmett, can you hear me? Come on, honey, open your eyes.”

			Slowly, so slowly Delilah thinks it won’t happen, Emmett’s eyelashes flutter again, and they open their eyes. They’re pale as moonlight, that same ethereal color she’s been unable to stop thinking about since the first time she saw it. Delilah smooths her thumbs over their cheekbones, holding her breath, until Emmett blinks once, twice, and focuses on her. “There you are,” she whispers. “Hi, baby. Hi.”

			Another slow blink. Delilah waits to see some spark of emotion in their face, or at least recognition, but there’s barely any light there, barely any life. She strokes her fingers through their hair. “Emmett? Are you in there? Do you—” Her voice breaks, her shaky inhale too loud between them. “Do you know who I am?”

			Emmett tilts their head a fraction to the side, almost imperceptibly, and a tiny furrow appears between their brows. It’s not reassuring.

			Delilah takes the chance anyway. “I found something,” she says. She reaches for Jacob’s map, presses it flat, and turns it over so that the scrawl of the letter is visible, then holds it up so Emmett can see it in the dim circle of light from her dropped flashlight. “Look. It’s not just Jacob. One of his kids—any of his kids—can take his order back. Tell you not to—not to do this. Maybe even figure out a way to set you free.”

			She watches them, looking for any sign of comprehension, but Emmett’s expression stays blank, like they’re too far gone to hear her, to see what she’s offering, to recognize that she’s found a way out of this. “Your sister,” she says, unable to keep the urgency from slipping into her voice. “Ruth. Remember? She loves you. She’s been worried about you. She’d do it, Emmett, you know she would. We just have to walk out of here and call her, and you can—” She swallows. “You can stay. Not with me, if you don’t want to, I’d—I’d understand, after what I did, what I took from you. But Emmett, you said you wanted to live. All you have to do is stand up for me. Can you do that? Just stand up. Or even just…just look at me. Just show me you want to try, and I’ll figure out how to get you out.” She tastes salt on her lips and realizes, belatedly, that she’s crying. “Just look at me. Can you look at me?”

			Emmett’s eyelids flicker, but they give no other sign of understanding. Delilah holds her breath, waiting—

			But there’s nothing. No movement, no light.

			She was too late after all.

			Delilah sits back on her heels, numb. Her eyes still burn, her eyelashes tacky with tears she swipes impatiently away, but there’s no swell of emotion, no cracking of her heart.

			Maybe she’d known, before she ever stepped into the dark.
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			She doesn’t know how long she stays there, numb with grief and exhaustion and the weight of failure, before something inside her finally tips into acceptance.

			“Okay,” Delilah whispers. “Okay, love.”

			She sits down on the ground next to them, her back to the wall, and then, with careful hands, coaxes Emmett closer. When she touches their shoulder, she feels solid stone through the fabric of the tallit and the shirt underneath it, not the soft give of muscle and skin. She doesn’t know how far it goes, how much of Emmett is still flesh and blood, but they have enough animation left in them to go where she guides them, tilting onto their side until their head rests in her lap. They’re heavier than she remembers, so much stiffer, and when they settle their head against her thigh she sees the stone stretching up to their jaw. She brushes her fingers over it, finding it cold, and swallows around the tightness in her throat, gently tugging at the tallit to arrange it over their shoulders so that it falls like a blanket. It’s silk, and won’t do much to keep out the chill of the cavern, but she doesn’t want them to be cold.

			“I’ll sit with you,” she says. She doesn’t know if they can hear her, but she says it anyway, because after everything she did, making sure they’re not alone is the least she can do. “Okay? I’ll stay. I’ll stay until it’s over.”

			Emmett doesn’t reply, but then, she hadn’t expected them to. Delilah takes a shaking breath and slips her fingers into their hair again, still soft and tousled and real. She closes her eyes, remembering what those dark curls had looked like windswept from the air blowing through Roscoe’s window as they drove down the highway, or pinned messily under Delilah’s rainbow sunglasses, or mussed and tangled by her own hands in bed. She thinks of their eyes too—bright and shining when she made them laugh, cool and thoughtful when they were curious, the way they never seemed to look the same, always reflecting something, the sky or the stars or their own emotions.

			“I saw Sam,” she says. She’d read somewhere that talking to a coma patient can be comforting, that hearing a loved one’s voice can make a difference, even if there’s no outward sign. “We talked.” She snorts, even though it’s not really funny. “I took her car. I didn’t steal it, but I needed to get out here, and she owed me. I’m gonna be real, I’ve never been so glad I talked her into getting something with all-wheel drive. I wouldn’t have wanted to drive some of those roads in her old Barbie convertible.” She wraps one of Emmett’s curls around her finger, then lets it go. Soothing herself, as much as anything else.

			“She apologized. Kind of.” Delilah makes a face, tilting her head back to look up at the ceiling. The cool rock is unresponsive. “Well—barely. I don’t know. She did that thing where she talks around an apology until she almost had me apologizing, which is sort of typical, I guess. I never really realized it before. But I held my ground. Mostly.” She shifts to get more comfortable. Emmett’s head is heavy in her lap. “I showed her the songs. Not—not everything else,” she adds quickly. “Not Jacob’s journals. She thought it was just a story.” The laugh that bubbles out of her feels hollow and tastes like salt. “She thought it was about me.”

			Is she imagining it, or does Emmett twitch slightly at that? Delilah pauses, looking down, but they’re as still as ever. Only the soft strands of hair still twined around her fingers let her know they’re not fully gone. “The worst part,” she goes on, as smoothly as she can, like she hadn’t had that popped balloon moment of hope at all, “is that I think she might have been right. Which—listen, people talk a lot about artists knowing themselves, but most of the ones I know are just six different diagnoses in a trench coat. People are either doing autobiography on purpose or avoiding it like the plague. People don’t do it by accident. At least, I never have.” She takes a breath. “But I was playing all my samples back while I drove out here, listening to everything I recorded when I was telling myself I was writing about you, and…

			“Honestly, it’s obnoxious. I spent the last week trying to convince myself that she never really knew me, and I never really knew her, and everything between us was just a messed-up, convoluted lie, because then maybe I’d feel better about the fact that she threw it all away. But…but the thing is, she does know me. She did see me. She saw how much I didn’t really think she and I were going to be permanent, because she saw how much I didn’t want to be permanent. How much I never expected to live this long, and now that I have, I never really bothered actually trying to figure out what I wanted my life to look like, instead of just going along with whatever seemed—seemed like what I should be doing.”

			Delilah closes her eyes. “And then I met you. And you were lovely and intelligent and secretly funny and so incredibly hurt inside from all the ways people didn’t love you the way they should have, and you found ways to love them back anyway. You were so sweet, and so sad, and you were going to die because some asshole who never deserved you decided he was going to take you with him on his way out the door, and it wasn’t fair.” She runs her thumb over the curve of Emmett’s cheekbone. “That was why I didn’t know how to end the story. The one I was writing, the one I thought was about you but was really about me. Because if it was about you, then of course I should want the narrator to live at the end, right? Happily ever after. But if it was about me…well. You can probably guess how I’d end it if it was about me.”

			Emmett still says nothing, but she thinks maybe they shift against her, just the tiniest movement, the barest press of their head into her abdomen. Delilah strokes their hair, keeps her own breathing even, doesn’t dare to stop. “But I wrote the ending,” she says. “I mean, as much as anyone can write a song while driving. God knows if it’s any good. But for once I guess I didn’t really care if it was good. I just wanted it to be—”

			Mine, she almost says, but then, that’s not true, is it?

			“Ours,” she admits. “I wanted it to be ours.”

			And because she doesn’t know what else to do, what else to say, she starts to sing.

			She starts from the beginning, with the first song she’d written. Delilah has always hated that classic advice to start the story in the middle, maybe because she resents the idea of anyone getting to just start somewhere, in the middle of a journey or an adventure or a conversation, without doing the work of getting there in the first place.

			So she sings the story through from beginning to end. That doesn’t make it linear, though, because how could it be? When so much of who she is, of who they are, is an endless loop of one step forward followed by two steps back. She sings the smell of the highway and the bitter taste of gas station coffee, of a stubborn tan line on her ring finger, of the thousand shades of gray she’s learned in a week of watching Emmett’s eyes, of secondhand books and firsthand history, of glitter and club lights and the sweet temptation of oblivion, both metaphorical and not. She weaves it all together, puts her story and Emmett’s on a loom and cracks her heart open for thread, takes all of the guiltiest and most insecure parts of herself and finds the color and pattern and wholeness inside them until she’s made something beautiful out of it all.

			She sings a story worth living for, worth holding on to, even in the moments when it feels like there’s no reason left to try. A story to keep her from turning herself to stone.

			The cavern’s acoustics are stunning, and she thinks that if she could, she’d record in a place like this—not in the clear, sterile, controlled environment of the studio but a place where every note blends and blurs into the next, echoing over and under and through one another, until it feels almost like she’s harmonizing with herself. It makes the sweet songs sweeter, the haunting ones darker, threads beauty and uncertainty and love into a delicate canon that reverberates through the small space, the sound lingering even after Delilah has let the last note leave her throat.

			She feels lightheaded and floaty, the way she often does when she’s spent a long time singing. Delilah blinks her eyes open without dropping her gaze from the ceiling, unsurprised to feel tears drying on her cheeks. She takes a breath.

			Tucked against her lap, Emmett does the same.

			Delilah slams back into her body so fast it makes her head spin. She snaps her eyes down, scrambling with her free hand for the flashlight she’d abandoned on the ground. By the time she grabs it, Emmett is blinking up at her, eyelashes fluttering slowly, but their eyes are clear and bright when they finally open them, and Delilah breathes, “Oh my God, oh my God,” and kisses them.

			Emmett makes a startled sound, and Delilah jerks back automatically, an apology on her lips, but it’s cut off abruptly when Emmett catches her shirt—clumsily, stiffly, but with a strength that makes it clear they mean it—and pulls her back down. Delilah hears herself make a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob as she curls her hand over Emmett’s, rough stone against her skin.

			“I’m sorry,” she says, the words nearly lost between them. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

			“You said that,” Emmett mumbles against her mouth. Their voice is hoarse. “You wrote me a song.”

			“I wrote you an album. Oh, my God, I thought you were—” Delilah kisses them again, then draws back just enough to rest their foreheads together. “Are you here? Actually here? I didn’t breathe too much cave air?” Emmett’s lips part under hers, and she shakes her head quickly. “I know that’s not how it works, I’m rambling, I’m—wait.” She pulls away again, because she needs to see their face. “Emmett. Did you hear everything?”

			They blink at her again, alert but still a little sluggish, brow furrowing in confusion.

			“Emmett,” Delilah says, brushing their hair off their forehead so she can press her lips against it. “I found you a way out.”

			
				For most of us, the earliest stories we’re told start with once upon a time and end with happily ever after. It’s simpler that way, isn’t it? Fairy tales have a sweetness to them, and that’s why we love them. And then we get older, and the world becomes less simple, and so do the stories. We look for the twists, for the dark origins. Cinderella’s stepsisters cutting off their toes and heels, the Little Mermaid turning to foam. Or we turn to other stories, looking for ways to see ourselves—our wants, our fears, our desires. Was Persephone captured, or did she greet the darkness like a lover? Was Medusa always a monster, or was she made into one by violence and fury and time?

				Here is the truth: There are no simple stories. Because behind every fairy tale, every myth, there are people, and people are complicated, and messy, and full of grief and love and pain and wanting.

				And here is more truth: No matter what anyone tells you, my love, there is no one who can tell your story but you. And you are the one who decides how it ends.

				—Always Here with Delilah Cohen and Iris Gold, season 2, episode 1: “Every Story Is a Love Story”
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				Emmett

			
			As soon as they’re far enough out of the canyon for cell service, Delilah pulls off onto the shoulder and kills the engine.

			Emmett looks through the windshield, too weary to move, too tired to even marvel at the fact that they’re here, seeing the sky as it slowly shifts from starry blacks to deep, dark purples, when they’d been so sure they’d never see it again.

			Delilah had told them to talk as they made their way out of the caves together, one stiff, halting step at a time, Delilah almost limping under Emmett’s stone-heavy weight. “I need to know you’re still with me,” she’d said, clearly trying to keep her voice level and calm. “Okay? I don’t care what you say, or how loud you say it, but talk to me.”

			Emmett’s instinctive response had been to give her a lecture about the dangers of amateur spelunking, the risks of getting lost or trapped or stuck or hurt or some horrible combination of all of the above. Delilah’s protests that she’d looked up as much as she could and studied Jacob’s map like a sacred text hadn’t changed Emmett’s opinion that she was out of her mind.

			“For the record, I wasn’t trying to kill myself by dying in a cave,” Delilah said. “I was trying to save your life.”

			“And if you’d taken one wrong turn and gotten lost, you’d be dead either way,” Emmett retorted. “So does it really matter?”

			Delilah had been so delighted that they’d summoned enough energy to bitch at her that she didn’t do anything but beam at them, the flash of her teeth just barely visible in the dark.

			Now she unbuckles her seat belt, twisting in her seat to look at them. Emmett turns their head as much as they can to meet her eyes. They catch their own reflection in the rearview mirror as they move, but they’re too exhausted to wince at the grayish, clammy-looking appearance of their skin—what little skin is even visible amid the spreading stone.

			They ache, too, a heavy throbbing in their joints that only worsens the farther they get from the cave. They can still hear the tempting call of the darkness, the yearning to just obey, the knowledge that if they went back, the pain would stop and they could rest.

			But Delilah came for them. She had woven their stories together, hers and Emmett’s, to make something beautiful, and she’d risked her own life to share it with them.

			So Emmett does their best to keep smiling at her, even if it’s weak and tiny and almost painful. Delilah smiles back, reaching over to fit a gentle hand against their cheek, her thumb stroking from skin to stone to skin again.

			“You ready to do this?”

			Emmett takes a breath. It makes their chest hurt. “Yes.”

			Delilah picks up Emmett’s phone, retrieved from their backpack and plugged in to charge before they started driving, and unlocks it with the code Emmett gave her. She blinks at the screen. “You have eight missed calls from Ruth already.”

			Emmett remembers, dimly, making a call before they got close enough to the caves to lose signal. Remembers getting Ruth’s voicemail, and stumbling through saying…something. It’s blurry now, but they recall enough to feel a twinge of guilt. “Oh.”

			Delilah raises her eyebrows. “ ‘Oh’?”

			It takes effort, but Emmett shakes their head. The motion makes black spots dance in their vision. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“If you say so.” Delilah taps the screen a few times. “Okay, moment of truth. Ready?”

			Emmett nods.

			Delilah hits the call button.

			It rings once, twice, three times. The sound is startlingly loud in the confines of the car. Delilah must have put the phone on speaker. Emmett wonders what time it is in New York.

			There’s a click, and the call connects.

			“Emmett?”

			Ruth’s voice is high with a combination of youth and shock, an incredulous edge to that single word, as if she’d never expected to hear from Emmett again. She probably hadn’t. All the same, just hearing her makes Emmett smile, the joy of it more than worth the ache.

			“Ruthie.”

			“Don’t Ruthie me, are you kidding me? After that voicemail you left me?”

			Delilah gives them a confused look and mouths, Voicemail?

			Emmett winces and shakes their head.

			“I’ve been trying to get you back on the phone for hours, you absolute asshole!” Ruth sounds close to tears, and Emmett’s heart clenches in their chest. “I’ve been calling all night. Why didn’t you pick up?”

			“I…didn’t have signal,” Emmett manages.

			“Oh my God, I could reach through the phone and murder you,” Ruth says. “I’ve been freaking the fuck out! You sounded like you were walking to your literal death, and then you didn’t answer when I called you—I was about to get Mom to try calling you because I thought I was losing my mind!”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“You’d better be—wait, no, switch to video, I want to lecture you face-to-face. Mom taught me that eye contact is very important when you’re going to guilt-trip the hell out of someone.”

			Delilah snickers. “I like her.”

			“Wait, who is that? Emmett—” A shocked gasp. “Oh my God, are you with a girl? Who even are you?”

			Emmett closes their eyes, exhaustion warring with a swell of affection so strong it makes them dizzy. They hope, desperately, that Delilah is right about this. That they’re not going to break their almost-sister’s heart all over again.

			It’s harder to open their eyes this time, but they manage it. They lift one hand enough to wave at the phone, and Delilah takes the hint and pokes at Emmett’s phone again.

			Their signal still isn’t great, but it goes through. Ruth’s face fills the screen, all wild dark curls and huge brown eyes and lingering softness of baby fat, so familiar and loved that Emmett almost wishes they were able to cry. She’s leaning close to her phone camera, her brows drawn together in worry, but her eyes are alight with curiosity.

			The curiosity vanishes when she sees Emmett, all color draining from her face. “Oh my G—Emmett, what happened to you?”

			She sounds horrified. Emmett can only imagine what she’s thinking. The one glance Emmett had taken in the rearview mirror was enough to see that they look more dead than alive, their skin pale and patches of stone stretching up toward their cheekbones like grasping fingers.

			Emmett is lucky to still have the mobility to speak, but that doesn’t make this any easier. “Well,” they say, trying—and probably failing—to put some of Delilah’s practiced ease into their voice, “remember how it sounded like I was walking to my death?”

			Ruth narrows her eyes. “You’re not funny.”

			“I’m not joking.”

			Ruth opens her mouth, then shuts it with a snap. She looks even younger suddenly, her expression fearful, and Emmett abruptly remembers that she lost her father less than a month ago. Emmett may have finally started to accept Delilah’s insistence that Jacob wasn’t kind to them, but Ruth’s just a kid, and he was her dad, and the last thing Emmett wants to do is see her grieve again. “What’s going on?” she says. “Are you okay? Tell me the truth.”

			A command, not a request, and Emmett feels it snap through them like an elastic band springing back into shape. Something loosens in their chest, in their tongue, energy running through them in such a shocking rush it makes them gasp.

			It brings with it a breathless flood of relief—at the realization that they feel the same compulsion to answer Ruth that they would have felt about answering Jacob, that deep-seated need to obey.

			Maybe Delilah is right. Maybe this will work after all.

			“I’m not okay,” Emmett says, and it’s such a gift, to be able to tell her the truth. Ruth makes a panicked sound, and Emmett wishes they could reach for her, even lean toward her, but they don’t have the strength to move. “But I think…I think I can be. If you help.”

			“Of course,” Ruth says immediately. “What do I have to do?”

			Emmett tenses, using what’s left of that brief swell of energy to raise their head, just a fraction, focusing more fully on Ruth’s face. “You don’t have to do anything,” they say. “Ruthie—I mean it. You don’t have to. It’s only if you want to, okay? You don’t owe me anything, and if you’d—I know how much your father meant to you, and you know what he thought about me. You know he wanted me away from you. I don’t want you to do anything you don’t—”

			“Shut up,” Ruth says. She sounds furious. “Are you kidding me? The way Daddy treated you was horrible, Emmett. We all thought so. Do you think we just automatically thought it was okay when we found out what—what you are? Just because he made you—even if he regretted it—none of that means he got a free pass to be cruel to you, or to make it your fault that you couldn’t replace Isaac, or to act like you weren’t as important to the rest of us as he was. You’re my family. My sibling. You taught me to walk. You learned how to do French braids because I thought they made me look like a princess. You walked me to the library almost every weekend for a year so I could win the reading award for my class in sixth grade.”

			She sniffs, wipes her eyes, and jabs a finger at the phone. “So I don’t care what Daddy would have done. He’s gone. You’re not. And if I can keep it that way, then I’m going to.” Ruth lifts her chin. “If he didn’t want me to be loyal and stubborn, he shouldn’t have named me after a woman whose entire biblical legacy is being loyal and stubborn. So there.”

			Emmett bites their lip. If they could cry, they think, they’d be weeping. “Ruth,” they say, and then cut themself off, letting out a damp, breathless laugh. “I’m so proud of you, you know that?”

			“Good,” she says, lifting her chin in the way only an eighteen-year-old can, obstinate and determined and too caught up in being right to realize that she’s already won her argument. “So what do I do? How do I help you stay?”

			“You tell me to.”

			Ruth looks taken aback. “What?”

			“You tell me to,” Emmett repeats. The words come out calmly, but they know how strange it sounds. Delilah reaches over with her free hand and laces their fingers together. “You can give me orders now, Ruth, and I have to obey.” They take a breath. “Jacob told me to leave you behind, take myself back to where he made me, and undo it. You, as Jacob’s child, can tell me not to. To do something else instead.”

			Ruth’s lips part in surprise. Finally, she says, in a small, uncertain voice, “Is it just me?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Is it just me, or could Noah or Dana give you orders too?”

			Emmett tilts their head, considering. “They could. If they wanted to.”

			“Noah wouldn’t,” she murmurs, more to herself, Emmett thinks, than to them. “But Dana—” She wrinkles her nose, chewing her lower lip, then looks back at Emmett. “Okay,” she says. “Okay. I’ve got it.” She takes a deep breath, shaking on the inhale, but her voice is steady when she speaks.

			“I want you to live, Emmett,” she says, and she sounds so grown-up, so strong and clear and kind, and Emmett is so proud of the person she’s become, so grateful for this chance to see who she keeps becoming. “I want you to live like we get to live—like a person. A real person. I want you to make your own decisions. For the rest of your life. I don’t ever want you to obey another order again, unless you want to. I want you to choose what you do next. To choose what your life looks like. Even if it means we’re not in it.”

			It’s Emmett’s turn to stare at her. They feel—something. Strange. Confusing. A tingling in their fingertips, pins and needles. Their voice comes out in a whisper when they manage, “What?”

			Ruth grins, waving a hand in a flourish. “Genie,” she says in an entirely different tone, wiggling her fingers, eyes sparkling with mischief and joy. “You’re free.”

			Delilah lets out a sharp, disbelieving peal of laughter, but Emmett barely hears it. They’re too caught up in a sudden swell of sensation through their body, everything flooding with heat and cold and color and light and pain and pleasure and life, real life. They stretch their hands out in time to watch the patches of stone soften and melt into smooth skin, the aching tightness disappearing along with the stone, leaving an almost dizzying lack of pain in its wake.

			The feeling keeps going, spreading from their fingertips to their toes. It feels like the wind whipping through their hair when they sat behind Roscoe’s wheel, the open road stretching out into endless possibilities. It feels like slipping their feet into the clear, fresh water of a natural spring. It feels like Delilah’s fingers tracing their bare skin, coaxing them to life in a thousand sweet, brilliant, unexpected ways. It feels like watching Delilah fall apart beneath their fingers, their mouth, their own body shining like the sun as it finds a path to hers. It feels like staring up at the stars, watching the universe swirl above them, breathing the scent of Delilah’s hair, the pressure of her weight against their side.

			Emmett’s heart pounds and their skin shudders and their lungs expand as they suck in a huge, shocked breath, fumbling for Delilah’s hand, twisting to look at her with wide, clear eyes, breathing, breathing—

			And Delilah looks back at them, her eyes full of tears, amazement and awe and overwhelmed delight on her beautiful face.

			“Did it work?” Ruth demands. “Emmett? Did it work?”

			“It worked,” Emmett breathes. They drag their gaze away from Delilah’s face to look at Ruth. “It worked. I can—” They let out a laugh, light and bubbling. It’s the youngest, sweetest sound they think they’ve ever made. “I feel real.”

			Ruth lets out a sob, touching her fingers to her lips. “Baruch HaShem,” she says, with a sincerity Emmett hasn’t heard from her in years, and then, with far less reverence, “You absolute asshole, you scared the shit out of me. Noah is going to kill you when I tell him about this.”

			“Seems a little counterproductive,” Emmett says, but they’re grinning so hard it hurts, dizzy with the understanding that they can say that, that they can say anything they want, that they can keep talking, keep listening, keep being.

			Another squeeze of their hand makes them glance back at Delilah. She waggles the phone very slightly, indicating that Emmett can take it and have some time alone with Ruth, if they want. They give her a grateful smile and reach over to claim it. Delilah beams, darts in to kiss their cheek (Ruth squeaks out a “What?”), and then ducks out of the car.

			The door slams closed behind her. Emmett only realizes they’ve pressed a hand to their cheek, fingertips covering the still-warm impression of Delilah’s lips, when Ruth demands, “Emmett Stein, who the actual hell was that?”

			Emmett laughs so hard they cry, light and safe and free. They don’t have to chase after Delilah, they don’t have to rush this conversation, they don’t have to do anything, not unless they want to. They have time. And no one else can tell them how to spend it.

			Smiling, they lean back in their seat, cupping the phone in both hands, and tell their sister everything.

			
				
					[image: הכל צפוי, והרשות נתונה.]
				

				Everything is foreseen; and free will is given.

				—Pirkei Avot 3:15

			

		

	
		
			
				Coda

				Delilah

			
			The trunk of Sam’s car isn’t quite as comfortable as Roscoe’s roof, but Delilah settles herself on top of it anyway, her backpack in her lap. She’s dusty all over, mud from the cave floor coating her sneakers and drying on the legs and seat of her jeans, and there are scrapes on her hands from where she navigated through the tight tunnels. Her body aches from the cramped spaces she passed through and from the time she spent curled on the ground with Emmett’s weight in her lap, her muscles sore from holding so much emotional tension.

			But despite everything, she feels clearheaded and calm, steady in a way that almost surprises her. The usual feeling of waiting for the other shoe to drop, or for the rug to be yanked out from under her, is conspicuously absent. For once, she feels like she can just—be.

			She pulls her journal out of her backpack and flips through the pages, reading over her notes, her lyrics, her music. Her story and Emmett’s twined together until she can’t really tell anymore where the metaphor ends and the literal begins. It is, she thinks, running her fingertips over her own handwriting, the best thing she’s ever written.

			Even if this album doesn’t go anywhere, she saved a life with these songs.

			Maybe two, she thinks, and leans back against the rear window, tilting her head up to watch the final stars start to fade away.

			The sky has just begun to lighten into true dawn when the passenger door opens and closes. The trunk creaks as Emmett climbs up next to her, moving with an easy grace Delilah had forgotten they had, and settles close enough for their shoulders to touch. “Ruth forgave you?”

			“She’s coming around.” Amusement curls around the words. “I talked her out of conferencing Noah into the call.”

			Delilah turns her head to look at them. Emmett looks loose-limbed and happy, their eyes warm and fond as they look back at her. Delilah reaches over and brushes a few strands of hair off their forehead, smiling. “You’re heading back to Brooklyn, then?”

			“Eventually.” Emmett tilts their head into her hand until she shifts, rubbing her thumb against their cheekbone. They lean contentedly into the touch. “I’m not in a rush,” they say, and there’s a note of wonder in their voice, like it’s something new and novel, and maybe it is. For both of them. “I was thinking of staying in LA for a little while.”

			Warmth curls through Delilah’s chest, spilling up to her lips and down into her stomach, honeyed and soft. “Yeah?” she says, scooting a bit closer.

			“Mm.” Emmett takes her hand and threads their fingers together. “There’s this musician I’ve started listening to, and I think she’s working on something new. I was the first person to hear it. I want to see what she does next.”

			Delilah catches her breath. “Emmett,” she says, “I don’t have to—”

			“Neither do I,” Emmett says, and their smile is blinding. “I don’t have to do anything.” They lean over and brush their lips over hers, featherlight, and Delilah shivers. “But I want to stay in LA for a while,” they say. “And I want you to produce that album.” They kiss her again, just as gently, just as sweetly. “They were beautiful songs,” they murmur. “They should be shared.”

			Delilah’s eyes sting. “Yeah?” she whispers.

			Emmett kisses her in answer, a real kiss, long and deep and lingering, and Delilah melts into it, because how could she not?

			“First day of the rest of your life,” she says when she pulls back, knocking their foreheads together. “How do you want to spend it?”

			Emmett hums, looking thoughtful, and then shifts to pull their phone out of the pocket of their jeans, as dusty and caked with clay as Delilah’s. They swipe to their camera, then hold it out at arm’s length, giving Delilah a significant look until she laughs and shifts closer so that both of them are in the frame, the desert stretching out into infinity behind them. Delilah tips her head against theirs and smiles, real and honest, and it feels good.

			“However we want,” Emmett says, and snaps the photo.

			delilah cohen [@heytheredelco]

			[a photo of the sunrise over a rocky canyon, the sky painted in shades of blue and violet and pink and gold]

			[location tag: Anza-Borrego Desert State Park]

			hello, sunshine. what will you bring me today?

		

	
		
			
				Outro

				Delilah

			
			One Year Later

			[excerpt from “Delilah Cohen Discusses Road Trips, Speed-Writing, and Moving Forward,” Billboard]

			After last year’s headline-making breakup and Lilac+Crow’s subsequent split, Cohen went back to her indie-folk roots in her first full solo album, Traveling Golem: A Love Story. Cohen, 29, said the idea for Golem came to her “out of nowhere,” and has joked to multiple outlets that she didn’t come up with the story so much as it grabbed her by the hand and refused to let her do anything else. “I never expected it to resonate like this,” she said. “I wrote the first version of the album in three days, and while we obviously went through edits, the core of it never changed. But I was in a hard place, and it was what I needed. I’ll be honest, I didn’t know if we could sell it to the label, let alone get it out into the world, but as it turned out, I wasn’t the only one who needed something new.”

			That’s Cohen’s famous understatement at work: Traveling Golem has spent a total of thirty-six weeks on the Top 200 list.

			Golem is part concept album, part story album, part love letter, and part musical folktale. If it sounds difficult to categorize, it is—but Cohen’s trademark lyricism and ear for motif and refrain tie it together. The titular “Golem” makes itself shockingly human through a mix of yearning and loneliness and empathy that’s impossible not to resonate with. Cohen takes the concept of the puppet wishing for humanity and turns it back on the listener, asking the question we all, at some point, have to reckon with: Are you who you want to be?

			Text message from: Mommy [image: Sparkling heart emoji.]

			Don’t forget to text me tonight! You know how I feel about proof of life

			Text message to: Mommy [image: Sparkling heart emoji.]

			That joke got old many road trips ago

			Text message from: Mommy [image: Sparkling heart emoji.]

			:)

			Text message from: Emmett Stein

			Be there in 5

			Text message to: Emmett Stein

			Heads-up Alex is here!!! Listening to the new demos.

			Text message from: Emmett Stein

			Tell her she can’t keep you.

			“So, what do you think?” Delilah asks anxiously, leaning forward on the couch. “Any good?”

			Leaning back in the armchair—Delilah’s newest purchase, a vintage wingback she found in a Santa Barbara antique store and had to schlep back to her apartment bungee-corded into the trunk of her hatchback, but so perfect for the little space she’s carved out for herself that she couldn’t resist—Alex pulls off her headphones and clicks her tablet off.

			“I think,” she says, “that you exist to make my life difficult.”

			Delilah beams. She’s learned to recognize that particular look on Alex’s face, the one that says The marketing teams are going to want to kill you, and they’re gonna take me along for the ride. After the roller coaster that was her last album, the uphill battle to get it made, and the wildly unexpected positive response, she’s found a confidence in writing for herself and not for the label that still catches her off guard some days. “So it’s good?”

			“It’s either the best thing you’ve ever written or they’re going to absolutely refuse to produce it,” Alex says. She shifts in the chair to cross one long leg over the other. Edith, curled up on her lap, yowls in protest. Alex rolls her eyes and gives the cat a firm scratch under the chin.

			“I’ll take that,” Delilah says. The bedroom door creaks open, and Trudy pokes her head out. Delilah clicks her tongue at her until she pads over and leaps up onto the back of the couch, where Cleo has been napping for the past hour, her tail twitching occasionally against the side of Delilah’s cheek.

			Adopting the cats had been more of an accident than an intentional decision. Getting used to living alone had been a rough adjustment, even though Iris had come out to help her decorate the apartment to fit the tastes Delilah hadn’t even known she had, and her mom had come to stay for a solid month to get her settled in. After her mom left, Delilah found herself constantly playing music or audiobooks or podcasts, just to feel like she wasn’t by herself, twitchy and anxious with loneliness, until finally Alex told her to stop complaining and go get a pet.

			She’s pretty sure that Alex hadn’t meant get three cats because they came into the shelter as a group and they love each other and you can’t separate them without feeling like a monster, but she’d done it anyway. She’s sunk more money into cat toys and scented candles over the past year than can possibly be reasonable, but she refuses to regret it.

			Reaching up to pull an only slightly resisting Trudy into her arms, Delilah kisses the top of her head and snuggles back into the couch. “You can call me if they have questions,” she says. “I don’t think we’re really going to be off-grid this time.”

			Alex gives her a flat look. “I know I can call you,” she says. “But don’t think I’m not noticing that you turned in your demos and now you’re running for the hills while I deal with all the logistics.”

			“I pay you to deal with all the logistics,” Delilah points out, grinning. “Besides, they made enough money off the last one that they should be willing to let me play around again. I’ve got proof of concept.”

			“Never should have let you start that new med regimen,” Alex says dryly. “You’re insufferable when you’re mentally stable.”

			“Rude,” Delilah says cheerfully.

			Cleo’s head jerks up and she gives a plaintive yowl just as a key turns in the lock of the front door and Emmett steps inside. All three cats bound over to them, and Emmett laughs, dropping their backpack to the ground and plopping down on the floor to let them swarm into their lap and over their shoulders. Delilah watches, her cheeks aching from smiling.

			The past year has been more than kind to Emmett. Every time Delilah sees them, they’re brighter and looser and happier, slowly but surely building themself a life of their own, learning who they are, what they like, what they want. They’re working at a Brooklyn bookstore these days, sharing a tiny apartment with one of their co-workers and filling the shelves with books on theology and queer theory and mysticism and art history and gender studies, their own charcoal sketches decorating the walls. The first time Delilah visited, she’d nearly cried with delight at the realization that Emmett wasn’t just living but thriving, and that was before she’d been coaxed into the bedroom to cry for entirely different reasons.

			Things between them are good. For the first month or so, after everything they went through, Delilah had been waiting for Emmett to change their mind about her, to decide that they didn’t need her anymore, that they didn’t need to stay with her out of gratitude or anything else. But every time she’d suggested any of that to them, Emmett had told her they weren’t going anywhere, firm and kind and with a look of fond exasperation. Delilah has come to love that look, and slowly, slowly, she’s stopped waiting for them to leave and started looking forward—uncertainly at first and then with more and more breathless excitement—to what might come next.

			Neither of them is rushing, and Delilah has kept Emmett out of the public eye. She sometimes alludes to a partner in interviews, or shows the edge of Emmett’s shoulder or the silhouette of their profile in the occasional photo, but she doesn’t see any reason to drag them into the spotlight. The interest in her love life has finally started to die down from the buzz that sprouted after she put the album out, and she’d like to keep it that way.

			The press even stopped taking every moment she and Sam have spent in the same room as a sign that they’re getting back together once Sam and Brooke announced their engagement. They do still run into each other from time to time, at events and awards shows and parties, and they can be civil, even friendly. They’ll never be friends, but at least there’s something like a fragile peace. When she catches sight of Sam across a crowded room these days, all she feels is a sort of calm, quiet acceptance.

			Because now, watching Emmett attempt to extricate Edith’s claws from their shirt while she nuzzles her head under their chin, Delilah feels the swell of love and joy that she always imagined she felt for Sam but never really did. Not like this. Her therapist likes to tell her to focus on the bright moments so that they’ll be right there at her fingertips when she needs them in the dark moments.

			The brightness comes a bit easier every day, as long as she remembers to look for it.

			“I think it’s very unfair that you’re an absentee parent but they still love you more than me,” Delilah says, because if she doesn’t make a joke, she’ll say something impossibly sappy instead.

			Emmett flashes a grin. “I missed you too,” they say. “Hi, Alex.”

			“Emmett.” Alex, who Delilah is pretty sure loves Emmett more than she loves Delilah, looks on in open amusement. “How’s my favorite hitchhiker?”

			“Driving, this time,” Emmett says, getting to their feet at last. They leave their keys for the cats to play with and kiss Delilah in greeting, and Delilah, insisting on a proper hello, hooks a finger in their collar when they try to draw back. They laugh into her mouth and nip at her bottom lip, making Delilah shriek—Alex’s eye roll is practically audible—before straightening up. “Thanks for watching the babies while we’re gone.”

			“My pleasure, as long as you’re willing to pay my dry-cleaning bill,” Alex says dryly. “Keep her out of trouble this time, will you? Last time you two took one of these little trips, she came back with like eight books on weird-ass esoterica, and now I’ve gotta convince the label that this”—she waves the tablet at them—“is going to make them money.”

			“Once again,” Delilah says, pointing to the framed album cover, with its platinum plaque, hung on her wall in pride of place, “proof of concept!”

			Alex waves her off. “Put your ego away, it’s not helpful.”

			Emmett smiles, leaning down to kiss the top of Delilah’s head. “I worked hard to get her that ego,” they say. “Don’t break it.”

			“My hero,” Delilah says. She climbs to her feet. “Are we ready to go?”

			Alex raises her eyebrows. “Leaving already?”

			“We’ve got hotel reservations,” Delilah says, waggling her eyebrows in a way that still makes Emmett flush. “Plus, if we leave now, we might get out of the city without hitting too much traffic.”

			“You really have become an optimist,” Alex says, but she lets Delilah lean over and give her a hug, patting her on the back. “Hey,” she says when Delilah pulls away. “The songs are great, kid. I’m proud of you.”

			Delilah blinks back an unexpected rush of emotion. “Alex,” she says weakly. “Don’t make me cry in front of my children.”

			Alex snorts. “Get out before I give you more work,” she says.

			Delilah laughs and turns back to the door. Emmett already has her duffle over one shoulder and her backpack over the other, and Delilah bends down to smooch all three cats.

			She takes Emmett’s hand and follows them out of the condo, and then she stops short.

			“Emmett,” she says. “You didn’t.”

			Emmett’s blinding smile is answer enough.

			Roscoe looks just like she remembers, bright blue and shiny, fairy lights and gauzy curtains just visible through the back window. “New engine and everything,” Emmett says, sliding the door open and tossing Delilah’s bags inside. “It seemed like the kind of poetry you like.”

			“You devious bastard,” Delilah says. Emmett, who reads her as well as they ever have, just smiles and kisses her cheek, nudging her toward the passenger door.

			They’ve been planning this trip for a few months now. It was Emmett’s idea—a reversal of their original cross-country adventure. They’ll be spending a week in Brooklyn at the end of the trip, at the insistence of Emmett’s family. That had been a shock and a half, learning that they wanted to meet her, but Emmett insists that they mean it, Ruth especially. “Even Noah’s excited to meet you,” Emmett had told her, the softness in their eyes giving no indication of how much work had gone into repairing that relationship. Delilah hasn’t done meet the parents since Sam, and that had been a mess, but she’s surprisingly eager to meet Emmett’s family. She wants to see what Emmett is like with them, those almost-siblings they had a hand in raising. Jacob’s older daughter has even moved to be closer to her half-siblings, bringing her children along, and Emmett reports that the ice between themself and Dana has finally started to thaw, turning into a fragile almost-peace. Delilah is still a little nervous about that one, but Emmett has a capacity for forgiveness that makes her dizzy; if they want to nurture the flowering of that relationship, Delilah won’t stand in the way.

			But they have a long way to go before they deal with any of that—three thousand miles of just the two of them and the open road. She can’t wait.

			The radio is playing one of Delilah’s songs when Emmett turns the engine on, which is both fantastic and mortifying. “Oh my God, turn that off,” she says, reaching for the dial, but Emmett nudges her hand away.

			“Absolutely not,” they say. “It’s my favorite.”

			Delilah rolls her eyes as she buckles her seat belt and leans back against the headrest. “How far is it to our first stop?”

			“Depends on how we go,” Emmett says, handing her a folded packet of maps as they pull out of the parking lot. They’re wearing Delilah’s old rainbow sunglasses, their hair already windswept from the open windows. “Three hours if we take the short way, four and a half if we go long.”

			Delilah hums, but doesn’t unfold the maps. She sticks them into the console between them, reaches down to pull a fresh notebook out of her backpack, and tugs her pen out of her hair. She settles more comfortably in her seat, propping her feet on the dash. The new album has just been finished, but somehow Delilah is already inspired to write another.

			“Let’s take the scenic route,” she says, and Emmett smiles.
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