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			For Ivan

			Thank you for going on this journey with me, for the unwavering support, and for loving stories as much as I do.

			You always feel like home.

		

	
		
			
			
				I don’t go looking for stories with the idea of wrongness in my head, no. But the fact is, a lot of great stories hinge on people being wrong.

				—Ira Glass
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			Dominic Yun is in my sound booth.

			He knows it’s my sound booth. He’s been here four months, and there’s no way he doesn’t know it’s my sound booth. It’s on the station’s shared calendar, the one connected to our email, in a blue bubble that reads booth c: goldstein, shay. repeats monday–friday, 11 to noon. ends: never.

			I’d knock on the door, but—well, a sound booth’s defining feature is that it’s soundproof. And while I’m certain a list of my faults could fill a half hour of commercial-free radio, I’m not quite so awful that I’d storm inside and risk screwing up whatever Dominic is recording. He may be Pacific Public Radio’s least qualified reporter, but I have too much respect for the art of audio mixing to do that. What happens inside that booth should be sacred.

			Instead, I lean against the wall across from Booth C, quietly simmering, while the red RECORDING sign above the booth flashes on and off.

			“Use another booth, Shay!” calls my show’s host, Paloma Powers, on her way to lunch. (Veggie yakisoba from the hole-in-the-wall across the street, every Tuesday and Thursday for the past seven years. Ends: never.)

			I could. But being passive-aggressive is much more fun.

			Public radio is not solely filled with the kind of honey-voiced intellectuals who ask for money during pledge drives. For every job in this field, there are probably a hundred desperate journalism grads who “just love This American Life,” and sometimes you have to be vicious if you want to survive.

			I might be more stubborn than vicious. That stubbornness got me an internship here ten years ago, and now, at twenty-nine, I’m the station’s youngest-ever senior producer. It’s what I’ve wanted since I was a kid, even if, back then, I dreamed of being in front of a microphone instead of behind a computer.

			It’s eleven twenty when the sound booth door finally opens, after I’ve assured my assistant producer Ruthie Liao that the promos will be in before noon, and after environmental reporter Marlene Harrison-Yates takes one look at me and bursts out laughing before disappearing into the vastly inferior Booth B.

			I see his shoe first, a shiny black oxford. The rest of his six-foot-something body follows, charcoal slacks and a maroon dress shirt with the top button undone. Framed in the doorway of Booth C and frowning down at his script, he could be a stock photo for business casual.

			“Did you say all the right words in the right order?” I ask.

			“I think so,” Dominic says to the script instead of to me, completely serious. “Can I help you with anything?”

			I fill my voice with as much sweetness as I can. “Just waiting for my booth.”

			Since he’s blocking my path, I continue to scrutinize him. His sleeves are rolled to his elbows, and his black hair is slightly mussed. Maybe he dragged his hands through it, frustrated when his story didn’t turn out precisely the way he wanted. It would be a refreshing contrast to his recent stories dominating our website, the ones that get clicks because of splashy headlines but lack any emotional depth. During those fateful twenty minutes he spent in Booth C, maybe he grew so fed up with public radio that he’s on his way to tell Kent he’s so sorry, but he wasn’t cut out for this job.

			He’s barely been here long enough to understand the nuances between Booths A, B, and my beloved C: that the headphones in Booth C are perfectly broken in, that the weight of the faders on the board makes them easier to manipulate. He doesn’t know the significance of Booth C, either—that it’s where I mixed tracks for the first show I produced entirely solo, the one about being fatherless on Father’s Day that tied up our phone lines for hours. Listening to those stories had made me feel, for the first time in years, a little less alone, had reminded me why I’d gone into radio in the first place.

			I’d say it’s not just about Booth C, but it’s also possible that I’ve formed an unhealthy attachment to these twenty-four square feet of wires and knobs.

			“It’s all yours,” he says, but he doesn’t move, nor does he glance up from his script.

			“It’s supposed to be. Every weekday from eleven to noon. If your calendar isn’t working, you should probably tell IT.”

			Finally, he wrenches his gaze from the script down to me. Way down. He settles into a lean against the doorframe, a slight hunch to his shoulders. He’s always doing this, and I imagine it’s because regular-size buildings are too small to confine him. I’m five two and never more aware of my height than when I’m standing next to him.

			When our receptionist Emma took his photo for the website, she blushed the whole time, probably because he’s the only guy here under thirty who isn’t an intern. In the picture, he’s serious except for one corner of his mouth, the tiniest parenthesis tugging his lips to one side. I stared at that corner for a long time when the photo was posted, wondering why Kent hired someone who’d never set foot inside a radio station. Kent swooned over Dominic’s master’s in journalism from Northwestern, consistently ranked the best program in the country, and the way he swept the collegiate journalism awards circuit.

			Dominic gives me a tighter, more restrained version of that staff photo smile. “It was eleven oh five, and no one was in it. And I might have a big story to break later. Waiting on confirmation from one more source.”

			“Cool. I have to mix Paloma’s intros, so—” I make a move to enter the booth, but he doesn’t budge, his impossibly tall frame blocking me. I am a cub trying to get the attention of a grizzly.

			That parenthesis pulls at his mouth a little more. “You’re not going to ask what my story is?”

			“I’m sure I’ll read all about it in the Seattle Times tomorrow.”

			“Aw, where’s your team spirit? Public radio can break news,” he insists. We’ve had this argument a dozen times, dating back to his first week at the station, when he asked why none of our reporters regularly attended city council meetings. “Wouldn’t it be great to get ahead of a story for once, instead of playing catch-up?”

			Dominic can’t seem to grasp that breaking news isn’t our forte. When I told him during training that sometimes our reporters simply rewrite news briefs from the Times, he looked at me like I’d said we wouldn’t be giving out tote bags during our next pledge drive. Our reporters do great work—important work—but I’ve always believed public radio is best when it focuses on longer features, deep dives, human-interest pieces. That’s what my show, Puget Sounds, does, and we’re good at it. Paloma came up with the name, a play on Puget Sound, the body of water along Washington’s northwestern coast.

			“People don’t turn to us for breaking news,” I say, trying to keep my voice down. “We’ve done studies. And it doesn’t matter where local breaking news comes from. Tomorrow it’ll be on every station, blog, and Twitter account with twenty-seven followers, and no one will care where they saw it first.”

			He crosses his arms over his chest, which draws more attention to his bare forearms and the pattern of dark hair that disappears into his sleeves. I’ve always been a forearm girl—a man rolling his shirt to the elbows is basically foreplay for me—and it’s a crime that such nice ones are wasted on him.

			“Right, right,” he says. “I have to remember that real radio focuses on—what’s your segment today?”

			“Ask a Trainer,” I say with a thrust of my chin that I hope projects confidence. I refuse to be embarrassed by it. It’s one of our most popular segments, a live call-in show where renowned animal behaviorist Mary Beth Barkley—98 percent chance that’s not her real name—answers listener questions. She always brings her corgi, and it’s a fact that dogs make everything better.

			“You’re providing a real public service, analyzing cat vomit on air.” He pushes away from the booth, and the door closes behind him with a thud. “I must have been sick that day in grad school. Not a lot of other people can capture that nuance the way your show can.”

			Before I can answer, Kent strides down the hall in his trademark suspenders and novelty tie. Today it’s tiny slices of pepperoni pizza. Kent O’Grady: the station’s program director, and owner of a radio voice that made him a Seattle legend decades ago.

			He claps a hand on Dominic’s shoulder, but since Kent’s only a few inches taller than I am, it lands on his bicep. “Just the people I was looking for. Dom, how’s that story coming along? Do we have a scandal on our hands?”

			Dom. In ten years, I’ve never seen Kent bust out a nickname so quickly.

			“Scandal?” I ask, interest piqued.

			“We just might,” Dominic says. “I’m waiting on one more call to confirm.”

			“Excellent.” Kent runs a hand through his graying beard. “Shay, does Paloma have time at the top of the show for a live interview with Dom?”

			“Live?” Dominic says. “As in . . . not prerecorded?”

			“Of course,” Kent says. “We want to be the first to break this story.”

			“Gotta get on that breaking news,” I say as Dominic pales. While I don’t love the idea of ceding time to Dominic, if he’s uncomfortable, I am definitely on board. “I guess we can give you a few minutes of Ask a Trainer.”

			Kent snaps his fingers. “Remind me to catch Mary Beth before she leaves. The only way Meatball eats her food these days is if she transfers every single nugget from the dish to the floor.”

			“Only a few minutes, right?” Dominic’s voice wobbles.

			“Five, tops. You’ll be great.” Kent flashes us a grin and turns back to his office.

			“Please don’t mess up my show,” I say to Dominic before I slip into Booth C.

			

			—

			Dominic Yun is in my studio.

			Technically, it’s three adjoining studios: the one I’m in with the announcer and mixing console—aka “the board”—the small call-in studio, and Studio A, where Paloma’s sitting right now with her show notes, a bottle of kombucha, and an empty glass of water. Dominic is next to her, wringing his hands after spilling said water on Paloma’s notes. Ruthie had to race to print off another copy.

			“Mary Beth’s here,” Ruthie says, coming into the studio behind me after mopping up Dominic’s mess. “And yes, she has water, and her dog has water.”

			“Perfect. Thank you.” I put on my headset and scan the show’s rundown, my heart thumping its familiar preshow rhythm.

			Puget Sounds is an hour-long burst of adrenaline every weekday from two to three p.m. As the senior producer, I direct the live show: cueing Paloma, calling guests and patching them through, tracking the time spent on each segment, and putting out any number of fires. Ruthie brings in the guests, and our intern, Griffin, works the call-in line in an adjoining booth.

			Sometimes I can’t believe I get to do this five times a week. Thousands of people across the city are turning their dials and apps and web browsers to 88.3 FM, and some of them will be so inspired, amused, or even furious that they’ll call us to share a story or ask a question. That interactive element—hearing Paloma through your speakers one minute and chatting with her live the next—is why radio is the best form of journalism. It makes the world a little bit smaller. You can be listening to a show with hundreds of thousands of fans across the country, but it still feels like the host is talking directly to you. Almost, in some cases, like the two of you are friends.

			I bounce my tan ankle boots up and down on the lowest rung of my usual stool. Next to me, Ruthie adjusts her headphones over her platinum blond pixie cut before placing a hand on my leg to stop my fidgeting.

			“It’s going to be fine,” she says, nodding toward Dominic through the glass separating us. We try to keep our feud secret, but Ruthie, with all her brink-of-Gen-Z intuitiveness, picked up on it within weeks of his start date. “We’ve dealt with worse.”

			“True. You’re my eternal hero after rebooking all four guests on our irrational fears show last minute.”

			I adore Ruthie, who came to us via commercial radio, which is faster paced despite the near constant ad breaks. Every so often, I catch her humming the 1-877-KARS-4-KIDS jingle under her breath. She says she’s haunted by it.

			In the center of the studio, Jason Burns rises from his announcer chair, an ergonomic contraption he specially ordered from Sweden. The board stretches in front of him.

			“Quiet in the studio, please,” he says in that warm maple syrup voice of his, hands lingering over a couple of faders. Jason’s a sweet thirtyish guy I’ve only ever seen in plaid flannel and jeans, the uniform of both lumberjacks and Seattle natives.

			The ON AIR sign next to the clock lights up.

			“You’re listening to 88.3 FM Pacific Public Radio,” Jason says. “Coming up, a breaking local story on Puget Sounds. Plus, Paloma Powers asks a trainer your burning animal behavior questions. But first, here’s your national news from NPR.”

			The ON AIR sign goes off. And then: From NPR News in Washington, DC, I’m Shanti Gupta . . .

			There are few sounds more calming than the voice of an NPR news anchor, but Shanti Gupta doesn’t soothe me the way she usually does. I’m too focused on the utter wrongness that is Dominic next to Paloma.

			I hit the button on my line that connects me to Dominic. “Don’t sit so close to the mic,” I say, and he must be so startled by my voice in his ears that his eyebrows jump to his hairline. “Or all we’ll hear is your heavy breathing.”

			His mouth moves, but I don’t hear anything.

			“You have to press the—”

			“You really don’t want me to be good at this, do you?”

			The question lingers in my ears. If Paloma’s paying attention, she doesn’t show it, instead making notes in the margins of her rundown. My sweater suddenly feels too warm.

			Ten years ago, I was the wunderkind, the intern who crafted perfect rundowns and researched riveting show topics and proved to Paloma and to her former producer, a guy who retired before I took his job, that I was something special. “This good, and she’s only nineteen!” Kent would bellow. “She’s going to run this place someday.”

			I didn’t want to run the place. I only wanted to tell good stories.

			And here’s Dominic: our newest employee, fresh off a master’s program, already on the air.

			“Live in ten,” Jason says before I can answer Dominic, and I push away my jealousy so I can focus on what’s always been the best part of my job.

			I slide off my stool and make eye contact with Paloma, holding my arm straight up at an imaginary twelve o’clock. “Five, four, three, two—” Then I lower my arm, aiming a finger at her, and she’s on.

			“I’m Paloma Powers, and you’re listening to Puget Sounds,” she says in her practiced way. Her voice is dark chocolate, low and mature with a hint of femininity. There’s so much power in a voice like that, in the ability to make people not just listen but care.

			A music bed plays underneath her, a bright piano melody that Jason will fade out as soon as she finishes her intro.

			“Today we have renowned animal behavior expert Mary Beth Barkley in the studio for all your pet-related questions. Maybe you’re wondering how to introduce a new kitten to your home, or whether you really can teach an old dog new tricks. We want to hear from you, so call 206-555-8803, and we’ll try to get that question answered. But first, some breaking news from reporter Dominic Yun, who joins us live in-studio. Dominic, welcome to Puget Sounds.”

			Dominic says nothing. He’s not even looking at her, just staring down at his notes as though still waiting for a cue.

			Dead air is not good. We can usually survive a few seconds of it without listener complaint, but any more than that, and we have a serious problem.

			“Fuck,” Ruthie says.

			“Say something,” I mutter into his ear. I wave my arms, but he’s completely frozen.

			Well, if he destroys my show, at least he’ll go down with it.

			“Dominic,” Paloma prompts, still perfectly cheery. “We’re so happy to have you with us!”

			Then something kicks in, as though the adrenaline has finally reached his bloodstream. Dominic blinks to life and leans into the mic.

			“Thank you, Paloma,” he says, rocky at first, but then evening out. “I’m thrilled to be here. Yours was actually the first show I listened to before I moved to Seattle for this job.”

			“Wonderful,” Paloma says. “What do you have for us?”

			He straightens. “It started with an anonymous tip. And I know what you’re thinking. Sometimes an anonymous tip can be complete hearsay, but if you ask the right questions, you can find the real story. This one, I had a feeling—call it a reporter’s intuition—that it was right on. I investigated something similar about a faculty member when I was at Northwestern.” A dramatic pause, and then: “What I found out is that Mayor Scott Healey has a second family. And while his private life is his business, he used campaign funds to keep it quiet.”

			“Shiiiiiit,” Jason says, spinning in his chair to face Ruthie and me. Behind the scenes, we’re not exactly FCC compliant.

			“I knew there was a reason I didn’t vote for him,” Ruthie says. “I didn’t like his face.”

			“That—that is a big one, Dominic,” Paloma says, clearly shocked, but recovering quickly. “We’ve had Mayor Healey on the show several times. Can you tell us how you figured this out?”

			“It started at a council meeting last month . . .” He launches into the story—how he found the financial records and tracked where the money was going, how he eventually convinced the mayor’s secret daughter to talk to him.

			Two minutes go by. Three. As we approach five minutes, I try to signal Paloma to switch segments, but she’s too focused on Dominic. I start to wonder if it’s possible to sever a mic cord with my fingernails.

			“I can’t keep up with the phone lines,” Griffin’s voice says in my ear.

			I press the button to talk directly to him. “Take down their questions and tell them Mary Beth will get to the ones she can.”

			“No—they’re about the mayor. They want to talk to Dominic.”

			Oh. Okay. Gritting my teeth, I hop on our show chat.

			
				Calls coming in, is D open to ?’s?

			

			“It looks like we’re getting a lot of questions,” Paloma says after peeking at the screen. “Would you be open to taking some calls from listeners?”

			“Sure, Paloma,” Dominic says, with the ease of a seasoned reporter and not someone who played with a digital recorder a few times in college and decided why not go into radio.

			When his eyes lock with mine through the glass barrier, all my loathing for him burns hot in my chest, turning my heart wild. The cut of his jaw makes him look more resolute than I’ve ever seen him, like he knows how badly I used to want this. His mouth tilts upward in a triumphant half smile. Delivering live commentary: another thing Dominic Yun is instantly perfect at.

			Kent bursts through the door. “Shay, we’re gonna have to reschedule Mary Beth. This is good motherfucking radio.”

			“Ruthie,” I say, but she’s already halfway out the door.

			“Great work, everyone,” Kent says, slapping Jason on the shoulder. “I’m glad we were able to get to this today.”

			I jostle my glasses as I rub at the space between my eyes where a headache is brewing. “This isn’t right,” I say after Kent leaves.

			“It’s good motherfucking radio,” Jason says in a singsong, imitating Kent.

			“It feels invasive.”

			“The public doesn’t have a right to know that the mayor’s a shady piece of shit?”

			“They do, but not on our show.”

			Jason follows my gaze, glancing between Dominic and me. Jason and I were hired within a couple weeks of each other, and he knows me too well not to realize why I’m upset. “You hate that Dominic is so good at this,” he says. “You hate that he’s a natural, that he’s live on the air a few months after he started working here.”

			“I’m—” I start, but stumble over my words. It makes me sound so shitty when he puts it that way. “It doesn’t matter how I feel about it. I have no desire to be on air.” Not anymore, at least. No point in wanting something I know will never happen.

			Ruthie comes back in, cheeks flushed.

			“Mary Beth’s pissed.” She clamps her headphones over her ears. “She says she had to cancel a private training session with one of Bill Gates’s kids to be here.”

			“We’ll send a groveling email later. No—I’ll call her.”

			“I don’t have enough lines,” Griffin says in my ear.

			“Ruthie, can you help Griffin? I’ll pitch in if I need to.”

			“On it.”

			“Thank you.”

			Dominic reads off each illicit payment one by one. The numbers are staggering. It’s not that this is a bad show—it’s that somehow, it’s become Dominic’s show, and I’m no longer in control. He is the star.

			So I sit back and let Paloma and Dominic take over. Dominic will win accolades and audiences, and I’ll stay right here behind the scenes.

			Ends: never.
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			Even though he was never on the air, my dad had the best radio voice. It was powerful but soft, a crackling fire on the coldest night of the year. He grew up fixing radios and owned an electronics repair shop, though of course he eventually learned how to fix laptops and phones, too. Goldstein Gadgets: my favorite place in the world.

			I inherited his love for public radio but not his voice. Mine is the kind of high-pitched voice men love to weaponize against women. Shrill. Unintelligent. Girly, as though being a girl is the worst kind of insult. I’ve been teased my whole life, and I still brace myself for cleverly disguised insults when I’m talking to someone for the first time.

			My dad never cared. We hosted radio shows in our kitchen (“Tell me, Shay Goldstein, what kind of cereal are you having this morning?”) and on road trips (“Can you describe the scenery at this middle-of-nowhere rest stop?”). I’d spend afternoons with him at Goldstein Gadgets, doing my homework and listening to game shows, Car Talk, This American Life. All we needed was a great story.

			I wanted him to hear me on the radio so badly, even if no one else did.

			When he died my senior year of high school after a sudden cardiac arrest, it shattered me. Classes didn’t matter. Friends didn’t matter. I didn’t turn on the radio for weeks. Somehow, I managed a B-minus average for the University of Washington, but I couldn’t even celebrate getting in. I was still submerged in depression when I landed my internship at Pacific Public Radio, and slowly, slowly, I climbed out of darkness and into a conviction that the only way forward was to try to rebuild what I’d lost. Here I am, twenty-nine and clinging to that childish dream.

			“Make people cry, and then make them laugh,” my dad would say. “But most of all, make sure you’re telling a good story.”

			I’m not sure how he would have felt about Ask a Trainer.

			

			—

			I’m the fifth wheel at dinner tonight. My mother and her boyfriend Phil, and my best friend, Ameena, and her boyfriend, TJ are already seated at a Capitol Hill French-Vietnamese fusion restaurant by the time I emerge from rush hour traffic. Ameena Chaudhry and I grew up across the street from each other, and she’s been a constant in my life for more than twenty years.

			“Only ten minutes late,” Ameena says, jumping out of her chair to lasso me into a tight hug. “That’s got to be a new record, right?”

			TJ pulls out his phone to check the notes app. “There was one time last March we were all on time except for Shay, who was only three minutes late.”

			I roll my eyes at this, but guilt twists my stomach. “It’s great to see you, too. And I really am sorry. I was rushing to finish one last thing and lost track of time.”

			We try to schedule dinners as regularly as we can, but my mother and Phil are violinists in the Seattle Symphony with regular evening performances, Ameena is a recruiter at Microsoft, and TJ does something important-sounding in finance that I’ve never fully understood. On occasion—fine, most occasions—I stay late at the station to make sure everything’s prepped for the next day’s show. Today I was on the phone apologizing to Mary Beth Barkley for an hour.

			I hug my mom and TJ, then shake hands with Phil. I’m still not sure how to navigate my mother having a boyfriend. Until Phil, she didn’t seem interested in dating. They’d been friends for ages, though, and he lost his wife a few years after we lost Dad. They supported each other during the grieving process, which of course never really ends, until they eventually became a different kind of support system.

			I should be used to it by now, but by the time they started dating last year, I’d only just gotten used to the idea of my mother as a widow.

			“As much as I love bullying Shay,” my mother says with a half smile in my direction, “I’m starving. Appetizers?”

			Phil points at the menu. “The chili cumin pork ribs are supposed to be incredible,” he says in his Nigerian accent.

			After we order and exchange how-was-your-days, Ameena and TJ share a quick sideways glance. Before they started dating, Ameena and I were the ones sharing sideways glances, inside jokes. Being the fifth wheel is only slightly crushing when I realize I’m not anyone’s person. Ameena and TJ live together, so it’s natural that she shares secrets with him before me, and my mother has Phil. I am a solid second, but I’m no one’s first.

			I’m on a dating app hiatus, something I implement every so often when swiping becomes especially frustrating. My relationships seem doomed to never last longer than a handful of months. I want so badly to get to that place where Ameena and TJ are, five years of dating after they accidentally swapped orders at a coffee shop, that it’s possible I rush things. I’ve never not been the first to say I love you, and there are only so many times you can stomach total silence in response.

			But I won’t lie—I want to be that first person someone tells everything to.

			“I have some news,” Ameena says. “I’m interviewing with the Nature Conservancy tomorrow. So it’s not news, exactly, but news adjacent. It’s just the first phone interview, but . . .” She trails off with a shrug, but her dark eyes are bright with excitement.

			When Ameena started at Microsoft, her goal was to gain enough experience to ultimately recruit for an organization that does good, ideally for the environment. She was the president and founder of our high school’s Compost Club. By default, I was the vice president. She’s a slow-fashion aficionado who buys all her clothes at thrift shops and rummage sales, and she and TJ have an impressive herb garden on their apartment balcony.

			“Are you serious? That’s incredible!” I say, reaching for a rib the server places in the center of the table. “They have a Seattle office?”

			Her expression falters. “Well, no,” she says. “They’re in Virginia. I mean, I doubt I’ll get the job.”

			“Don’t reject yourself before you’ve even interviewed,” Phil says. “Do you know how many people audition for the symphony? The odds were never in our favor, either, although I still claim it’s nonsense Leanna had to audition three times.”

			My mother squeezes his arm, but she beams at the compliment.

			“Virginia is . . . far,” I say intelligently.

			“Let’s just ignore the Virginia part for now.” Ameena brushes a stray thread from the vintage charcoal blazer we fought over at an estate sale last month. “I’m really not going to get it, though. I’m the youngest recruiter on my team. They’re probably going to want someone with more experience.”

			“I miss being the youngest,” I say, taking to heart Ameena’s “let’s just ignore the Virginia part” suggestion. Virginia isn’t something I can even wrap my mind around. “It feels like the interns are getting younger and younger every year. And they’re all so earnest and fresh faced. One of them actually told me the other day that he didn’t know what a tape looked like.”

			“Like that reporter you’re always going on about?” my mother says. “What’s his name again?”

			“Dominic something, right?” Phil says. “I did like that piece he did on arts funding in Seattle compared to other cities.”

			“He’s not an intern, he’s Kent’s favorite reporter.” And apparently the new star of Puget Sounds, based on the social media snooping I did after the show. Twitter loved him, which proves Twitter is a hellsite.

			“Talk to me when you’re thirty,” Ameena says. We celebrated her thirtieth two months ago, in December, and it’ll be my turn in October. I’m still in denial.

			My mother waves a hand. “Please. You’re both still babies.” She says this, but my mother is gorgeous: dark red hair, sharp cheekbones, and a closet full of chic black dresses that would make Audrey Hepburn quietly, beautifully weep. In a symphony of fifty musicians, she steals the show every night.

			I tug my hair out of its usual low ponytail and finger comb my long bangs that skim the top of my tortoiseshell glasses. Thick, brown, and coarse: the only adjectives that describe my hair, and all of them are tragic. I thought I’d have learned to style it by now, but some days I fight with a straightener and other days I fight with a curling iron before I resign myself to another ponytail.

			It’s only when I examine my mother, searching for the physical similarities between us—spoiler: there are none—that I notice she’s acting strangely. She keeps rubbing at the hollow of her throat, one of her telltale signs of nerves, and when the food arrives, she pushes it around on her plate instead of eating it. She and Phil are usually pretty affectionate. We had a body language expert on the show a while back, and the way she talked about people falling in love described the two of them perfectly. Phil is always resting his hand in the small of her back, and she’ll often cup the side of his face and skim her thumb along his cheek.

			There’s none of that tonight.

			“How’s the house?” Phil asks, and I respond with a dramatic groan. He holds up his hands and lets out a soft laugh. “Ah, I’m sorry. Didn’t realize it was a sore subject.”

			“No, no,” I say, even if it is a bit of a sore subject. “The house is fine, though I wish I’d waited for something smaller.”

			“Isn’t it a three bedroom? One bath?”

			“Yeah, but. . . .”

			For years, Ameena and I shared an apartment in Ballard before she moved in with TJ. Buying a house seemed like the right next step: I was nearly thirty, had saved up enough money, and wasn’t leaving Seattle anytime soon. Working in public radio is like serving on the Supreme Court—most people are there for a very long time. Even if I wanted to be on the air, I wouldn’t be able to find a job at another station. It’s impossible to get a hosting gig without experience, but you can’t get that experience unless you already have some experience under your belt. The joys of job hunting as a millennial.

			So because it seemed like the next step in the how-to-adult manual, I bought a house, a Wallingford Craftsman my real estate agent called cozy but more often feels too large for one person. It’s always cold, and six months after picking out the kind of furniture I thought I wanted, it still feels empty. Lonely.

			“I guess I just have a lot of work to do on it,” I finish, though I’m unsure what exactly “it” means.

			“It was a good financial decision,” Phil says. “Buying a house is always a good investment. And one of my kids would be more than happy to help you out with any painting or repairs.”

			Phil has three sons and a daughter. All the Adelekes are tall and fit and happily married, most with kids of their own. A couple months ago, my mother and I had our first Christmas with Phil’s large family, forgoing the Jewish tradition of Chinese food and a movie. I’d been hesitant at first, if only because I liked spending that time with my mother, but everyone had been warm and welcoming, and it was impossible to stay bitter.

			“Thanks,” I say. “Maybe I’ll take you up on that.”

			A water glass shatters, and my mother offers up a sheepish grin. “Sorry,” she says as a waiter rushes over to clean it up.

			“Are you all right, Leanna?” Phil asks.

			She presses her ruby lips together and nods. “All right. Yes. I’m great.” Her hand is at her throat again. “Phil, I—there’s something I want to say.”

			Oh no. She wouldn’t be breaking up with him like this, would she? Not in front of a whole group, not in public. My mother is too classy to do something like that.

			Ameena looks as puzzled as I do. All of us set down our forks, watching as my mother pushes out her chair and gets to her feet, visibly shaking. Oh god—is she sick? Maybe that’s why she wanted to have this dinner, so she could tell all of us at once.

			My stomach clenches, and I suddenly feel like I might throw up. My mother is all I have. I can’t lose her, too.

			But then she grins, and my shoulders sag with relief as she starts talking. “Phil,” she says in this tone I don’t think I’ve heard before. She places her hand on his arm. “I know it’s only been eleven months, but they’ve been the best months I’ve had in a long, long time.”

			“For me, too,” he says. A smile settles into the fine lines in his dark skin. As though maybe he knows what’s coming, and now I think I might, too. She’ll ask him to move in, I’m sure of it. Odd to do it in public, but my mother has always had a certain way of doing things. That’s just Leanna, my dad would say with a shrug when she made soup in a blender before zapping it in the microwave or insisted on carving jack-o’-lanterns in early September.

			“After Dan passed away, I didn’t think I’d get a second chance. I thought I’d found my person, and he was gone, and I was done. But you were always right there, weren’t you? Sitting next to me, playing the violin. I fell in love with your music, and then I fell in love with you. You know as well as I do that the grief never goes away, but you have made me realize love can live alongside grief. I don’t want to spend any more time not being married to you. So . . .” Here she trails off, takes a breath. “Philip Adeleke, will you marry me?”

			The room goes dead silent, everyone’s eyes trained on our table, watching this proposal. My heart is pounding heavier than it does before a show, and in the corner of my vision, TJ clasps a hand over Ameena’s.

			Phil leaps out of his chair so quickly he knocks over his own glass of water, and maybe they really are meant for each other. “Yes, Leanna, yes,” he says. “I love you so much. Yes, yes, yes.”

			When they kiss, the restaurant bursts into applause. A waiter brings out glasses of champagne. Ameena dabs at her eyes, asking if I knew this was going to happen, if I knew my mother was planning this, and no. No, I did not.

			I force myself out of my seat to congratulate them, my mother and my—stepfather? Too many emotions swirl through me, and I can only name a few of them. I’m happy for them, of course I am. I want my mother to be happy. She deserves it.

			I’ve just spent so many years convinced no one could replace my father that I never imagined anyone would.

			Ameena peppers them with questions about the wedding. Turns out, Phil had been planning to propose this weekend, but my mother managed to beat him to it. They want it to happen soon, they say. Naturally, a quartet from the symphony will play the reception.

			Eventually, Phil whisks my mother out of the restaurant to “celebrate”—like we don’t all know exactly what that means—leaving Ameena and TJ and me to polish off the champagne.

			“Leanna Goldstein is my hero,” Ameena says. “I can’t believe we got to be part of that.”

			I want to be able to say that too, that Leanna Goldstein is my hero—and she is, for so many reasons. For how she let me process Dad’s death on my own time, with my own therapist, before the two of us went to family counseling together. For convincing me that we could still be a family even if it was just the two of us. Small but mighty, she’d say. She always knew I’d work in radio, though sometimes she jokes that I could have at least compromised and found a job at a classical music station.

			“You okay?” TJ asks as we pack up. He tucks his blond hair into a knit beanie. “It’s weird, I know. My parents are both remarried, and it definitely takes some getting used to.”

			“I guess I never thought I’d go to my mom’s wedding before my own.” In my head, it sounds like a joke. When I say it, it does not.

			Ameena squeezes my hand. “This is a lot. Take the time you need to process it, okay?”

			I nod. “Good luck on the interview,” I tell her, digging into my bag for my keys as we step into the chilly Seattle night. My house is going to be so quiet when I get home. It always is. “Are you sure you don’t want to come over and watch bad TV or something?”

			“Shay. I love you, but you need to learn to be alone in your own house. Do I need to check for monsters under your bed again?

			“Maybe.”

			Ameena shakes her head. “Get a dog.”

			

			—

			
			The moment I get home, I flip on every single light and cue up the latest episode of my favorite comedy podcast. It’s almost nine o’clock, and I’ve been away from my email for too long, despite the few times I checked it in the bathroom. (Enough that my mother asked me if I was okay, which is only slightly embarrassing as an adult, to think your mom is concerned about your bowels.)

			I make some tea and settle onto the couch with my work laptop. I really am content helping others tell stories as opposed to telling them myself. Paloma does it better than I ever could, even if sometimes we’re not telling the kinds of stories I love, sweeping epics about the human experience you can only hear on stations with a bigger budget. Sometimes I wonder if content is really just a synonym for complacent.

			I try not to think about that, though.

			After my dad died, I sought comfort anywhere I could. I smoked pot with Ameena, hooked up with the cute guy across the hall freshman year, had one bad experience with alcohol that taught me how much alcohol my body could handle. It wasn’t anything outrageously unhealthy; I didn’t want to go off the rails, but I wanted to get close enough to see what was on the other side of them.

			The only thing that made me feel like myself again was my internship at PPR. That was when I realized the solution wasn’t impulse—it was consistency. And of course it was; radio had always made me feel closer to my dad. I’d get the stable job, the house in a walkable neighborhood, and the devoted boyfriend, one day husband. Ameena remained my best friend; my mother remained single. With the exception of my dating life, everything’s gone pretty much according to plan.

			Phil becoming my stepfather, though—that’s going to change things.

			And historically, I have not been great at change.

			A house was always part of my plan, and it should have felt like this tremendous accomplishment. I’ve had it six months, but I’m forever in the middle of making it mine. I’ll spend hours scouring antique shops for the right kind of artwork before buying some mass-produced abstract blobs at Target, or try a dozen paint samples for the living room before realizing none of them feel quite right and never getting the energy to paint over them. In our early twenties, Ameena and I dreamed of hosting dinner parties when we had the space, but now we’re always exhausted. Most of the time, I end up cooking something with prepackaged ingredients that show up on my doorstep twice a week.

			Every time I imagined adulthood, it looked different from this reality. All the important people in my life have their person. I have an empty house and my supposed dream job that doesn’t always love me back.

			Against my better judgment, I listen to today’s show. I did this all the time when I started out, eager for ways to improve, but I haven’t done it in a while. Over and over, I rewind Dominic’s answers, trying to pinpoint what, exactly, listeners found so appealing. It takes him a few minutes to find his footing; the cadence of his voice changes, and his words become smooth, buttercream frosting over red velvet cake. He’s not a robot, the way I might have assumed before I heard him on the air. It’s almost like he didn’t want someone to find out he was doing something illegal, he says in such a mock-surprised tone that it makes me crack a smile. He responds to listener questions as though he genuinely cares about their concerns, and even when he doesn’t know the answer, he does his best to convince them he’s going to find out.

			As much as I hate to admit it, Dominic Yun on Puget Sounds was good radio.

			Even my dad would have agreed.
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			“Emergency meeting,” Kent O’Grady announces the next morning, before I’ve even unzipped my coat. “Conference room. Five minutes. Senior staff only.”

			I’ve never been senior enough to go to a PPR emergency meeting. My promotion, in title and slight salary increase, happened a few months ago. The way Kent’s M. C. Escher–patterned tie lies crooked, as though he was so frazzled this morning that he didn’t notice, is troubling, but it still feels kind of great to be included.

			I hang my coat on the hook next to my desk and remove the laptop, phone, and notepad from my messenger bag. My phone lights up with a notification from one of the dating apps I haven’t gotten around to deleting.

			
				We miss you! 27 matches are waiting

			

			I swipe it away and drag the app to the trash. That’s the only action I’ve had lately: Tinder and Bumble desperately trying to win me back.

			Our newsroom has an open floor plan, offices reserved for the most senior of senior staff. My space is littered with empty coffee cups I’ll definitely put in the dishwasher later today. The staff rotates kitchen duty, and for my first two years at PPR, I somehow got stuck cleaning it every Friday. I assumed I was just paying my dues as a newbie, but I’ve never seen Griffin, our Puget Sounds intern, on the schedule, which is drafted weekly by our office manager. It’s never seemed important enough to bring up with HR.

			Then there’s my intricate filing system for past rundowns, and pinned next to my computer, a PodCon poster signed by the hosts of my favorite movie podcast. PodCon is an annual radio and podcasting festival, and if it sounds nerdy, that’s because it is, and it’s also the best. I went a couple of years ago when it was held in Seattle, and while it would be a dream to go as a presenter, obviously a local newsmagazine doesn’t have national appeal.

			At the desk across from mine, Paloma is adding flax and chia seeds to a cup of Icelandic yogurt. She’s here at eight sharp every morning and out the door at four, right after we finish our afternoon show debrief.

			“Emergency meeting?” I ask her. We’re on a hiring freeze right now; Dominic was the last person brought on before it went into effect. I wonder if this meeting has to do with the station’s finances.

			She stirs her yogurt. “It’s just Kent being dramatic. You know he loves a good show. We’re probably pushing up a pledge drive or something.” Paloma’s been here for more than two decades, so if she isn’t worried, maybe I shouldn’t be. “You don’t happen to have any extra chia seeds lying around, do you? Just ran out.”

			And although I have never eaten a chia seed in my life, I reach into the drawer beneath my desk and pull out a bag filled with them.

			This is what a good producer does. I’ve trained myself to know what Paloma wants before even she does, to anticipate her every need. If your host isn’t happy, your show can’t be great. Paloma is the reason people love Puget Sounds, and I am the reason Paloma is able to put on a great show.

			“You’re a peach,” she says, and gestures to her yogurt. “Literally. What would I do without you?”

			“Eat subpar yogurt, obviously.”

			I used to be terrified of her. I’d grown up listening to her anchor the morning news, and when I met her the first day of my internship, I choked on my words, unable to believe she was real. Puget Sounds was her idea, and even today, there aren’t a lot of female public radio hosts, and fewer queer women.

			Paloma’s in her late forties and doesn’t have kids, and she and her art history professor wife spend two weeks every summer in a remote location I’ve never heard of, coming back with stories about how they got lost or ran out of food or narrowly escaped a wild animal. And yet while she’s here, she operates on such a specific schedule that if I ever left, it would take weeks to train someone new on all her idiosyncrasies alone.

			Paloma readjusts her shawl, a deep blue and green knit, and takes her yogurt down the hall to the conference room, where it becomes immediately clear that this is Very Serious Business. Everyone looks grim, and no one’s on their phones. Even the early morning people, who are usually too peppy for their own good, are slightly less pepped than usual.

			Paloma might not be worried, but I linger in the doorway, suddenly overcome by the where do I sit? feeling I knew so well in high school when Ameena and I didn’t have the same lunch period. A senior staff meeting still feels a little like a club I tricked someone into letting me into.

			A tall figure in a sky-blue-striped button-down approaches from the other side of the hall, and I tighten my grip on my notepad. Dominic’s in jeans today, a rarity for him. They’re perfectly pressed, not a wrinkle in sight. This is another reason his height is so frustrating: If he weren’t a giant, I’d be able to more comfortably look him in the eye instead of cataloging his choice of legwear.

			“Senior staff only,” I tell him, plastering on a false-sympathetic smile. A place where I fit in and he does not. “Sorry.”

			“Dom! Come on in,” Kent says from the head of the table, waving him inside.

			And just like that, he brushes past me with his thermos of coffee, already inducted into this club it took me years to join. I hope the coffee burns his tongue.

			“Stellar reporting,” says senior editor Paul Wagner. “And the mayor resigned?” He lets out a low whistle.

			“Thanks, Paul,” Dominic says, running his free hand through his hair, which is looking a little flatter than usual. “It makes it worth getting here at five a.m., that’s for sure.” Ah. That explains it.

			Paul gives a hearty laugh at this. “The news never sleeps.”

			I usually listen to PPR on my drive to work, but this morning I was finishing up a podcast. Dominic’s investigation got the mayor to resign. No wonder he’s been given a golden ticket to this meeting. It won’t stop me from silently fuming about it, though.

			I find a seat next to Paloma and flip to a fresh page in my notebook. Emergency Meeting, I write at the top of the page, feeling a bit less important now that Dominic is here.

			“Good morning,” Kent bellows when all eleven of us are seated. “Always a pleasure to see everyone’s smiling faces bright and early.” His M. C. Escher tie is hypnotic, and sometimes I forget how commanding he can be in front of a group. He’s like Rob Lowe’s character on Parks and Rec: positive to a fault. “Shay, do you mind taking notes? You’re so great with details.”

			“Oh—sure,” I say, scratching out Emergency Meeting and flipping to the next page to rewrite it more legibly. I wasn’t expecting to be put to work at my first senior staff meeting, but I guess I am good with details. And I’m not about to argue with a compliment from Kent.

			“First up,” Kent continues, “I’d like to congratulate Dominic on his reporting yesterday, both live on Puget Sounds and into the evening as he tracked the story.”

			I fight the urge to roll my eyes, and make an executive decision not to record this particular tidbit. Dominic seems to make an attempt at looking humble, his cheeks even turning pink before he lifts a hand as though to remind all of us who he is.

			“Cut to the chase, Kent,” says Isabel Fernandez, our morning show producer. We’ve always been friendly acquaintances more than actual friends, but suddenly I adore her. “Are we moving up a pledge drive to bring in more money, or what?”

			“Didn’t we just finish a pledge drive?” Marlene Harrison-Yates asks.

			“We’re always either just finishing or just starting a pledge drive,” Paloma mutters next to me, and I stifle a laugh because she’s not wrong.

			“No, no, nothing like that. Well.” Kent clears his throat, straightens a stack of papers. “We’re going to be rearranging our programming.”

			Now that’s a euphemism if I’ve ever heard one.

			“Please don’t put me on mornings again,” Paloma says.

			“Well, I don’t want afternoons,” says our a.m. drive host, Mike Russo.

			“Let him talk,” I say, and Kent offers me a grateful smile that soothes, just a little, the churning in my stomach.

			“The board and I were thinking . . . something along the lines of a new show.”

			The room erupts into chaos again. Across the table, Dominic catches my eye, one of his dark eyebrows lifting in a way I can’t quite interpret. I don’t know why we keep making eye contact like this when I spend so much of my day hoping we won’t have to cross paths. I flick my gaze back to my notes.

			“We have our morning show, our midday show, and our evening show,” Kent says. “And the feedback we’ve been getting from listeners is that they’re too similar.” He presses a button, and a number of colorful pie charts appear on the projector screen. “They don’t connect with hosts the way they used to, not like they do at the national level or for some of the really popular podcasts.”

			“Excuse me,” Paloma says in a haughty voice, “Puget Sounds is nothing like At the Moment.”

			“And we can’t exactly bring in a comedian to host the morning news,” Isabel says.

			But Kent’s not wrong. As an NPR member station, we’re in charge of our programming, and we’re able to broadcast any of the national shows. Naturally, those are listened to more than our local shows. They have more name recognition, and as I’m always telling Dominic, it’s an uphill battle getting people interested in local news.

			“Does a new show mean we’re getting rid of one of our flagship shows?” Mike asks.

			Kent shakes his head. “I don’t want anyone jumping to conclusions. This is solely an idea-generating meeting.”

			A brainstorming session with producers, hosts, and reporters usually goes a little like this: The hosts and reporters take control. The producers stay quiet. It’s not easy to speak up in a room full of people whose job it is to speak.

			“What about a news roundtable?” Dominic says. “We could invite local politicians and other leaders on every week to give updates on what’s going on in their lines of work.”

			Snooze.

			Isabel, bless her, shuts him down, which I underline in my notes. “We tried that fifteen years ago. It lasted, what, a few months?”

			“It was a different market fifteen years ago,” Dominic says.

			“Exactly. It was easier.” Isabel thrusts an arm toward the screen, and the pie chart that shows how Puget Sounds’ listenership has dropped over the years. It’s not a nice pie chart—Puget Sounds has had the steepest drop of all the flagship shows. “Now everyone and their grandkids has their own podcast. There’s too much out there. It’s impossible to stand out.”

			“Something focused on the environment,” Marlene suggests. “Everyone in the Northwest cares about the environment. Each show could focus on small actions people could take to reduce their carbon footprint. I already have a whole bunch of tape about sustainable farming.”

			“We’re not thinking big enough,” Kent says. “We’re too hyper-local already.”

			Mike suggests a cooking show and Paul suggests a storytelling show, which I love. But Kent says it sounds too much like The Moth, which is probably why I loved it. Dominic throws out a few more newsy ideas that somehow manage to sound less interesting than his first one. A real triumph.

			“What about a dating show?” I mutter, more to a button on my corduroy skirt than to the group, assuming no one will pay attention to PPR’s lowliest senior producer. It’s not something anyone’s talked about yet, and after my mother’s engagement and my phone’s reminder that I’m very single, it’s been on my mind.

			But Marlene hears me. “Public radio doesn’t really go there. And for good reason: FCC regulations. Anything juicy would be tough to dig into.”

			“It’s absolutely possible to do something about dating without pissing off the FCC,” Paloma says, and I feel a burst of pride at her defense of me. “Last year we did a segment about reproductive health, and another one about sex education in high schools.”

			“Yes!” Isabel says. “But something new. Something fresh.”

			Across the table, Dominic rolls his eyes so hard I fear for his vision. Surely a dating show doesn’t fall within his master’s-degree- in-journalism idea of what public radio should be.

			“What about a dating show hosted by people who are dating?” Paloma says.

			“It’s been done,” Kent says. “About a dozen times on a dozen more podcasts.”

			“A dating show hosted by exes,” I say, half as a joke.

			The room goes silent.

			“Go on,” Paloma says. “A dating show hosted by exes?”

			I didn’t mean for it to sound that exciting—it’s just a potential fresh take on a dating show. But maybe it’s not a bad idea.

			“Um,” I say, feeling my face grow warm, the way it always does when I’m on the spot. Even in a room of people I know, people with incredible voices, I’m more conscious of the sound of my voice than ever. It’s more high pitched, more nasal than usual. These people don’t say um or like. They don’t stumble over their words.

			Dominic is watching me very intently, as though I’m the news ticker on a cable network. Even when he’s sitting down, his posture is so stiff, the cut of his shoulders so sharp, that his muscles must ache when he gets home every day. I wish, not for the first time this meeting, that he hadn’t picked the seat directly opposite mine.

			“Well.” An excellent start. I clear my throat. This is just like pitching a segment in my team’s weekly pitch meeting. I can do this. They’ve all heard me speak before. No one’s judging the way I sound, and if they are, they’re not going to make snide comments about it. “A dating show hosted by exes. It’s . . . exactly what it sounds like, really. We’d get the listeners invested in their relationship, in how they got together, and how it fell apart. We’d get them invested in the two of them as friends, as cohosts, as whatever they are now that they’re broken up. It would be part storytelling and part informational. Each episode, they could share more about their past, and they’d also explore dating trends, or interview dating experts, or even do some live counseling on the air to figure out what went wrong.”

			And I’m surprised, hearing myself talk about it, that it actually sounds like something I’d love to listen to. Public radio can sometimes be fun averse, but something like this—my dad would have gotten a kick out of it. It would be like This American Life meets Modern Love. We could do a show that follows each side of a Tinder date, or one tracking down people who’d ghosted someone.

			That’s when I have to stop myself. I’m using we in my head, like I’m the producer of this show. I already have a show.

			“Like Kent said, there are tons of relationship shows out there, plenty of them hosted by couples,” I say, gaining more confidence. My coworkers, my fellow senior staffers plus Dominic, are still listening—to me. “But . . . but what if we really try to figure out what goes wrong in relationships by having two exes work through their issues? Because that’s what people want to know, right? What they did wrong?”

			It’s a question I’ve had plenty of times. I allow myself to grin, to relax back in my seat.

			“I kind of love that,” says reporter Jacqueline Guillaumont, after the chatter in the room dies down. “I’d listen to it.”

			“It’s unconventional,” Mike says, “but I have to say, I like where Shay’s head is at. Maybe that’s what we need, something out of the box like that.”

			“We’d need two exes to host it,” Isabel says. “But I guess we could figure that out?”

			Paloma reaches over and scribbles on my notepad: Great job, and I feel myself glow from the inside out.

			“I’m sorry, but I don’t see how it would work,” Dominic says, popping that bubble of pride. A wrinkle appears between his brows.

			“Why not?” I’m so focused on him, on this sudden desire to press my thumb hard into that crease between his brows, that I can barely hear Paloma scraping the bottom of her yogurt next to me. The one time I get the courage to speak up in a meeting like this—a meeting he should never have been invited to—he rips apart my idea.

			“It’s not exactly groundbreaking reporting.”

			“Since when does everything need to be? It would get people talking, and it would have appeal beyond our regular listenership. Maybe it would even increase contributions to the station.” I look directly at Kent when I say this. “We can’t oust mayors every day.”

			“No, but we should at least conduct ourselves with a modicum of respect,” Dominic says, spitting out that last word as he leans forward, gripping the edge of the table. “Exes bickering about why they broke up? Giving out relationship advice?” He scoffs. “This sounds like something on satellite radio, or god forbid, commercial radio. It sounds . . . tawdry.”

			“And exposing the mayor’s private life isn’t?”

			“Not when it’s news.”

			The rest of the room seems oddly captivated by us. Kent has been scribbling on his notepad, uncharacteristically silent. I’ve never seen anyone argue like this at a meeting, and I’m convinced he’s going to let us have it. When he doesn’t, I keep going.

			“You think public radio is only this one thing, but it’s not,” I say, clutching my pen as tightly as I can. In my head, the cap flies off and splatters his chest with black ink, wrecking the shirt he must have picked out so carefully this morning. It drips down those blue stripes and onto his jeans. “And that’s the beauty of it. It can be educational, but it can also be heartbreaking or thrilling or fun. We’re not just delivering facts, we’re telling stories. You’ve worked here four whole months, and you think you have this industry all figured out?”

			“Well, I do have a master’s in journalism. From Northwestern.” He says the school name so casually, as though it wasn’t at all difficult to get into or didn’t cost sixty grand. “So I happen to think that degree hanging by my desk does qualify me to talk about journalism.”

			Finally, Kent lifts one hand, indicating for us to calm down.

			“A lot of food for thought,” he says, and then with two words, makes me lose all hope. “Other ideas?”

			

			—

			After another twenty minutes, Kent calls the meeting to a close, doing his best to reassure us about the future of the station.

			“This is early stages,” he says. “We’re not making any programming changes quite yet.”

			Still, it’s hard to ignore the subtle sheen of worry on my coworkers’ faces as they leave with their mugs of cold coffee. I linger until I’m the last one out of the room, hoping to avoid Dominic. Unfortunately, he’s waiting in the hall, ready to pounce.

			“Jesus Christ,” I say when he startles me, holding my notepad over my skittering heart. “What, you didn’t finish educating me on the job I’ve had for ten years?”

			That wrinkle reappears between his brows, and he looks softer than he did in the meeting. “Shay, I’m—”

			“Dom! Shay!” Kent interrupts, and I’m a little annoyed because for a second, it seemed like Dominic was actually about to apologize.

			But that would be about as likely as Terry Gross stepping down from hosting Fresh Air.

			“Kent,” I say, ready with an apology of my own. “I’m so sorry about what happened in there. It got out of hand.”

			All he says is, “I have a few meetings to get to, but I want to talk to both of you at the end of the day. Can you meet me in my office at five thirty? Great.” With that, he turns and heads down the hall, leaving me with Dominic.

			“And I’ve got an interview to record.” He half smiles before he morphs back into his demonic self and adds: “Booth A. In case you were wondering.”
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			Kent’s office is a veritable public radio shrine. There are photos of him shaking hands with every major NPR personality, rows of framed awards, and a shelf filled with antique audio recording equipment.

			I’ve been distracted all day. Ruthie eventually pulled me into a sound booth before lunch, desperate for gossip after hearing murmurs all morning. I told her about the morning’s emergency meeting and, with some reluctance after my argument with Dominic, my idea.

			Her eyes grew wide behind her clear-framed glasses. “A show like that is just begging for a catchy name. Something like . . . The Ex Cast, or The Ex Talk.”

			I snorted, but I kind of immediately loved it. “Like sex talk?”

			“Exactly. Too risqué for NPR?”

			“Maybe,” I said, but truthfully, I didn’t know. And it’s only an idea I threw out in a brainstorming meeting, unlikely to become more than that. Public radio can be slow to innovate.

			Once we’re seated in the chairs in front of Kent’s desk, he excuses himself to brew another pot of tea. Dominic gets to his feet and begins pacing.

			“You’re making me dizzy,” I tell him.

			“You don’t have to watch.” Still, he stops beneath the photo of a very young Kent sandwiched between Tom and Ray Magliozzi, the Car Talk guys. He settles into a lean—of course. We get it, you’re tall. “Nervous?”

			I shrug, not wanting to let on how uneasy this meeting makes me. I have no idea what to expect when it comes to Kent. He used to intimidate me, and while we’re far from friends, we’ve always gotten along. Or at least I’ve always done exactly what he’s asked of me, and we’ve never had a reason for prolonged interactions. I picked up extra pledge drive production shifts at his request, and back when I was still eligible, I never bothered him about overtime pay even when I worked late into the night. Now those late hours have become a habit I can’t break.

			“I’ve been here for almost ten years. I don’t get nervous anymore.”

			“Ten years, and you’re still doing the same thing,” he says. “You don’t get bored?”

			“Fortunately, you’re here to shake things up. It’s not boring to have to reschedule a guest at the last minute who we booked months in advance and who missed out on business of her own as a result.”

			“Oh,” he says, as though this thought truly never occurred to him. “I didn’t realize. Shit. I’m sorry about that. Is she upset?”

			“I was able to smooth things over,” I say, thrown by his response. Was he about to apologize earlier, too? “We’re going to do a whole show dedicated to animal behavior next month to make up for it. And before you can say anything about it, yes, I know it’s not news, but those shows are really popular. Especially during pledge drives.”

			He holds up his hands. “I wasn’t going to say anything. We had a class in grad school about how to grovel if you pissed off a source.”

			I pause. “Wait, are you serious?”

			Then his armor cracks, and he lets out a laugh. A sharp, breathy ha that would sound distorted if he did it into a microphone. Number of times I’ve heard Dominic laugh in the past four months: fewer than ten. News is never funny, apparently.

			“No, but you definitely believed me for a second.”

			Huh. It’s an odd moment of self-awareness. Does he know that he brings up grad school every chance he can?

			Kent reenters with a steaming mug of tea. “Shay, Dom,” he says, nodding to each of us.

			Dominic slides back into the chair next to me, and it’s then that I notice our chairs are a little too close together. There’s only a foot of space between us. His legs are so long that his knees bump against Kent’s desk, and I can smell his cologne. Ocean salt, and something else—sage?

			It would be awkward to move my chair. I shall suffer in silence.

			Kent takes a slow sip of his tea and closes his eyes for a moment, as though savoring it. When he opens them, his face splits into a grin, and I am deeply, thoroughly confused.

			“It’s so obvious,” he says. “It’s right in front of us.” Another sip of tea, and then he presses his lips together. “It’s almost simple, really.”

			“What is?” Dominic asks, a note of irritation in his voice. It’s slight, but it’s there.

			“The two of you. Cohosting Shay’s dating show.”

			There’s a brief silence before we both burst out laughing. Nothing about Kent’s declaration makes sense, and yet he says it with an air of nonchalance. My heart leaps at the word hosting, but this has to be a joke. Producing, he must have meant.

			I chance a look at Dominic, and it might be the first time I’ve seen him look genuinely amused. He’s usually so serious, so stoic, every bit the objective reporter. There’s an openness to this new expression of his.

			“I don’t even know where to start,” Dominic says between laughs, and okay, now it’s becoming excessive. He doesn’t need to laugh quite that hard about the show idea, does he? “Is this a joke?”

			“Not a joke,” Kent says, and maybe all three of us have lost our minds. “What do you think?”

			“Aside from the obvious, like Shay never having hosted a show . . . we’ve never dated,” Dominic says, and though I take some offense at that, he’s not wrong. There are a thousand holes in Kent’s suggestion, but despite the content of the show, I’m not a host. I don’t have the right training or the right experience or the right voice.

			“You’ve never hosted a show either,” I point out.

			“But I’ve been on the air.”

			I don’t want to spar with Dominic in front of Kent, but I can’t deal with his smugness. “You were live for the first time yesterday.” I give him some exaggerated applause. “I guess you picked up everything about journalism in one year of grad school, and then everything about live radio during a single hour-long show. Yeah, that checks out.”

			Kent’s grin is terrifying. “See? This is it. This is what I’m talking about. This . . . thing you two have. It’s fascinating. I see the way you two act around the newsroom. I know I spend a lot of time in this office, but I’m perceptive. You two have this great chemistry, this natural conflict. Dominic is all about the news and the hard facts, and Shay, you like the softer, more human-centered pieces.”

			I don’t love the way he says softer, as though implying what I like is more feminine.

			“Listeners are going to take one side or the other,” Kent continues. “Team Dom, or Team Shay. We could get some hashtags going, really capitalize on the social media angle.”

			“But I’m a reporter,” Dominic says. “A damn good one, based on what’s happened over the past couple days.”

			“And I know you can do human interest, too,” Kent says. “That piece you wrote in college, that personal narrative? We all read it when you applied here. It was compelling, and it was beautiful.”

			He must be talking about Dominic’s most lauded piece, a story about traveling to South Korea and meeting his grandparents for the first time. I didn’t cry, like everyone else in the newsroom did, but I kept a box of tissues next to me. Just in case.

			“I think we’re missing the biggest issue here,” I say, too much of a snap to my voice for a conversation with my boss, but I’ve also never talked to a superior about my dating (or non-dating) life. All of this is surreal. “Dominic and I aren’t exes. We’ve never had any kind of relationship.”

			Kent waves his hand. “You two are private about your lives at work, which of course I appreciate. And HR does, too. But anyone who’s been around you both wouldn’t be surprised to hear that you’ve been dealing with the aftermath of a breakup. Especially after what they saw in the conference room.”

			“I’m not sure I understand what you’re saying.”

			“We create a relationship,” Kent says, as though it’s so simple. “We create a breakup. And then we create a show.”

			Silence. Again.

			I can’t wrap my mind around it. The pieces are there, but every one of them seems to belong to a different puzzle. Kent wants us to pretend to date—no, to pretend to have dated. My boss, Seattle radio legend Kent O’Grady, wants to pretend we had a relationship and then talk about dating on public radio.

			Someone wants me to be on the radio.

			“So we lie.” Dominic folds his arms across his chest. His shirtsleeves are pushed up again, exposing his lean forearms, and he jerks his head toward Kent’s wall of awards. “All of that, and you want us to lie.”

			“I’ve got to keep this station afloat,” Kent says. “We need a hit show, and we need one fast. No one wants to listen to career hosts anymore. They want fresh blood, and that might be you two.” He taps the desk between us. “We don’t have the time or the budget to train two new people, or to bring on someone else’s ex. You two have the chemistry. And we’re all storytellers, aren’t we? So we tell the best breakup story. We’re not lying—we’re bending the truth.”

			Storytelling. Lying. There’s a blurry line between them.

			“Picture it: an hour-long weekly show. A podcast. A hashtag. Branded swag, even. We could make this big.” Kent has become a salesman. “How incredible would it be to have a show with national appeal attached to the KPPR name? WHYY has Fresh Air, WBEZ has This American Life . . . we could have whatever this show is.”

			For a moment, I do allow myself to picture it: sitting in the big studio, a microphone in front of me, callers waiting on the line.

			“The Ex Talk,” I say quietly.

			“What was that?” Kent says.

			I repeat it, a little more conviction in my voice.

			“The Ex Talk . . . yes. Yes. I like that a lot.”

			The way he talks about it, this show that was only an idea a few hours ago, feels almost real, like something I could reach out and touch. He’s clearly spent the day figuring out the best way to spin this. Maybe that’s how a program director’s mind works, or maybe he really is that desperate for something new.

			Kent wants me to lie.

			Kent wants me to host a show.

			“My voice,” I say. The two men turn to me, as though they know exactly what’s wrong with my voice, but they’re unwilling to acknowledge it unless I explain it. As though it’s okay to insult someone if they insult themselves first. “What? You both know what I sound like. Me on the air would be a disaster.”

			“You’re being too hard on yourself,” Kent says. “Public radio loves unique voices. Sarah Vowell, Starlee Kine. Shocking, but there are even people who don’t like Ira Glass. And you want to be on the air.” He says it like he knows the way I gaze longingly at Paloma during Puget Sounds.

			“Well . . . yes,” I say. “But this isn’t about what I want.” Is it? I’m no longer sure.

			This can’t be a real conversation. We’re not really talking about me on the air—with Dominic of all people, hosting a show based on a relationship we never had. I must have tumbled into an alternate reality yesterday: Ameena’s job interview she’s positive won’t lead to a job, my mother’s engagement, my fake relationship and fake breakup with Pacific Public Radio’s newest star reporter. Any moment, Carl Kasell will come back to life and record a message for my voice mail.

			“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Dominic says, and he looks so upset, so perplexed that I actually feel a little sympathy for him. It’s about the size of one of Paloma’s chia seeds. “The mayor resigned. We had this massive story, and now—now you want to pull me off news to do a fluff show?

			“And you did an incredible job with that piece.” Kent sips his tea. “But it was also only one piece, and one piece does not a career make. Being a reporter, that’s a lot of pressure. Those investigations are exhausting. You think you can turn out piece after piece like that?”

			Dominic plants his elbows on his knees and stares at the floor, a blush creeping onto his cheeks, and there’s another new emotion: embarrassment. He wants Kent to believe in him, the way he’s grown accustomed to since he started. I’m reminded in that moment just how young he is. His master’s program was only a year—he could be as young as twenty-three.

			Kent offers up a sympathetic smile. “People loved you yesterday, Dominic,” he says, and this is what makes Kent a good manager: He knows exactly how to butter us up when he wants something, even if it means poking at our insecurities first. “And people would love you, too, Shay. They just have to get to know you. I didn’t want to say this to the whole staff, not yet, but . . .” He lets out a slow, measured breath. “There are going to be layoffs. It kills me to say that, it really does.”

			Layoffs. The force of that word pins me to my chair. He’s talking about new programming when they’ve already planned on layoffs?

			“Shit,” Dominic says, and I narrow my eyes at Kent.

			“So that meeting was, what, a way for us to fight for our jobs?” I say. “Without even realizing it?”

			“Lucky for you, you may have landed on some job security.”

			“Lucky,” Dominic says under his breath. “Right.”

			“What about my show?” I ask. The meeting’s pie charts flash through my mind. I already know what he’s going to say, and it feels like he’s shoved his desk right into my chest. I didn’t realize this potential new show came at the cost of gutting Paloma’s.

			“I’m so sorry, Shay. The numbers don’t lie. It’s the lowest-performing of all our shows, and we’re going to have to cancel it. I wish I didn’t have to do this. The board has been talking about this for months, and my hands are tied. I was planning to tell you and Paloma tomorrow.”

			“What’s going to happen to her?”

			“She’s being offered a very generous severance package,” Kent says. “I hate that we have to do this. I hate the layoffs. Absolutely hate it—it’s the worst part of my job. But it’s unavoidable.” His face brightens. “If you two agree to this, I want to do whatever I can to make you happy. You can pick your producer, in fact.”

			“Ruthie,” I say immediately. “She’s the one who came up with the name.”

			“Perfect. I wasn’t looking forward to letting her go—she’s a good one. You want Ruthie, she’s yours.”

			Dominic stands, stretching up to his full height. “The board isn’t going to sign off on this.”

			“You let me take care of that,” Kent says. “Next Friday. That’s when I need an answer, or I’ll give you both glowing recommendations and you can start working on your résumés.” He gazes settles on Dominic. “Because we have to cut some reporters, too.”

			Dominic lets out a sharp breath, as though he’s been punched. I want to feel sorry for him. I want to feel sorry for Paloma, for everyone who’s going to lose their job. And I do, I swear, but—

			People would love you, Shay, Kent said.

			They would listen.

			To me.

			“Forget it,” Dominic says, his shoulders rigid as he heads to the door. “I’m not doing it.”
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			I drag a paintbrush across a canvas, squinting at the photo of an apple orchard and then at my rendition of it. A few red blobs, a few green blobs. Not exactly a masterpiece.

			“And then he basically insinuated you’d lose your jobs if don’t do the show?” Ameena asks, dipping her brush in forest green.

			“Yep. Brutal, right?”

			She lets out a low whistle. “More like borderline illegal. I should talk to some of my friends in HR.”

			We’re at Blush ’n Brush, a monthly paint night at a local wine bar. We’ve been going after work for a while now as a way to relieve stress, though Ameena is much more talented than I am. It may actually be increasing my stress. As a result, I have a handful of mediocre paintings of trees taking up space in my guest room. Who’s visiting? Why do I have a guest room? Everyone I know lives in Seattle, but I didn’t know what else to do with my house’s third bedroom.

			“It’s not like that,” I insist. “He just really cares about the station. But none of it matters, since Dominic said he won’t do it.” Which means unless he has a change of heart in the next ten days, we’re both jobless.

			“Shit. I am so sorry.”

			The reality of the layoffs hasn’t sunk in yet. It’s only been a couple hours since our meeting with Kent, and I must be clinging to The Ex Talk like a life raft. My chance to be on the air, to explore something fresh and exciting and different, is in the hands of someone who has made it clear I’m not his favorite person. And sure, he’s never been mine, but I imagine I could tolerate him if it meant hosting my own show.

			“I know you,” Ameena continues. “You really want this, don’t you?”

			“I really, really do.” I let out a sigh and dip my brush into water before swishing it into light blue paint. A sky—surely I can manage not to fuck that up too badly. It’s only when I swipe it across the canvas that I realize it’s the same shade as the shirt Dominic wore today. “It’s stupid, I know. I’ve already come up with individual show ideas, and then I started brainstorming a logo on my drive here . . . but it’s pointless.”

			“Hey. It’s not stupid.” She bites down on her bottom lip. “But speaking hypothetically, you’d be lying, wouldn’t you? Isn’t that a little . . . anti-journalism?”

			I use Kent’s rationale: “It’s storytelling. We’d be acting, in a sense. Most hosts put on a different personality. No one’s exactly the way they are on the radio—so much of that is for show. You create this personality specifically for people to connect with.”

			“Makes sense when you put it that way, I guess,” she says, but she doesn’t sound convinced. “So. Dominic. You’re at least going to try to persuade him, right?”

			“No idea how, but yes.”

			“What is it about him that you dislike so much?”

			I groan, both at her question and at how I’ve somehow turned the sky in my painting into a muddy brown mess. “He thinks he knows everything about radio, he waves his master’s degree around like it makes him some authority on journalism, and the idea of cohosting with him, being on equal footing . . . well, at least it’s better than him thinking I’m beneath him.”

			“Is he cute?”

			“What?” I choke on my pinot. “What does that have to do with anything?”

			Ameena shrugs and glances away, feigning disinterest. “Nothing, really. I’m just curious.”

			“I mean—objectively—he’s not bad-looking,” I manage to get out, trying not to think about his forearms or his height but instead about the way it feels when he has to crane his neck to look down at me. Could I really deal with that five days a week?

			A slight smile curves her lips as she sips her glass of rosé.

			“Shut up,” I tell her.

			“I didn’t say a word.”

			The instructor walks by our row and gushes over Ameena’s painting.

			“Beautiful work as usual, Ameena,” she says. She turns to me and her smile tightens. “It’s coming along. You’re really improving.”

			Ameena beams. I roll my eyes.

			“Here’s the weirdest part to me,” Ameena says. “Are you sure you’d be okay with the idea of talking about your past relationships on the radio? Airing all that dirty laundry?”

			I consider this. “I guess I’d have to be. My laundry isn’t that dirty, is it? There hasn’t been anyone serious since Trent.”

			Trent: a developer with kind eyes and prematurely gray hair I went out with for three months at the beginning of last year. He was a regular pledge drive supporter, which was what made me swipe right. On our first date, he told me how badly he wanted a family. We spent every weekend together, and I got attached fast. We went to farmers’ markets and state parks and very serious plays. I liked how he held me in bed, how he buried his face into the nape of my neck and told me how much he liked waking up next to me. I assumed love was the next step after like, but when I blurted it out on our way to meet my mother for brunch one Sunday, he nearly veered off the road.

			“I don’t know if I’m there yet,” he said.

			We were listening to Wait Wait . . . Don’t Tell Me! and having our own contest, tallying up points based on getting the correct answers before the panelists did. I shut it off immediately, not wanting this experience to ruin the show for me.

			We could still have a good time, he insisted. It wouldn’t make things weird, knowing I loved him and he didn’t. But he broke it off that night, after the most uncomfortable eggs Benedict of my life.

			I’ve always been staunchly anti-brunch, and Trent confirmed that stance.

			People say they want something serious, but as soon as it starts heading that way, they bolt. Either they’re lying, or they realize they don’t want something serious with me. Hence my hiatus. It doesn’t stop me from wanting to get married someday. It’s just that the “someday” sounded much further away when I was twenty-four versus twenty-nine.

			“I’ve offered to clone TJ,” Ameena says with a shrug. “Not my fault the technology isn’t advanced enough yet.”

			I add more red to my tree. It looks gravely wounded, yikes. I’ll have nightmares if I put this up in my house. “Honestly, my biggest worry, more than Dominic or the content, is my voice.”

			“Shay,” Ameena says gently, because she knows my history with it. I even used to beg her to make important phone calls for me.

			“Seriously, Ameena. Who wants Kristen Schaal when they could have, like, Emily Blunt?”

			“I like a unique voice. Most of the old white NPR dudes sound the same to me. And I hate the sound of my voice, too. Voice mail is the worst.”

			“It’s not just a voice mail. It would be an hour every week. And a podcast, too.”

			“What would a mediocre white man do?” she asks.

			Ameena and I started saying this years ago, after she had a seminar about diversity in the workplace. Ameena is Indian, and she relayed that women, especially women of color, are statistically less likely to ask for things men don’t think twice about. WWAMWMD, one of us will text the other when we need support.

			“A mediocre white man would probably have a perfect radio voice,” I say. “Enough about me. What’s going on with that conservancy job?”

			Ameena tries to look nonchalant. “They moved me forward. I have a second phone interview next week.”

			I let out a squeal. “Congratulations!”

			“Thank you,” she says, and then forces a laugh. “Still convinced they’re throwing me a bone here, but I have to admit, it was a nice ego boost.”

			“And you really feel like leaving Seattle?”

			“I like Seattle,” she says after a brief hesitation, “but I might be ready for a change.”

			Ready for a change. Ameena might get that job, and my mother is getting remarried, and my show is disappearing at the end of next week. A change as dramatic as leaving PPR—I’m positive I’m not ready for that.

			“Apparently my mom is, too.”

			“How . . . are you feeling about that?”

			It’s been twenty-four hours, and they’ve already set a date: July 14. It’ll be mostly family, though my mother’s family consists of me and by extension Ameena and TJ, while Phil has his kids and their spouses and their kids. I suppose they’ll be my family soon enough.

			“That’s a great question,” I say. “It feels so sudden, I guess.”

			“Maybe, but they’re in their late fifties. There’s no point in waiting.”

			“You’ll be there with me, right? Even if”—my voice catches—“even if you have to come from Virginia?”

			Ameena swipes my nose with the tip of her paintbrush. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.”

			

			—

			Home: lights on, podcast loud. I check each room, making sure I’m alone. It’s not that I’m worried someone broke in and is hiding behind a door, waiting to murder me, it’s just—well, there’s no harm in knowing for sure.

			This is normal. Everyone who lives alone must do this.

			Once I’ve determined my home is murderer-free, I settle into the rest of my evening: pajamas, laptop, couch. I have a home office, but I prefer the living room. The TV makes the room feel a bit less lonely, even when it’s not on. I’ll probably spend some time with my newest vibrator later, if only because the conversation with Ameena made me realize it’s been nearly a year since I’ve had sex. Going solo isn’t quite the same, but I have a routine. Lord knows I’ve had enough time to perfect one.

			It’s when I unzip my laptop from my work bag that it hits me—by the end of next week, I may not have a job to overwork myself with.

			Instead of opening my work email, I log on to my bank account. I have enough in savings to last me a few months, and I imagine I’d collect unemployment. However that works—I’m not entirely sure. It feels like something I should know, but I’ve only ever had this one job. Does the government just . . . give you money? God, I am a disaster millennial. I pull up the Puget Sounds archives, convinced we did a show about this at some point, but our search function is painfully outdated, and I grow frustrated with it before finding the information I’m looking for.

			My next stop is the public media jobs board some of my PPR colleagues have talked about. There’s a producer job in Alaska. A reporter job in Colorado. A managing editor job in St. Louis.

			Nothing in the entire state of Washington.

			I knew jobs in public radio were hard to come by, but I didn’t realize it was quite this bad. I press a hand to my chest, trying to calm my increasingly panicky breaths. If I’m not in public radio, I have no idea what I’d be doing. This is all I know, all I’ve ever known. And sure, some of those skills are transferable, but I’m not ready to leave this field. I love radio too much to let it go.

			I have to convince Dominic to do this show with me. And in order to convince him, I’d have to know him, which I do not. Luckily, being a producer has made me great at social media stalking research.

			His Facebook profile is public. Bless this generation and our lack of boundaries. Only—shit, am I in a different generation from Dominic? There’s no birth year on his profile, but he went directly from undergrad to grad school. That puts him at twenty-three or twenty-four. I’m solidly a millennial, but he falls in two generations: mine and Gen Z.

			Strangely, we don’t have any mutual friends, which means he must not have added anyone at the station yet. I click through his photos. Here he is, my potential ex-boyfriend, with unfortunate haircuts and teenage acne and posing for awkward family photos. His face looks softer here, though there’s that sharp cut of his jaw. I’ve been so focused on being annoyed by him that I haven’t really registered that he is cute. Especially once he passed the unfortunate-haircut stage. Somewhere, a barber should be fired.

			I could have dated a guy like this, I muse, lingering on a photo of him giving a presentation in front of a class, his arms stretched out in some kind of emphatic gesture. The photo was uploaded by someone else, with the caption Typical Dominic Yun presentation: please keep your arms and legs inside the vehicle. I smile at that. Must be an inside joke.

			I’ve never dated a younger guy; all my boyfriends have been my age or slightly older. And even though we wouldn’t actually be dating, I can’t deny there’s a bit of a thrill there, buried beneath the generational angst.

			I keep scrolling, landing on a series of photos—a lot of photos—of Dominic with a redheaded girl, some of them as recent as this past June, at his Northwestern graduation. Mia Dabrowski says the photo tag. She’s extremely cute, a spray of freckles across her nose, a penchant for bright colors. I watch them age backward. There’s the two of them at a party, at the beach, on someone’s boat. Most of the time, they’re surrounded by a group of friends, but sometimes they’re on their own, pressing their cheeks together and mugging for the camera. Then they’re at their undergrad graduation in matching gowns. They’re adorable together. I click on her, but her profile is private.

			His relationship status is single, so it must have been a somewhat recent breakup, I deduce. I wonder if it has anything to do with Dominic’s reluctance to do the show or with his move to Seattle. I really do know next to nothing about this guy, and I’m overcome with an unfamiliar pang: I want to know him. I want to know this guy who had a full life back in Illinois, who not just smiled but beamed in all his photos, and yet hasn’t Facebook-friended any of his coworkers.

			Does he have friends at PPR? I don’t know if I’ve ever seen him grab drinks with anyone after work. Jason had lunch with him once in his first couple weeks, but then he was put on afternoons. I’ve only ever seen Dominic leave the station in one way: alone.

			I’m scrolling back to the beginning of his photos when tragedy strikes.

			My hand slips on my laptop, and I accidentally hit the like button. On a really old photo of him and his ex-girlfriend.

			The only rational solution is to set myself and my laptop on fire.

			“Shit,” I say out loud, tossing the laptop onto the couch cushion. “Shit, shit, shit!”

			I leap to my feet and shake out my traitorous hands. He’s going to know that I was stalking him. And it might bring up weird feelings about this ex, and then he’ll never want to cohost with me, and fuck, fuck, how could I have been so fucking stupid?

			Deep breaths. I’ll just unlike it. He’ll never even get a notification. I pick up my laptop, realizing that in my panic, I closed out of the window. So I have to find his page again and scroll through his photos, only I can’t remember how far back this particular photo was, and—

			A new notification pops up:

			
				1 new friend request: Dominic Yun
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			Over the next week, desks empty out. Arts reporter Jess Jorgensen, who was hired right before Dominic, leaves on Thursday, followed by weekend announcer Bryan Finch. Kent breaks the news to Paloma, Ruthie, and Griffin on Monday, and I pretend I’m hearing it for the first time.

			The newsroom is typically a chatty place, but the layoffs have turned us quiet. No one knows how many people are being let go, and we’re all on edge. I’ve never seen the station like this. I don’t like it.

			Kent’s deadline looms closer. Whenever I try to catch Dominic, he’s on his way into a sound booth or out to meet a source, a recording gear bag slanted across his body. I’m even more aware now that he’s always, always alone when he leaves work. He doesn’t grab lunch with anyone. No after-work happy hours. Despite the praise his fellow reporters heaped on him, he is a lone wolf, and I’m not sure whether it’s by choice. The station is a slightly older crowd, and I was the youngest for so long that my only choice was to make friends with people who had kids close to my age. Then Ruthie started, and I couldn’t believe I was older than she was.

			By Wednesday, I’m stress-eating chia seeds by the handful, and those things are not cheap. I can’t lose this job. Not when I’m so close to being on the air.

			I manage to finally corner him after that day’s show, during which Paloma interviewed a university professor about dream psychology. It’s another popular segment, with listeners calling in to get their dreams analyzed. Though apparently it’s not popular enough to keep us on the air. It’s a testament to Paloma’s professionalism that she’s able to remain composed, though she made the announcement to our listeners early in the week that we’d be off the air soon. I expected an outpouring of support from the community, emails upon emails begging us not to go.

			We got one. And they spelled Paloma’s name wrong.

			“We need to talk,” I say to Dominic, who’s in the break room microwaving a Hot Pocket. Collegiate eating habits die hard, I guess.

			“Are you breaking up with me?”

			“Ha, ha,” I say. “How do you feel about that Korean place down the street?” I saw him and Kent go there for lunch last month. At the time, I’d been jealous. It had taken me years to get a one-on-one lunch invite. Fine, I’m still jealous.

			The microwave beeps, and he pops it open. “I recommend it. I hope you enjoy.”

			“Have dinner with me?” I plead, aware it sounds like I’m asking him out. “My treat. Please. You don’t have to commit to anything right now. I just want to have a conversation.”

			As much as it pains me to beg him for something, I’d get down on my knees in front of him if I had to. But Kent wasn’t wrong: The two of us on the air could be really great radio. With my producing background and his reporting background, plus Ruthie behind the scenes, this show could be much better than Puget Sounds ever was.

			It could be mine.

			A few different emotions seem to pass over his face, as though he’s fighting a mental battle. “Six fifteen. Right after work,” he says at last.

			“Thank you, thank you,” I say, relieved I don’t have to quite resort to groveling. I hold my hands out in a prayer position anyway. “Thank you.”

			He gives me a brusque nod, then slides the Hot Pocket onto a plate before making a move to leave the break room. For once, I’m blocking his way, even though I only come up to his collarbone. He could mow me down if he wanted to, knock me out of the way with his hips. Or maybe he’d push me to the side. Flatten me against the wall.

			I inhale, and there’s that ocean-sage scent again.

			“If you’ll excuse me,” he says, “I’m going to take this back to my desk and finish my story. It might be my last one here.”

			

			—

			Dominic gets there before I do, only because I linger in the bathroom on our floor, not wanting to increase the awkwardness by riding the elevator down together. I reapply lipstick and run my fingers through my thick bangs. I wore my favorite outfit on purpose: tan ankle boots, black jeans, vintage houndstooth blazer. I don’t usually go for a bold red lip, but desperate times and all that.

			With the exception of the holiday party, I’ve never seen him outside of work. They called it a holiday party even though it was essentially a Christmas party, complete with red-and-green decorations and a tree and a Secret Santa. I drew my own name, didn’t tell anyone, and bought myself an electric menorah. Dominic had looked slightly less stiff than usual, in black pants and a hunter-green sweater. I only remember what he wore because when we were in line for the buffet, I had the strangest urge to reach out and touch his sweater, to see how soft it was.

			He’s wearing the same sweater today over a checkered button-down, and it still looks soft.

			The restaurant is a hole-in-the-wall in the basement of an old house. When I’m trying to find it, I walk past the entrance twice by accident.

			“Let’s get this over with,” he says when I sit down across from him. “Make your case.”

			“Jesus, can we at least order first?” I open the menu. “What’s good here?

			“Everything.”

			The place is small, and there’s only one other table occupied by two businessmen chatting with the waitress in Korean. The kitchen is a few feet away and smells incredible.

			“I’ve never had Korean food,” I admit.

			“And you’ve lived in Seattle for how many years?”

			“My whole life.”

			He lifts his eyebrows expectantly, as though waiting for me to elaborate on how many years “my whole life” has spanned.

			“I’m twenty-nine,” I say with a roll of my eyes. “We should probably know each other’s ages if we’re going to think about doing this.”

			“We’re not doing anything.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			The free dinner, he could say. But he doesn’t. He’s quiet for a moment, and then: “Twenty-four.”

			A tiny victory.

			He opens his menu, too. “Bulgogi. Korean barbecue beef,” he says, pointing to a row of menu items. “White people usually love it. No offense.”

			“Why would I be offended? I’m white.”

			“Some white people get weird when you point out they are, in fact, white. Like even talking about their own race makes them uncomfortable.”

			“I guess most of us don’t really think about being white?”

			He gives me a wry smile. “That’s exactly it.”

			Oh. “Well. I don’t feel weird about getting the white people thing, if that’s what you recommend.”

			In the end, that’s what I do, and he says I can try his bibimbap. It’s strange, this offer, and even stranger is the reality that I am having dinner with Dominic Yun. This is the longest conversation we’ve had about something other than radio. I’m not sure what it says about us that it’s easier to talk about race than about the jobs we supposedly love so much.

			When the waitress leaves, we fall into silence, and I begin shredding a napkin. It’s unnerving to be this close to him without any screens or microphones nearby. He is, like I confessed to Ameena, not bad-looking. Obviously I’ve been in the presence of attractive men at work before.

			But Dominic Yun’s level of attractiveness is a little intimidating. Under different circumstances, I’d have swiped right on him, and then probably fallen too hard before he unceremoniously dumped me. Maybe that’s why it was so easy to argue with him. I didn’t have to worry about wanting him to like me; I already knew he didn’t.

			Thank god his forearms are covered.

			“I realize,” I start, tearing off a particularly satisfying piece of napkin, “that you’re under the impression that it’s the news or nothing. But come on. You have to find some enjoyment in radio beyond the cold hard facts. You have to listen to podcasts, right? There are only about five million of them.”

			“You brought me here to educate me about podcasts?”

			“I’m sure you could find one that suits your interests. Life After Grad School, maybe? Or is there something for people whose idea of a well-balanced meal is a pepperoni pizza Hot Pocket?”

			A corner of his mouth quirks up. The barest hint of a dimple. “You really don’t know much about me. I guess that would explain the Facebook stalking.”

			“That was—research,” I insist.

			“I listen to podcasts,” he says finally. “There’s a great one about the US judicial system that—”

			I groan. “Dominic. You are killing me.”

			He’s full-on grinning now. “You make it absurdly easy.” He stretches out his long legs beneath the table, and I wonder if he always has that problem: tables so small they can’t contain him.

			WWAMWMD, I think, summoning power from mediocre white men everywhere.

			“I want this,” I tell him. “Look, it’s not how I wanted it to happen, either. I’ve wanted to be on the radio for as long as I’ve known NPR existed. And The Ex Talk, maybe it’s not your ideal show. But it would open so many doors. We’d be breaking new ground in public radio, and trust me, public radio doesn’t break new ground every day. This is an incredible opportunity.”

			“How do I know you’re not just trying to save your job?”

			“Because you’re out of a job soon, too, same as me.”

			He crosses his arms. “Maybe I’ve gotten other offers.”

			I narrow my eyes at him. “Have you?”

			We stay locked like that for a moment, until he blows out a breath, giving in. “No. I moved here to work in public radio. Or moved back, I should say. I grew up here, over in Bellevue.”

			“I didn’t know that,” I say. “So did I, but I was a city kid.”

			“I would have been high-key jealous of you,” he says. “I wasn’t allowed to drive on the freeway until I was eighteen.”

			I snort. “Poor little suburban boy.” But I’m surprised by how naturally our conversation is flowing.

			“Everyone else in my program, they were getting hired for digital journalism, or to run small-town newspapers that’ll fold in a few years,” Dominic continues. “I didn’t land here by accident. I went to grad school because, well—” He breaks off, scratches behind his neck like he’s embarrassed by what he’s about to say. “You’re going to think this is ridiculous, but you know what I’ve always wanted to do?”

			“Jobs as a Hot Pockets spokesman might be scarce, but you shouldn’t let that hold you back.”

			He picks up one of my napkin scraps and flings it back at me. “I want to use journalism to fix shit. That’s why I want to be involved in investigations. I want to take down corporations that are fucking up people’s lives, and I want bigots out of power.”

			“That’s not ridiculous,” I say, serious. I don’t know why he’d be ashamed of something that noble.

			“It’s like saying you want to make the world a better place.”

			“Don’t we all? We just have different ways of getting there,” I say. “Why radio, though?”

			“I like the idea of being able to talk directly to people. There’s a real power to your words when they’re not backed up by visuals. It’s personal. You’re fully in control of how you sound, and it’s almost like you’re telling a story to just one person.”

			“Even if hundreds or thousands are listening,” I say quietly. “Yeah. I get that. I really do. I guess I assumed you got lucky with this job.”

			The dimple threatens to make a reappearance. “Well, I did. But I’m also fucking good at what I do.”

			I think about him on the radio with Paloma, about the narrative he wrote in college. About all the stories on our website that people really do seem to love.

			He is good.

			Maybe that’s what I’ve hated the most.

			“I didn’t realize you wanted to be on the radio,” he continues. “I assumed you were happy, you know. Producing. That’s what you’ve always done here, right?”

			I nod. Time to get personal. I had a feeling this was coming, that I’d be spilling my radio history to him, but that doesn’t make it any easier. It doesn’t ever really get easier. “My dad and I listened to NPR all the time when I was growing up. We would pretend we were on the radio, and it was honestly the best part of my childhood. I loved how radio could tell such a complete, immersive story. But it’s competitive, and I was lucky enough to get an internship at PPR, which turned into a full-time job . . . and here I am.”

			“So you want your dad to hear you on the radio.”

			“Well—he can’t,” I say after a pause, unable to meet his eyes.

			“Oh.” He stares down at the table. “Shit. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

			“It was ten years ago,” I say, but that doesn’t mean I still don’t think about him every day, about how he sometimes personified the electronics he fixed, mostly to make me laugh as a kid, but even as I got older, I never got sick of it. It’s a risky surgery, he’d say about an ancient iPhone. She might not make it through the night.

			I’m grateful when our food arrives, sizzling and steaming and looking delicious. Dominic thanks the waitress in Korean, and she dips her head before walking away.

			“I asked her for another napkin,” he says, gesturing to the confetti remains of mine.

			“God, it’s good,” I say after the first bite.

			“Try some of this.” Dominic spoons some of his rice dish onto my plate.

			We eat in appreciative silence for a few minutes.

			“So. The Ex Talk,” I say, summoning the courage to talk about why we’re both here. “What’s holding you back? Is it . . . is it me? The idea of dating me?”

			His eyes widen, and he drops his spoon. “No. Not at all. Oh god—I’m not, like, insulted by the idea that you and I could have dated. Mildly shocked, yes, but not insulted. You’re . . .” At that, his eyes scan my face and travel down my torso. His cheeks redden. It gives me a bit of a rush, knowing he’s very obviously assessing me.

			You’re a catch. You’re a ten. I wait for a compliment from this person who’s only ever been vile to me.

			He clears his throat. “Cool,” he finally says.

			Excuse me while I walk right into downtown rush-hour traffic. Cool is the Kevin Jonas of compliments. It’s like saying your favorite color is beige.

			“And you?” he asks. “Not too horrified by the idea that we dated, in this alternate reality?”

			I shake my head. “And you’re not dating anyone right now.”

			“Not since I moved here, no. Which I assume you know after your late-night stalking session.”

			I cover my face with my hands. “Would you believe me if I told you I dropped my glasses onto my laptop and they happened to hit that like button?”

			“Not one bit.”

			“So it’s that the show isn’t news.”

			He nods. “I went to school for journalism—”

			“Wait, what?” I ask, and he rolls his eyes.

			“—and that’s where I want to be. It’s killing me that the mayor story will be passed along, that I won’t be able to follow up on it.” He polishes off the last bite of his food. “Not to mention, I can’t even picture what this show would sound like. I wouldn’t know where to start with it. Like you said, most of the podcasts I listen to are . . .”

			“Boring?” I supply. “Lucky for you, I am a connoisseur of fun podcasts. I’ll email you a list.” I’m already mentally compiling one. I’ll have him listen to Not Another Star Wars Podcast and Culture Clash and Femme, to start. All of them have great cohost banter.

			“Can’t wait.”

			“Maybe this show isn’t typical public radio,” I continue. “But it’s the edge we need. If we do a good job with it, you can do anything in radio that you want. Hosts are at the top of the food chain. It’s no small thing that Kent offered this to you. It’s a big fucking deal.”

			“You don’t think he was a little . . . manipulative?”

			Ameena essentially said the same thing.

			“That’s just Kent. He knows what he wants. And he clearly loves you.” I hope he doesn’t catch the jealousy in my voice. “This is different from anything public radio has ever done. Sure, the national desk has done stories, sometimes series, about dating and relationships, and same with member stations. But there’s never really been an entire show dedicated to them. Isn’t it exciting, to think you could be part of that?” He shrugs, so I keep going. “I’ve been behind the scenes for so long that I want to see, I guess, if I can be more than that.”

			My confession sits heavy between us.

			“I had no idea you felt that way,” he says quietly.

			“It’s not something I tend to broadcast very often.” I start ripping apart napkin number two. “But if you don’t think you can do it . . .”

			He leans forward across the table, his eyes flickering with an emotion I can’t name. “Oh, I could definitely do it.”

			I force myself to match the intensity of his gaze. It feels like a challenge, and I don’t want him to think I’m backing down. I hope I don’t have lipstick on my chin. I hope he doesn’t think I’m too old for him, at least in the hypothetical sense. I hope he realizes exactly how much I want this.

			And that means wanting him, too.

			“Three months,” he says finally.

			“Six.”

			“Shay—”

			I hold up a hand, trying to ignore how much I like the way he said my name. It rumbled in his throat, sending an electric spark from my toes to some places that haven’t gotten much attention lately. I wonder if it’s how he says a woman’s name in bed. A growl. A plea.

			Jesus Christ, I’m thinking about Dominic in bed with someone. I am not well. If I’m turned on simply by the sound of his voice, we’re going to have serious problems.

			“Three months isn’t long enough to build a devoted audience,” I say. “Six months, enough for me to get the hosting experience I need, enough to elevate your name to the point where you can move on to something else when we’re done.”

			“And if we’re caught?”

			“I’m not snitching. Are you?”

			His jaw tightens, and I can tell he’s thinking. “Fine,” he says, and though that word makes my heart soar, what I really want is for him to say my name again.

			“Thank you!” I leap up from the table, and it’s only when I’m standing that I realize I’m not sure what I was going to do. Did I think I was going to hug him? “Thank you, thank you, thank you. You won’t regret this. I promise. This show is going to be fucking amazing.”

			He’s watching me with an expression of clear amusement. Instead of going in for a hug, I stick out my hand.

			“I’m going to hold you to that.” His hand is large, slender fingers fitting between mine and warming my skin. “It was a pleasure breaking up with you.”
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			“His name is Steve,” says the Seattle Humane Society volunteer when we stop in front of the last cage at the end of the row. “But I don’t know if he’d be a great fit for you.”

			“Why not?” A tan Chihuahua mix sits in the far corner on a gray fleece blanket, watching me with big brown eyes. He has giant ears and a small black nose and an underbite. He is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.

			Initially, I hadn’t given it much thought when Ameena suggested getting a dog. But my house has felt eerier than usual lately, and having a little animal waiting for me at the end of the day might be exactly what I need. Aside from a pair of guinea pigs Ameena and I had right out of college, I’ve never had a pet of my own. We had a dog named Prince when I was a kid, though I don’t remember him much. My parents had him before I was born, and I was nine when he passed away. Still, I am a perpetual asker of “Can I pet your dog?”

			Flora, the volunteer, hmms under her breath. “He . . . has a lot going on. We think he’s about four years old, but we’re not sure. He was found on the streets in Northern California, and he was brought up here to have a better chance of getting adopted. He was actually adopted at the end of the year, but he wasn’t a good fit for the family. They had three young kids, and he’s not aggressive, per se, but he can get a little territorial.”

			“Aren’t we all?” I ask, forcing a laugh.

			Flora doesn’t return it. “We’ve had him here almost three months now, and we’ve had a lot of trouble placing him. We think he’d be better off as the only pet with an experienced owner. No kids.”

			Three months. Three months of this constant yapping and no human to cuddle up with. Three months of loneliness. I can’t even imagine what it’s like at night here, after all the volunteers go home.

			“I don’t have any pets or kids,” I say.

			“But you’ve never had a dog, right?”

			I did mention that when I walked in. But after walking up and down the rows, I can’t imagine going home with any of these dogs— except Steve.

			“I had one growing up,” I say, standing taller and trying my best to appear like a responsible dog owner, someone who can handle a supposedly “difficult” dog like Steve. He can’t weigh more than ten pounds. “And I have a friend who’s a trainer.” Sort of. Mary Beth Barkley was sad to hear about Puget Sounds ending, and I promised I’d do my best to get her booked on another show.

			“Well then,” Flora says, “let’s see how he does with you.”

			She unlocks the crate and bends to take him out, but he backs up into the corner. She has to get into the crate on her hands and knees and bring him out, and when she does, he’s shaking. I can’t imagine a creature that small being a problem dog.

			“I’m right out there if you need anything,” Flora says after leading us to a room filled with treats and toys. And she shuts the door, leaving Steve and me alone.

			I crouch down. Steve sniffs the air tentatively.

			“Hey, little guy,” I say, holding out my hand, letting him know I’m safe. “It’s okay.”

			He inches closer, his tan body still trembling. His underbite makes all his actions seem uncertain. Once he’s within licking distance, his pink tongue darts out and gives my fingers a swipe.

			“See, I’m not so bad, right?”

			He comes even closer, letting me stroke his back. He’s much softer than he looks, and his paws are white, like he’s wearing tiny boots. I scratch behind his ears until his eyes half close and he drops his head to my knee like this is the best thing he’s ever felt in his life.

			Apparently I am doomed to fall quickly with dogs, too—because just like that, I am in love.

			

			—

			I sign the paperwork with Steve in my lap. I decide his full name is Steve Rogers. Steve Rogers Goldstein. A very traditional Jewish name. Flora gives me a leash and a collar and some information about local vets and obedience classes. I don’t want to set him down, even when I have to take out my wallet to pay the $200 adoption fee.

			Flora is overjoyed but hesitant. “The dogs are usually shyer here at the shelter,” she says. “So don’t be surprised if his personality changes a bit when you get home.”

			“Is the underbite anything I should be worried about?”

			“He’s perfectly healthy. It’s just a little quirk.”

			“I love it,” I say, and I turn to him. “I love you and your underbite.”

			They tell me I have two weeks to bring him back for a full refund if it doesn’t work out. A full refund. For an animal. It feels cruel, like they’re almost expecting me to bring him back.

			On our drive home, Steve vomits in the car carrier. When we get inside, he vomits again on a rug I never really liked, pees on my coffee table, and poops on the living room carpet. If my house felt empty before, now it’s teeming with chaotic energy. I set up his bed in my room, and he humps it for a solid forty-five minutes before turning around in a circle four and a half times and curling himself into a tight ball. When I try to get near him, he growls, baring his underbite.

			Steve, it turns out, is kind of a hot mess.

			“I am not taking you back,” I say adamantly, more to myself than to him. “We are going to make this work.”

			I clean up the house, then chase him around for fifteen minutes before I manage to hook the leash onto his collar. But when I take him outside, he stands frozen in my driveway like he’s never seen the outside world before.

			It’s nearly six o’clock, after he runs about a dozen laps around my yard, when he finally tires himself out and returns to his bed. He already knows it’s his, which I decide to consider a win. Once I’m certain he’s asleep, I take a photo and send it to Ameena. He starts making these little dreaming sounds, and I nearly die of cute.

			Because I can’t stare at my dog all evening, I head to the kitchen to make dinner and call my mother, which I’ve been putting off since Dominic and I agreed to do the show a few days ago. And maybe this is one benefit of a small family: I only have to awkwardly lie to one person about my fake ex-boyfriend.

			As much as I want to be honest with her, we both know how much my dad valued truth in radio. The idea of my mother calling me out, telling me my dad would be disappointed . . . I can’t go down that road. I have to stay in this place where imagining him hearing me through his car speakers would make him happier than I’d ever seen him. That means keeping the truth from her.

			And I’m not sure I could handle the judgment if she knew I’ll be lying to my future listeners, too. No—not lying. Bending the truth. That’s what Kent said.

			Besides, I can’t help thinking that if I can prove myself on this show, then maybe one day I’ll be part of something that doesn’t bend the truth nearly as much. That once I have this hosting experience, the career I always wanted will finally be within reach. Or, since it’s radio, within earshot.

			“I was dating this guy and it didn’t work out and we’re going to be doing a radio show about it,” I say in one breath when she asks how work is going.

			There’s a pause on the other end of the line. “A radio show about . . . what, exactly?”

			I explain The Ex Talk to her on Bluetooth while unpacking one of this week’s meal kits. A white bean and sweet potato chili on a bed of couscous. Opening this box of ingredients is the most exciting part of my week. Love being single. Love it.

			“You never mentioned him,” my mother says. “Dominic, you said? Isn’t that the guy you’re always complaining about?”

			“The complaining, uh, may have been a side effect of our breakup.” The lie slips out so easily, and she buys it.

			“I’m sorry, Shay. But it must be okay if you’re willing to do a show with him, right? It sounds like it could be a lot of fun.”

			“Right,” I say through gritted teeth as I chop garlic, ginger, and a jalapeño. This will get easier, right? It has to. It’s for my career, I remind myself. It’s not forever.

			I change the subject, asking her how wedding planning is going.

			“You’ll come dress shopping with me,” she says, not even phrasing it like a question.

			“You want me to?”

			“Of course I do! I know it’s a little unconventional, picking out a wedding dress for your mom, but it wouldn’t feel right without you there.”

			Which of course makes me feel even worse about bending the truth.

			“I can’t wait to hear you on the radio,” she says, and maybe we both decide not to say what I’m sure we’re both thinking: that my dad would have been beside himself with joy.

			“Oh,” I say before we hang up. “And I got a dog.”

			Later, after I’ve portioned the chili leftovers to take to lunch this week, I get to my room and find Steve curled up on my bed.

			“Steve, no.”

			I am not sacrificing my bed to a seven-pound dog. WWAMWMD, I think, though surely this advice doesn’t apply to anxious Chihuahuas.

			When I inch closer to the bed, he growls.

			So I change into pajamas and pad down the hall to the guest room, moving Blush ’n Brush paintings off the bed so I can slip inside. The sheets are scratchy and a lamp throws eerie shadows on the walls, making me feel like a guest in my own house.

			There’s probably a metaphor here.

			

			—

			Steve wakes me up at five in the morning by pawing at the guest room bed. I maybe should have splurged on a better mattress for all my “guests.” My neck aches and my back is all twisted. I’ve never felt the signs of aging sneak up on me like right now. He left a couple presents in my bed, so I heave everything off and into the washing machine. When we go outside, he’s slightly better on the leash, except then he doesn’t want to come inside. By the time I get into the shower, I only have a few minutes left to dry my hair.

			“I’ll be back to walk you around lunch,” I tell Steve before I shut the door. “Please be good.”

			So really, I’m in fine spirits by the time I get to work for our last day on the show.

			“Is that cereal in your hair?” Ruthie asks as I drop my bag beneath my desk.

			I pull it out, examining it before flicking it into a nearby trash can. “It’s dog food. Lovely. I, um, adopted a dog yesterday.”

			Her eyes light up. “You did? We should have a doggie playdate! Joan Jett loves making friends.” Photos of Joan Jett the goldendoodle cover Ruthie’s desk.

			Given Steve’s current emotional state, I tell her it might be a while before he’s ready for a playdate.

			“Hi, team,” Paloma says during our morning meeting. She got an offer to host a jazz show on a commercial station, and she insists she’s excited about this new direction of her career. I want to believe her. “Well. Today’s the day. We had a good run, I think. Eleven years? Most shows never get close to that long.”

			“You’ve been phenomenal,” Ruthie says. “We were all lucky to learn from you.”

			Paloma smiles, but I can tell there’s some pain there. “Thank you, Ruthie. I was ready to come in here and make a grand speech, but I think all I can do at this point is thank all of you for being so wonderful to work with. You’re as much a part of this show as I am.” With that, she sniffs, as though holding back tears. “Ready for our last rodeo?”

			Paloma, Ruthie, and I designed this show to be something of a retrospective. We spent hours finding clips of Paloma’s best shows, the funniest moments and most heart-tugging ones. The driveway moments—the ones where you can’t bear to go inside until you finish the story.

			On Monday, Dominic and I will take the next steps forward in planning The Ex Talk. The real work will begin. But today, I am still a producer, and this is still my show.

			An hour has never gone by so quickly. Toward the end, our coworkers crowd into the studio with champagne. Ten minutes left, and then five minutes left, and then Paloma takes the mic for her farewell.

			“To the listeners who’ve been with us since the beginning, and to the listeners who maybe only recently discovered us, thank you for your support all these years. Starting next week, you’ll be able to hear me on 610 AM Jumpin’ Jazz radio. And our senior producer Shay Goldstein has a new show, so keep your ear out for that.” She catches my eye through the glass, and I hold a hand to my heart, mouthing a silent thank-you.

			Then it’s time for her final sign-off:

			“And that’s a wrap on Puget Sounds. I’ve been Paloma Powers, and you’re listening to Pacific Public Radio.”

			Over to Jason for the time and the weather, and we’re officially off the air.

			The studio erupts into applause, and on the other side of the glass, Paloma wipes away a tear.

			We’re done. Puget Sounds has been my entire public radio career, and now it’s over.

			An ending, and soon, a new beginning.

			Our coworkers rush her studio, trading hugs and reminiscing, I’m sure. I can’t hear any of it, and I’m not certain I should be part of it. Paloma’s leaving. I’m staying. In a few days, I’ll feel better, but right now, it’s bittersweet.

			Dominic’s waiting in the hall, leaning in the doorway of the break room. My brain’s so weird that I can’t even appreciate his forearms today. He tips his thermos of coffee at me as I head back to my desk.

			“Good show,” he says, and he must be ill because I think he means it.
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			It’s late the next Wednesday evening after work that Dominic and I craft both our relationship and our breakup.

			In preparation for tonight, I printed a bunch of “how well do you know your significant other?” quizzes and borrowed a couple board games from Ameena and TJ. Everyone’s left for the day, with the exception of the evening announcer running NPR content with occasional breaks for the weather. (Partly cloudy. It is always partly cloudy.) The only lights in the newsroom are the few directly above our heads, and it’s already dark outside.

			Dominic and I spent all of Monday and most of Tuesday in meetings with Kent and the station’s board of directors. All public radio stations have them to handle ethics and finances, and they own the station’s license. To them, our relationship was real— Kent’s the only one who knows the truth. Earlier today, Kent announced the show to the rest of the station. And exactly as he’d predicted, they ate it up.

			“I thought there was something going on between them!” Marlene Harrison-Yates said. “They were always either nonstop bickering or going out of their way to avoid each other.”

			“No wonder Dominic was so opposed to the show during that brainstorm,” Isabel Fernandez said with a knowing smile. I tried to smile back.

			I haven’t finished mourning Puget Sounds, but I can’t let myself get stuck thinking about it. The Ex Talk launches at the end of March as a weekly Thursday show, giving us a few weeks to create content and solidify our backstory. Our lie isn’t hurting anyone. That’s what I keep telling myself.

			“Let’s start with the basics,” I say, turning my desk chair to face him and flipping open a notepad. “How did we start dating?”

			Dominic leans against the desk across from mine, tossing a rubber Koosh ball into the air. The newsroom has been shuffled around so that our desks are next to each other. Where mine is organized chaos, his desk is wiped clean, with the exception of a pair of headphones on one side. I’ve never seen a desk that spotless.

			“You heard my irresistible radio voice,” he says drolly, catching the ball. After-Hours Dominic is only slightly less stiff than Eight-to-Five Dominic. His jeans are the darkest blue, his shirt a gray plaid with one and a half buttons undone. That second one is fighting with all its might to stay buttoned, but every time Dominic moves, it slips a little more.

			“Are you going to do that all the time?” I ask, pointing at the Koosh.

			He throws the ball and catches it again. “It relaxes me.”

			“You’re not going to take notes?”

			“I have an excellent memory.”

			I give him a hard look. He rolls his eyes, but he drops the ball onto his desk, slides into his chair, and opens a Word document.

			“Thank you.”

			“I listened to your podcasts, by the way,” he says. “I liked Culture Clash.”

			“Yeah?” Maybe I should give him more credit. I didn’t think he’d actually do it, but I guess he was committed to the research. “Which episode did you listen to?”

			He levels me with a stare. “All of them.”

			“You . . . what?” I wasn’t expecting that. “All of them? There must be more than fifty episodes!”

			“Fifty-seven.” His expression turns sheepish. “I had some time.”

			“Huh. Guess so.”

			I scrutinize him as a strange feeling works its way through me. It’s not quite pride, though it’s validating that Dominic agrees Culture Clash is good. I think I might be touched.

			Dominic gestures to his computer screen. “Can we at least acknowledge how ridiculous this whole thing is?”

			“Acknowledged. So I think what we have to do is establish that we were—ugh, I know this is horrifying—flirting pretty early on when you started working here, and that our relationship was solidified by your second or third week, though obviously we kept it secret from everyone at the station. New city, new job, and a new relationship all at once. You think you can handle that?”

			“Guess I have to,” he says. “What did this flirting look like?”

			“I—I don’t know,” I say, caught a bit off guard by the question. “How . . . do you usually flirt with someone?”

			He balances his index and middle fingers on his chin. “Hmm. I guess it’s not always a conscious thing, is it? If it were someone at work, I’d find excuses to walk by their desk, to talk to them. I’d joke around, try to make them laugh. Maybe I’d touch them, just a little, but only if I was positive they’d be into it, and if they weren’t, I’d stop immediately.”

			I let myself picture this. Dominic not just leering down at someone, but brushing her arm with the back of his hand, passing it off as an accident with a shy smile. Dominic placing a palm on someone’s shoulder, telling her how much he loved her show or her story. Dominic trying to make someone laugh. I’m half tempted to ask him to tell me a joke.

			The Dominic Yun who flirts with a hypothetical coworker is not the Dominic Yun I’ve known since October.

			“Right,” I say. “And—apparently I’d have liked all of that.” I clear my throat. “How long did our relationship last?”

			“Three months.” He says it so matter-of-factly, as though he’s put thought into it.

			“Why three?”

			“Fewer than that might not be seen as serious enough, and any more than that, I wouldn’t have been back in Seattle yet. The longer the relationship, the more serious we were, the less likely people will believe it.”

			I lift my eyebrows. “I’m impressed.”

			“Like you said. We nail this, and then we can do anything we want.”

			We order pizza and continue plotting. Our first date: dinner at Dominic’s favorite Korean place, easy, since I’ve already been there. Our second date: getting lost in a pumpkin patch corn maze the weekend before Halloween. We spent the holiday together, our first one, forgoing costumes while we handed out candy at my place. That was the night we made our relationship official, deciding to keep it from our coworkers for obvious reasons. The station was small, and we didn’t want to make anyone uncomfortable.

			We liked the idea of having a Halloween anniversary, since weren’t relationships a little spooky?

			“Do I call you Dom?” I ask.

			His face darkens. “No. Never Dom.”

			“You don’t correct Kent.”

			“You’re not in charge of my paychecks.”

			Fair point.

			I shove uneaten pizza crusts to the side of my plate and pick up my pen again, tapping it a few times against my notepad. “This isn’t about the relationship, exactly, but do you think I should do some kind of vocal coaching?”

			Dominic’s mouth twists to one side. “Your voice is fine. Maybe it’s a little higher than other people’s, but it’s your voice. That’s not something you should have to change.”

			He’s wrong, of course. Everyone has always made sure I’m aware of exactly how grating my voice is. He’ll find out soon enough—I’m sure we’ll be flooded with emails from opinionated listeners.

			“What I’m more concerned about is keeping this from everyone,” he continues. “We don’t have any social media record.”

			“It’s not too out of the ordinary,” I say, “especially since we weren’t telling coworkers. Have you told anyone about it? About what we’re doing?”

			He shakes his head. “Not the truth, no. It’s not that I don’t trust my parents, but they can get pretty chatty with their friends. What about you?”

			“Only my best friend, but I trust her completely. We’ve known each other since we were in kindergarten.” I’m not sure I can explain to him why it was easier to tell Ameena than it would be to tell my mother.

			I turn back to my notes. It’s nearing nine o’clock. I walked and fed Steve earlier this evening before running back to the station, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to wrap this up as quickly as possible. “So. Moving on. The reason we broke up . . . it has to be something that would enable us to stay friends. Or at least friendly enough to host a show together. I don’t want it to cast either of us in too negative a light.”

			“Huh,” he says, “I was expecting you to paint me as the villain.”

			“Guess I’m full of surprises,” I say. “Let’s think back to why our last relationships ended. I haven’t dated anyone seriously since early last year.”

			“What happened?”

			“I was . . . more invested than he was,” I say, not wanting to completely embarrass myself. “What about you?”

			“Next question.”

			“Come on. You know I saw her on your Facebook. She dated you before I did. I should probably know something about her.”

			I try to imagine it, Dominic and cute redhead Mia Dabrowski. She must have really broken his heart if he’s still this uncomfortable about it.

			He swipes his keys from a drawer below his desk. “I’m gonna need alcohol to get through the rest of this. Any requests?”

			

			—

			Dominic Yun and I are drunk at work and playing catch.

			He walks backward toward the bank of windows looking out onto a darkened Seattle street, laughing when he stumbles against someone’s desk. He recovers, tosses the Koosh to me. Twin pairs of empty beer bottles sit on our desks. I don’t know where my hair tie is—probably somewhere on the other side of the newsroom after I tried flinging it at him but overshot by a significant amount. His second shirt button lost the battle a while ago, and his hair is rumpled. He’s wearing only one shoe, revealing a polka-dotted sock on his other foot. This is a version of Dominic I never thought I’d see, and I don’t hate it.

			Alcohol was a very good idea.

			“What we really need,” I say, fumbling with the ball, “is a catchphrase.”

			“A catchphrase? Like what . . . WHAAA-ZOOOOM?” He says it in his best AM radio talk show host voice.

			I snort, beer coming up my throat and burning a little. “No no no. Not a catchphrase. A whatchamacallit. An intro. Like”—I put on a 1950s White Man Radio Voice—“‘Hi, I’m Shay and this is Dominic, and we definitely used to date.’ But you know. Catchier.”

			“I don’t know, I really like ‘wha-zoom.’”

			I hurl the ball at him as hard as I can, and he somehow catches it. I fold my legs up onto my chair, having kicked off my boots a while ago. I have tights on underneath my skirt, so hopefully I’m not too indecent, sitting like this.

			A bit of scruff has grown in along his jaw—an eleven-o’clock shadow—and I find myself wondering what it would feel like to run my hand over it. If it would be rough like sandpaper. He’s usually so clean-shaven. I can’t decide which look I like best, and sure, while it’s concerning to mentally debate whether Dominic is more attractive with stubble or without, there’s nothing wrong with acknowledging that he’s an aesthetically pleasing human being.

			I am perfectly capable of having a fake relationship—a fake breakup—with an attractive coworker. I am a professional.

			He walks back over to our desks and drops into his chair. “I’m sorry about Puget Sounds,” he says, stretching out his long legs until they touch the base of my chair. He nudges his foot against it, spinning my chair a couple of inches in one direction. “Your last show really was good.”

			“Thanks. It’s been . . . kind of hard to let it go.”

			“I get that. You’ve only worked on that show,” he says, and I nod. “Look. I know why you don’t like me.”

			“What? I don’t—I don’t not like you,” I say, getting stuck on the double negative.

			“Shay, Shay, Shay,” he says, slurring my name. “Come on. I took a class on nonverbal communication in grad school, and even if I hadn’t, I’m not an idiot. It drives you wild that you’re not the young hotshot anymore, doesn’t it?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The intern who worked her way up to senior staff faster than anyone else in the station’s history. You were the overachiever, and now you’re . . .”

			“Old?”

			His eyes go wide, and his feet land hard on the floor. “No! Shit, no, I didn’t mean that.”

			“We’re only five years apart. You’re technically a millennial, too.” A very young one.

			“I know. I know. I’m trying to figure out how to say this. It’s hard when you feel like you can’t impress the people you want to.”

			“And what would you know about that?” Despite the relationship we’ve crafted tonight, I have to remind myself he doesn’t really know me, even if this conversation indicates otherwise.

			“I’m the youngest of five kids,” he says. “Everything I did, one of my siblings had already done, and usually better than I had.”

			And although he’s still tight-lipped about why he and Mia Dabrowski broke up, this feels much more real than anything he’s said all night. Shortly after he started drinking, he told me it was the distance. He was leaving Illinois, and she wanted to stay. But I can’t shake the feeling that there’s more to the story.

			“I’ve been . . . not the nicest person to you. And I’m sorry. It’s possible I’ve also been a little bit jealous.” I hold my thumb and forefinger an inch apart.

			“More like—” He reaches for my hand and pushes my fingers farther apart. The brush of skin on skin is gentle, despite how much larger his hand is. “But I probably haven’t been the easiest to get along with, either. You’re good at what you do. I’ve thought so since I started.”

			That compliment warps my boozy brain, drawing out another one of my fears.

			“What if this doesn’t work?” I ask quietly.

			He inches his chair closer, until he’s directly in front of me. He doesn’t smell like his usual ocean-sage cologne. Tonight’s scent is something woodsy. Earthier. Maybe even . . . better?

			I need a paramedic.

			He places one hand on each of my armrests, giving me an up-close and personal view of his forearms. The muscles in his arms flex as he grips the armrests, and I have to wrench my gaze away— up to his face, which is maybe more dangerous.

			While I’ve noticed his crooked smile, his single dimple on the left side, I’ve never paid attention to how lovely his mouth is, his bottom lip just barely thicker than his top.

			You’re good at what you do.

			“It’s going to,” he says, matching my soft tone. “I didn’t play Curly McLain in my middle school’s production of Oklahoma! for nothing.”

			“You didn’t tell me you were a theater kid.” I try to picture him in a cowboy hat—anything to keep me from wondering what his mouth would taste like. His knees are right up against the edge of my chair. If my legs weren’t tucked, I’d be in his lap.

			“No, the theater kids hated me. I killed my audition, but I’ve always had terrible stage fright. I’d have panic attacks before I went onstage every night.”

			Might have been helpful to know that before agreeing to do a live radio show with the guy. It’s tough to wrap my mind around. He’s never not seemed confident at work, except when he froze up on Puget Sounds.

			“You have terrible stage fright,” I echo, the beer in my stomach sloshing around. “And yet you’re cool to host a radio show?”

			He shakes his head. “This is fine. There’s no audience—well, not one that you can see, anyway. I’m okay with smaller groups, but anything more than a dozen people, and my lungs suddenly decide not to work. Once I found my footing with Paloma, it felt like I was talking just to her.” With his legs, he pushes off my chair, putting a foot of space between us. I let out a shaky breath. Space. Yes. That’s probably good. “You must really be a lightweight. Your face is bright red.”

			I fling my hands up to cover it. “Ughhhhhh, I’m gonna get some water. This happens every time. The downside of not being six two.”

			“Six three.”

			“Jesus.”

			I make my way toward the break room, surprised when he follows me. Inside, I turn on one of the four light switches.

			When I can’t reach the water glasses on the top shelf, he easily grabs one and hands it to me, showing off one of his particularly enviable six-three superpowers. I mutter a thank-you as I hold it under the refrigerator tap.

			“We still haven’t figured out why we broke up,” he says, leaning against the counter opposite the fridge.

			“Maybe we should keep it simple. Working together and dating got to be too much for us?”

			“That’s not very exciting,” he says. It’s fitting that we can’t agree. “Maybe you were intimidated by my raw sexual energy.”

			I nearly choke on a sip of water—that’s how unexpected this is, coming from him.

			But hey, I can play this game, too, especially with alcohol loosening my lips. “Or you were never able to get me to orgasm.”

			“I’ve never had that problem before,” he says without missing a beat.

			With just the two of us in this darkened space, I’m aware of how small the break room actually is. He shouldn’t have followed me in here. I could have climbed onto the counter and grabbed a glass myself because short people are nothing if not skilled counter climbers.

			But then he wouldn’t be standing there in one of his Top Ten Most Infuriating Leans, eyeing me from beneath a truly impeccable pair of lashes.

			The alcohol takes over. “So . . . we had a good sex life, then?”

			One corner of his mouth kicks upward. “Maybe we weren’t having sex.”

			Something horrific happens then: I let out this completely nonhuman sound, a mix between a snort and a laugh and a gulp. I shrink back until my shoulder blades hit the wall.

			“What, you thought sleeping with me was a given?” he says. “Is my fictional self really that quick to put out?”

			“Oh my god, no no no,” I say. “I was just—if we were dating for three months, then we probably—I mean, maybe we didn’t, but—”

			He’s full-on smiling now, as though amused by my incoherent babbling. I bring the water glass to my face so I can hide behind it. My sweater is draped across my desk, and I’m too warm in a thin black T-shirt. He’s a six-three heat lamp.

			“Shay,” he says in a low voice. Teasing. He inches closer, reaching forward to take the water glass away from my face and holding it level with my shoulder. “Honestly, I’m flattered.”

			Then he taps the cold rim of the glass against my cheek gently, gently. A friendly little pat that sends my heart into overdrive. When he moves it away, I reach toward my face, holding a few fingers against the cold spot there.

			His gaze is so intense that I have to close my eyes for a moment. My instinct is to back away, to put more space between us, but when I try, I’m reminded that I’m against the wall. I don’t know where to look. Normally, I’m level with his pectorals, but he’s hunched, the curve of his shoulders soft in this semi-light. Close enough to reach out and touch—if I wanted to. I watch the rise and fall of his chest. That’s safe. Safer than eye contact, at least.

			I’ve never had that problem before.

			“I’m glad, because I’m really wishing the floor would open up and suck me into the Hellmouth right now.”

			“Buffy fan?”

			“Oh yeah. I grew up with it. You?”

			He at least has the decency to look sheepish. “Watched it on Netflix.”

			Of course he did. He’s twenty-four, young enough to never have seen it live and sliced up by commercials. “By ‘grew up with it,’ I meant, you know, I was still very young during the early seasons, and I didn’t understand most of what was going on . . .” I break off with a groan, though I’m relieved the conversation has turned away from sex. “God, don’t make me feel like a grandma.”

			A laugh from deep in his throat turns my legs to jelly. That rumble—I feel it in the last possible place I want to feel it.

			It is deeply concerning.

			That’s what catches me off guard, more than anything else tonight. I don’t want to think about doing anything with Dominic besides cohosting a show about our fake relationship. I don’t want to think about the way that rough laugh would sound pressed against my ear while other parts of him pressed against other parts of me.

			And I really don’t want to imagine him holding that cold glass to my bare skin again.

			I swallow hard, forcing away these delusions. Sober Shay would not be fantasizing about Dominic Yun when he’s right in front of her. My imagination is too creative, and my yearlong drought can’t be helping.

			Dominic passes the glass back to me and straightens to his full height. Oh. It’s only then that I realize how easy it would have been for him to trap my hands over my head and push me against the wall, tell me with his mouth on my neck how journalism will save the world.

			Of course, he doesn’t do any of this, opting instead to take a step back. Then two. At three steps, the temperature in the room dips. At four, I can breathe again.

			“For what it’s worth,” he says when he’s halfway to the door, “I think it would have been good, too.”
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			My mother turns, glancing at her reflection in the three-way mirror.

			“You look gorgeous,” I tell her from the cream leather couch. It’s been true of the past five dresses she’s tried on, confirming my theory: Leanna Goldstein is incapable of looking bad, even in twelve yards of chartreuse taffeta. Meanwhile, I have my dog made me sleep in the creepy guest room again circles under my eyes and darkened break room corners on the brain.

			“It’s not a mistake, not doing white, is it?” She sweeps her auburn hair off her neck, exposing the dress’s plunging back. “I want to go nontraditional, but I don’t want anything too mature.”

			She and my dad went nontraditional too, eloping in Colorado’s Rocky Mountain National Park. The photos are breathtaking, the two of them pinned against teal mountains and Douglas firs. “All my friends said they spent so much money on food and never got to eat any of it,” she’d say when I used to ask why my parents didn’t have a wedding. Then she’d laugh her musical laugh. “And I couldn’t imagine anything more tragic.”

			When she and I walked inside the bridal boutique, the saleswoman gushed over how exciting it is to shop for your daughter’s wedding. My mother had to correct her, and the saleswoman apologized profusely.

			It isn’t the fact that we’re here for my mother and not for me that makes it feel strange, though. It’s that it’s her second time, and now she wants to have the wedding.

			“More and more brides are opting for nontraditional gowns these days,” chirps the saleswoman, standing by with a pincushion and measuring tape. “I didn’t think that green would work with your hair, but you look stunning.”

			Still, my mother frowns. “Something about it isn’t feeling quite right. Do you have anything that’s a little less”—she holds up the many layers of fluffy skirts—“well, a little less dress?”

			“Absolutely. I’ll be right back with some shorter styles.” The saleswoman disappears, and I tip back the rest of my champagne.

			I’m trying my best to focus, but my mind is back at the station. Thursday morning, Dominic strode in like nothing had happened between us, with the exception of one of those half smiles he shot my way when he picked up his Koosh ball to toss up and down. And . . . nothing had happened between us, right? That moment in the break room may have felt charged to me, but maybe he looms over women all the time, his pheromones and broad shoulders messing with their brains. It wasn’t like he pushed me up against the wall because he needed to have his way with me and couldn’t waste any time. I backed myself into the wall, and then he simply stood in front of me. Completely different.

			We were drunk and exhausted and talking about sex. My mind ran wild with it, showing off the “overactive imagination” my elementary school teachers wrote about on my report cards. It doesn’t mean I’m attracted to him.

			The saleswoman returns with an armful of blush and mint and powder-blue dresses, and my mother thanks her.

			“First show in two weeks,” my mother says from the other side of the dressing room door. “How are you feeling?”

			“Oddly okay,” I say. “It hasn’t hit me yet that I’m actually going to be on the air.” I could say it a hundred times, and I probably won’t believe it until I’m in that studio I’ve grown so used to being on the other side of.

			“Your dad would have been telling absolutely everyone,” my mother says, and then I hear her musical laugh. “People would have found him so obnoxious.”

			“Didn’t they anyway?” I say, because it’s true.

			When someone dies, you don’t only remember their good parts. You remember the difficult parts, too, like how if you asked a question he didn’t know the answer to, my dad simply ignored it instead of responding. Or how he was in a perennial fight with our neighbors over the trees that drooped into our yard, and he passive-aggressively retaliated by mowing our lawn early every morning for months. The deceased don’t immediately become flawless human beings. And it wouldn’t be right to turn him into one. We loved him, faults and all.

			“Sometimes,” my mother says, emerging from the dressing room in a pink tulip-hemmed dress. “I’ve made my fair share of enemies in my career, I’m sure. No, no, this one isn’t right.”

			I claw a hand through my low ponytail, covering my mouth with it before letting it flop back onto my shoulder. “I thought, I don’t know, with Phil, and this wedding . . . that maybe you were finally doing it right this time.”

			The door opens again, and my mother appears in a nude bra, a navy dress around her waist. She has freckles along her arms and across her stomach. When I was younger, her wrinkles might have frightened me, but now they make her look strong. “Shay. No. Not at all.” She hurries over to me, apparently not caring that she’s half-dressed. “I know this has to be weird for you.”

			“A little,” I say, because a lot might worry her. I want to be the cool, open-minded daughter, but I’m not sure how. I’ve gotten so used to our tiny family.

			But I also got used to Puget Sounds. My job is changing, and with the exception of whatever happened in the break room, I’ve been okay.

			“Your dad and I had exactly the kind of wedding we wanted,” my mother continues, letting my hair out of its ponytail and running her fingers through it the way she used to do when I was a kid. “Our parents didn’t get along, and they had different ideas of what the wedding should be. Mine insisted on a traditional Jewish wedding, while Dan’s nonpracticing parents didn’t want it to be religious.” My paternal grandparents live in Arizona, but my mother’s parents passed away when I was little. “And now that I’m older, now that it’s just the two of us involved, we can do exactly what we want.”

			“Maybe that’s the thing I’m getting hung up on,” I say, trying to sound more confident than I feel. “That it’s just the two of you, when I’ve always felt like it was just the two of us.”

			That lingers in the space between us for a while, and when my mother’s face crumples, I immediately regret what I’ve said.

			“Shit, that was really self-centered, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I was just thinking about how I had no idea that proposal was coming, and Ameena asked if I’d known about it, and—”

			But my mother shakes her head, rubbing at the hollow of her throat the way she does when she’s anxious. “No. You’re right. We’ve been a unit for the past ten years, haven’t we? I should have talked to you first. I’m sorry about that.” She glances down, and then back up at me, and for a moment I see not just my mother, but a woman who’s made a mistake and wants desperately to be forgiven. “But you’re happy about it, right? You like Phil?”

			“Oh my god, Mom, yes. Yes. I love Phil.” I squeeze her hand. “I’m not mad. At all. I swear. I’m just . . . adjusting.”

			“I think we all will be, for a while,” she says. “I want you to be part of this in any way you want, okay?”

			“Okay, but if you try to get me to wear chartreuse, I am definitely standing up when the officiant asks if anyone objects.”

			She nods solemnly. “And I’d deserve that.” Then she turns to the mirror, as though remembering she’s only half-dressed. She gets to her feet and straightens herself out, and I see she’s wearing not a dress but a sleek navy jumpsuit. It’s sleeveless with a wrap front and long, clean lines. It’s both age appropriate and nontraditional, commanding but understated.

			Her face splits into a grin, and I realize for the first time we have the same exact smile.

			Maybe I haven’t seen it enough on either of us.

			“This is the one,” she says.

			

			—

			On Sunday afternoon, Mary Beth Barkley stands in my living room, locked in a staring contest with Steve.

			“Thank you so much for doing this,” I say. “He’s been a bit of a nightmare. An adorable nightmare.”

			Mary Beth waves this off. “Aren’t you the cutest little thing?” she said when she got here, and gave him a hunk of cheese from the pack around her waist. “What he needs are some boundaries and some discipline. I see it all the time with first-time dog owners, especially with dogs that haven’t been socialized. He needs to know that you’re the alpha.”

			She begins by calling his name, rewarding him when he responds to it. Then we practice some basic commands and leash training.

			“He’s walking you,” Mary Beth says when we go outside and Steve tugs me toward his favorite pee tree. “How much does he weigh?”

			“Um. Seven pounds.”

			“You are the alpha,” she repeats, and I decide not to tell her I’ve been sleeping in the guest room. “Make sure he knows that. He’s not the one in charge. This walk is your choice, not his. You’re leading him, not the other way around.”

			So I’m the producer of his life, essentially, and I more than know how to do that.

			He pulls toward the end of his leash, but I stand firm. After a few moments of straining, he trots back to me, loosening the leash, and when I make a move to go in the other direction, he actually follows.

			“Good boy!” I practically shriek it, which scares him, but a treat makes everything okay.

			After about an hour, we head back inside, exhausted but victorious.

			Mary Beth reaches down to scratch behind his ears. “You’re gonna be a good boy,” she says. “You just needed a little help.”

			I thank Mary Beth, but she refuses payment.

			“Your show sent so much business my way,” she says, which makes a bittersweet warmth bloom in my chest. We were doing something important. I always knew it, despite those moments Dominic made me doubt myself. “I’ll look forward to catching your new show, even if it does have considerable less emphasis on dogs.”

			The training session makes me useless the rest of the day, which is probably good because the impending Ex Talk nerves have fully sunk their claws in me. Steve naps—in his bed, not mine—while I catch up on the handful of dating podcasts I now subscribe to, idly texting with Ameena.

			A text from an unknown number arrives at a quarter to eight. I’m in the bathroom painting my nails gray, and it’s so startling I nearly drop my phone in the bathroom sink.

			
				It’s Dominic. Got your number from the staff directory.

				I had this idea. What if we did a show about people who met someone through a rideshare? Someone I know from grad school is dating a guy who was her Lyft driver.

			

			Dominic Yun. Texting me about a show idea. For our show.

			
				YES! I love that. Admit it. You’re excited about this.

			

			I screw the cap back on the nail polish bottle, wondering where he’s texting me from and how he spends his weekends. Maybe he goes to the farmers’ market or out to meals with friends. Maybe he hikes or bikes or reads classic novels by himself in a coffee shop. I don’t know where in Seattle he lives, if it’s in a studio apartment or a house with a bunch of friends or at home with his parents.

			Of course, he might not even be at home. He’s not currently in a relationship, but that doesn’t mean he’s not casually dating. Sure, Sundays aren’t prime hookup nights, but that doesn’t stop me from imagining his trademark lean against the bedroom door of a stranger’s apartment. Pinning someone else against a wall for real this time, bracing his hands on either side of her. It makes my stomach twist in a strange, foreign way.

			
				Yeah. Guess I am. You worked some kind of magic on me.

			

			Our words flowed so smoothly that night at the station, but now I’m not sure how to keep the conversation going. It hits me that I want to know him, where he lives and what he’s doing on a Sunday night and what kinds of books he likes to read. Probably nonfiction with drab covers and tiny print. Exposés.

			Why we don’t have any mutual Facebook friends.

			I’ve always been interested in stories, and yet I can’t exactly journalism my way into Dominic’s life. Especially when I can’t decide what to text back.

			Still, I’m disappointed when my phone doesn’t light up for the rest of the night.
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			The next couple weeks are a promo whirlwind. We send press releases, take new photos for the website, and make a guest appearance on Pacific Public Radio’s morning show. Our first three shows are booked solid with content and guests, and even that meant late nights and early mornings. It’s hard to believe that a few weeks ago, I was producing a live show every day.

			“You’re popping your P’s. Again.”

			We’ve been in Booth C for twenty minutes trying to record a fifteen-second promo, during which it’s become increasingly clear to me that these booths were not meant for two people. Sure, there are two chairs, two microphones. But Dominic’s height shrinks the booth by half. Today he’s in khakis, which could so easily look horrifying on the wrong person. (He is not the wrong person.) They’re paired with brown oxfords and a gray cardigan with elbow patches. One of his more casual looks, and it’s only because we’re working so closely together that I notice these details.

			Dominic switches off the RECORD button. “Would it kill you to help me instead of making fun of me?”

			“Oh, I assumed you had a class about this in grad school.” I bite the inside of my cheek. “Sorry. That’s not helping, either, is it?”

			He lets out a long-suffering sigh. “You could start by telling me what the hell a popped P is.”

			That, I can do. It takes me back to the early weeks of my internship, the one-on-one coaching I got from Paloma. Back then, I thought it was ridiculous—I’d never be on the radio anyway. Still, I learned to avoid P-pops and the less common B-pops and hissing S’s, just in case.

			“It’s called a plosive,” I say, trying not to wonder if his sea salt cologne will linger in the booth after we leave. “You’re sending a blast of air from your mouth right into the mic when you make that p sound.” I hold my hand in front of my mouth, indicating that he should do the same. “Pacific Public Radio. Can you feel the difference against your hand when you say a p word versus an r word? There’s more air with the p’s, right?”

			“Pacific Public Radio. Pacific Public Radio.” Dominic tries this a few times and nods. It’s both funny and validating, watching this six-three giant taking direction from me.

			“And the thing you feel is going to sound distorted on the recording,” I say. “Aside from having better recording technology, which we’re not going to be able to afford anytime soon, you can practice better breath control. It takes some time, and you’ll probably be thinking about it a lot at the beginning, but it’ll get easier.”

			He repeats the phrase into his hand several more times, sounding smoother. When he finally drops his arm, his sweater sleeve brushes my shoulder. I wonder if it’s wool or cotton, soft or rough. Maybe I don’t hate the way he dresses at all.

			“Thank you,” he says. “That’s actually really helpful.”

			We try the promo again.

			I’m Shay Goldstein—

			And I’m Dominic Yun. This Thursday at three o’clock on Pacific Public Radio, tune in to our new show, The Ex Talk. It’s all about dating, breaking up, and making up from two people who managed to stay friends after their own relationship ended.

			We can’t wait to share our story and hear yours.

			“Better,” I say. But I can’t get the sound of my own voice out of my head. With the show premiering so soon, it’s the last place I want to linger. “Culture Clash was good this week.”

			“Don’t tell me! I haven’t listened yet.”

			“Okaaaay, but there’s this one part where—”

			He makes a show of clutching at his ears. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re terrible?”

			“Most people.” I give him an angelic smile. “There’s also this newish Buffy podcast I’ve been meaning to check out.”

			“Five by Five? It’s great. First episode was a little shaky, but they found their footing by the third.”

			“So you don’t only listen to the news,” I say with a lift of my eyebrows.

			“You mean, I’m a complex and layered human being?”

			“Jury’s still out.”

			His mouth twitches, like he’s trying not to smile. “Now that’s a good podcast.”

			I snort. He doesn’t need to know that I subscribed to one of his Supreme Court podcasts, Justice Makes Perfect. I haven’t listened to any of the episodes yet, but I might. It’s only fair—he listened to mine. I am a firm believer in reciprocation.

			A few more run-throughs of the promo. If possible, my voice sounds more grating each time. I sigh, pushing the microphone out of the way and dropping into one of the two sound booth chairs. It’s always better to record standing up—less pressure on your diaphragm.

			“Are you sure my voice sounds okay?”

			“For the nine hundredth time, yes.”

			“You’ve clearly never had anyone laugh in your face about it.”

			“No, but I’ve gotten anonymous emails telling me to go back to China,” he says. “Which is especially hilarious, given I’m not Chinese.”

			“Oh.” Shit. That is not even on the same planet as my issues. “Wow. That is really fucked up. I’m sorry.”

			“Thanks.” He runs a hand through his hair, abandoning his lean to take the chair next to mine. “I want to say I’ve gotten used to it because it’s happened often enough, but you really don’t. You let it fuel you. You do even better because you know there are people out there who are waiting for you to fail.”

			At that, he lets his brown oxford tap the leg of my chair in a way that’s maybe meant to be comforting.

			Huh. We might be getting along.

			I don’t hate his company, not entirely, and I’ve mostly forgotten what happened in the break room. (Even if my throat went dry when I saw him filling a glass of water yesterday. I’m gonna be pissed if this turns into a fetish thing.) Maybe there’s a way for the two of us to be friends. It won’t be the relationship I had with Paloma, which was off balance from the beginning. But we could be something like equals. A real novelty in the public radio world.

			I stare down at his shoe. The polished leather, the crisp laces. He’s a little less intimidating when he’s sitting next to me, but possibly even more of a mystery.

			“One more time, then?” I say, and he hits RECORD again.

			

			—

			None of our listeners will see me, but I decide to dress up for show day. I wear a structured gray minidress, patterned tights, and lavender Mary Jane heels I found at a rummage sale with Ameena last year. My thick hair goes into its regular ponytail, but I straighten my bangs, which makes them sleek and shiny. I debate wearing contacts, but it’s been forever, and I’m so attached to my tortoiseshell glasses that I don’t want to risk any minor change to my vision.

			You have a face for radio, my dad used to tell me with a grin. An A-plus dad joke. God, I still miss those.

			The morning creeps by. It’s about as agonizing as getting a root canal followed by a Pap smear. At lunch, my stomach can only handle a third of a sandwich from the shop on the first floor while Ruthie reviews the rundown next to me. I manage to get mustard on the skirt of my dress, and I spend fifteen minutes in the bathroom scrubbing at it.

			Kent comes by our cubes as Dominic and I are practicing our intro.

			“My favorite couple,” he says, not-so-subtly gesturing to the Cupid-printed tie he wore in our honor. “Or favorite former couple. You two are going to knock it out of the park. We’re all really excited about this.”

			But there’s an undercurrent to his words:

			Don’t fuck this up.

			Ruthie prints our most updated rundowns. This first show has no guest. It’s Dominic and me, telling our fake stories, waiting for calls to roll in.

			I stumble over literally just carpet on our walk down the hall to the studio.

			“You okay?” Dominic asks, reaching out to grab my elbow, helping steady me. My dress is short sleeved, and his fingers are warm against my skin.

			Well, now I’m not. “Five by five,” I manage to say.

			Ruthie breezes into the studio, setting a glass in front of each of us. “Water for my favorite cohosts,” she sings.

			“Thank you. I would’ve forgotten.” Though I did it so many times for Paloma, I don’t want Ruthie to feel like she needs to wait on us. “How do you seem so calm? I reapplied deodorant half an hour ago and I’m still sweating buckets.”

			“I’m your producer,” she says. “It’s my job to stay calm.”

			And she’s right—it would be so much worse if she were freaking the fuck out, too.

			I wonder how much worse it would be if she knew we’d never actually dated.

			Fortunately, my nerves don’t leave any room for guilt. Not today. Not when I am five minutes from a lifelong dream. Ruthie disappears into the adjoining studio, and Dominic and I sit together on one side of the table with our twin water glasses and spinny chairs, clamping headphones over our ears.

			The RECORDING sign blinks on.

			“Coming up next, the premiere of our brand-new show, The Ex Talk,” Jason Burns says. “But first, these headlines from NPR.”

			It’s happening. We’re really about to do this.

			My own show.

			“I have some prescription-strength antiperspirant in my gym bag,” Dominic says. “I could ask Ruthie to get it.”

			I give him a horrified look. We’re in a small enclosed space together. I might die if he thinks I smell bad. I will definitely die if I have pit stains. “Do I need it?”

			“Oh—shit. No. No. You seemed stressed about it, so I thought I’d offer. You smell normal. Sort of . . . citrusy. It’s nice.”

			It’s nice. Not you smell nice. An important distinction.

			“Thanks,” I say with some hesitation, accepting the compliment on behalf of my Burt’s Bees shampoo.

			His leg bounces up and down underneath the table. Dark jeans today.

			“And what’s going on there?” I ask, pointing.

			His stage fright confession comes back to me. He said he’d be fine on the radio, without a visible audience. God, he better be right.

			“Ah. That’s me trying to hide how nervous I am. How am I doing?”

			“Terrible,” I say. “We both are.”

			The corner of his mouth twitches. This is something he does often, I’m beginning to realize. Like he doesn’t want me to know he finds something funny, or a real laugh might mess up his stoic facade.

			“There’s one thing we’re good at doing together, then,” he says. He takes a drink of water, and my heart speeds up for an entirely different reason.

			Focus. I flip through my stack of papers. How did Paloma make it look so effortless? Our choreographed intro, our fictional anecdotes, the sponsor breaks . . . And yet it’s impossible to prepare for everything. If someone calls with a question not in my notes, will I have an answer?

			WWAMWMD?

			Ruthie comes through our headsets. “Thirty seconds,” she says, a little breathless.

			I cross and uncross my legs. Scratch at the mustard stain. Attempt a sip of water and dribble some down my chin.

			“Hey,” Dominic says right before the ten-second countdown. Finally, his leg pauses its frenzied jiggling, and he knocks my knee with his. “Shay. It’s just like the two of us having a conversation.”

			“Right. Right. We can do that.”

			His gaze locks on mine. “And I’m really glad you talked me into this.”

			Then Ruthie points to us.

			And we’re live.

		

	
		
			The Ex Talk, Episode 1: Why We Broke Up

			Transcript

			<Fade in audio clips while “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do” plays underneath>

			
				“You call yourself a free spirit, a wild thing, and you’re terrified somebody’s gonna stick you in a cage. Well, baby, you’re already in that cage . . .” (Breakfast at Tiffany’s)

				“Where I’m going, you can’t follow. What I’ve got to do, you can’t be any part of . . .” (Casablanca)

				“Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.” (Gone with the Wind)

				“If I want to be a senator, I need to marry a Jackie, not a Marilyn . . .” (Legally Blonde)

				“We should break up or whatever.” (Scott Pilgrim vs. the World)

			

			<Fade out>

			
				DOMINIC YUN: It was a cold December day—

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Pretty sure it was the beginning of January.

				DOMINIC YUN: It was sometime in the winter. You were wearing that blue sweater—

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Green.

				DOMINIC YUN: And I was wearing my favorite gray beanie.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I really hated that beanie.

				DOMINIC YUN: I hated that you hated that beanie.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Obviously, that’s not why we broke up, but poor communication is one of the top reasons relationships don’t last.

				DOMINIC YUN: I’m Dominic Yun.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: And I’m Shay Goldstein, and this is The Ex Talk, a brand-new show from Pacific Public Radio. Thanks for joining us. We’re coming to you live from Seattle, or if you’re listening by podcast, somewhere in the somewhat recent past. Full honesty: This is not just our first episode but also our first time on the air like this. I’ve been a producer at the station for ten years, and Dominic’s been working as a reporter since October, which was also around the time we started dating. And earlier this year, we broke up.

				DOMINIC YUN: But we still had to face each other at work every day, which I think made it easier for us to stay friends. Or at the very least, passive-aggressive acquaintances.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: We’ve both been really excited about getting behind a microphone like this and having a chance to talk about something that public radio has never devoted an entire show to: dating and relationships. That’s what The Ex Talk is about, with an emphasis on sharing stories—your stories. We’re hoping to break down stereotypes and gender roles when it comes to relationships, and in the next few weeks, we’ll have experts on the show to help us out.

				DOMINIC YUN: On this first episode, we’re talking about why we broke up. We’ll take some calls a little later, but we wanted to start with our story, because clearly it’s something even Shay and I can’t agree on. Here are some other reasons couples break up these days: jealousy, broken promises, insecurity, infidelity—

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Working too closely with your partner.

				DOMINIC YUN: Or maybe interrupting them constantly.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I thought this was friendly banter?

				DOMINIC YUN: I feel like that would require you being friendly.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I’m friendly! To my friends!

				DOMINIC YUN: Okay, then—one friend to another, can I ask you a question?

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Um . . .

			

			Sound of papers shuffling.

			
				DOMINIC YUN: It’s not in our notes. Because I want to hear your honest answer.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Perfect. You want to ad-lib during our first three minutes on the air?

				DOMINC YUN: Never mind. You’re building it up too much. There’s too much suspense.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Dominic Yun, I will walk out of this studio right now if you don’t—

			

			Dominic laughs.

			
				DOMINIC YUN: Okay, okay. What I really want to know, since we’re talking about, you know, our relationship, is what you’d change about me, if you could. Assuming I’m not a flawless human being.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Oh, I definitely don’t need notes for that. Okay. So the first thing is that you’d only be able to talk about your master’s degree, like, once a month. Preferably never, but I’m not sure your ego could take it.

				DOMINIC YUN: My master’s degree in journalism from Northwestern?

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Yep, that’s the one. You also—you do this thing where you lean against a wall and crane your neck to talk to people, and it feels really condescending sometimes. Like you’re literally talking down to them.

				DOMINIC YUN: You do realize you’re, like, five feet tall, right? Am I not supposed to look at you when we’re talking?

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I am five two. Respect those two inches. No, but this is my special magical world where I can change anything about you. You didn’t say it had to make sense.

				DOMINIC YUN: You could just make me shorter.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I like how tall you are. I mean—so you can reach things for me when I don’t feel like climbing up on a counter.

				DOMINIC YUN: So my worst traits are my height and my advanced education? This is scathing.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: You also have that ball on your desk you’re always throwing around when you’re thinking, and it drives me bonkers. So I’d take that away. And now you’re going to tell me what you’d change about me?

				DOMINIC YUN: Only if you can handle it.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: You know I don’t have emotions while I’m at work.

			

			Dominic snorts.

			
				DOMINIC YUN: Well, first, you’d have to get taller. It’s just creepy for an adult to be as small as you are.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I got carded at an R-rated movie last weekend.

				DOMINIC YUN: And you didn’t you tell me? I could have spent the past week making fun of you.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: We’re getting off track. Tell me more things you don’t like about me. Drag me, Dominic. That’s what the cool kids say these days, right?

				DOMINIC YUN: Yeah, the cool kids in 2016. Okay, I’ll drag you. Let’s see . . . sometimes you think there’s only one right way to do things, so I guess I’d make you a little more flexible.

			

			Shay coughs.

			
				DOMINIC YUN: Do you need some water? Or do you need help reaching it?

			

			Shay coughs more violently.

			
				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: No, I—okay. I’m fine.

				DOMINIC YUN: So, any of those things you wanted to change about me—do you think if I’d changed, we wouldn’t have broken up?

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Well . . . no. And I think I see what you’re getting at. You’re trying to say that even if we changed those things, we still wouldn’t be right together. And as much as I hate to admit it, you make a good point. If you’re expecting your partner to change, you may not be in the right relationship. Smart.

				DOMINIC YUN: Well, I do have a master’s degree.
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			I wake up the next morning scrunched on the edge of my bed. Steve is spread out in the middle, tiny whiskers twitching in his sleep. Progress. How such a small dog takes up so much space, I’ll never know.

			He usually wakes me before my alarm, so we’re often on a walk before I have a chance to check social media. Today I relish the extra few minutes with my phone, arranging myself so I’m semi-spooning my dog, trying not to disturb him.

			And . . . wow.

			I was just shy of a thousand followers on Twitter, but now I’m past 2K. My mentions are a mess, and I wince as I swipe over to them, waiting for what I’ve always feared would happen if I ever got on the radio.

			But that doesn’t happen.

			Because they’re nice.

			There’s a bit of unavoidable internet vitriol, but overall, people loved the show. Loved. I’m not exaggerating—the word is all over social media.

			Relief sinks me deeper into my mattress, and I fight a smile. For weeks, I’ve been carrying around this panic that we wouldn’t be good enough, that no one would listen, that I’d screw up live on air. But this—this is a powerful feeling, and it’s much stronger than I thought it would be.

			The hour started slowly. Dominic sounded calm, smooth, completely anxiety-free. Either he’s great at hiding it, or his stage fright really did go away once we went live. I was shaky at first, laughed a little too much, but then I gained my bearings. We had our intro scripted out, a he-said, she-said choreographed dance that he immediately threw a wrench into. Improvising with him wasn’t as difficult as I worried it might be, although the whole time, I was aware the stories we told about Dominic dropping a candle while lighting the menorah on his first Hanukkah and our very public fight at an Olive Garden, the one where we tested the limits of all-you-can-eat salad and breadsticks, weren’t about us. That I never actually branded him an honorary Jew. That it wasn’t Dominic in the story about ice-skating at Seattle Center when “The Time Warp” came over the speakers and both of us knew the dance.

			But for a few minutes, it felt like it could have been.

			I wasn’t sure how long I could improvise with him like that, though, so I was relieved when calls started coming in. “You sound like me and my ex,” Isaac from West Seattle had said with a laugh. “Although I don’t think I’d have nearly enough chill to host a radio show with him.”

			Then Kayla in Bellevue called in to lament that she seemed to scare off potential dates by being too forward and making the first move.

			“As women, we’re told we’re not supposed to initiate things,” I said, realizing it was something I had a strong opinion about. “That it’s more romantic for the guy to do it. Aside from how outdated and heteronormative that is, how else are you going to feel like you have any semblance of equality in a relationship? I never want to wait around, hoping someone else will decide to take control when I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.”

			“I love when women make the first move. In fact,” Dominic said with a glance at me, “Shay’s the one who asked me out.”

			“That’s right,” I said, not even needing to flip to the place in my notes where we summarized our first date. “I walked right up to him in the break room and asked if he wanted to grab dinner after work. And my mom just proposed to her boyfriend.”

			Kayla pressed me for more details, and I realized I was happy to share them, to gush about my mother. After I’d had some space to process it, I could admit that it had been a great proposal.

			I continue scrolling through Twitter, laughing at a tweet from someone who swears that if Dominic were her ex, she’d never have let him go. The sound of my joy startles Steve, and he leaps into action, licking my face until I surrender and peel myself out of bed.

			On our walk, I check my phone with frozen hands. I lunge for it immediately after my shower, dripping water all over the screen. I refresh our hashtag while waiting for the toaster to release my multigrain bagel.

			By the time I’m ready to leave for work, it’s eight forty-five. I have never, in my history at Pacific Public Radio, gotten to work later than eight fifty-five. I may be perpetually late to dinners with my family and friends, but never, never to work.

			I haven’t had a chance to reply to the text Ameena sent after she listened to the podcast last night, unable to take a break at work. Holy shit! You and your fake ex-boyfriend sounded so good! So I call her on Bluetooth as I sit in I-5 traffic.

			“Hello, radio star. It appears video hasn’t killed you.”

			“Not yet, at least,” I say. “Hi. Yesterday was a whirlwind. I didn’t want you think I’d forgotten you in my rise to fame.”

			She snorts. “Two thousand Twitter followers, and you’re suddenly too good for me?”

			“I wasn’t going to say it, but if you feel uncomfortable with my extremely low level of celebrity . . .”

			“Seriously, though, you guys sounded great,” she says. “Really natural. I forgot for a moment that you hadn’t actually dated, and I was cursing you for breaking up with him.”

			“Ha,” I say. “Thank you. It sounded sort of real to me, too. Dominic hasn’t been entirely terrible to work with.”

			“TJ wanted me to tell you that he was all ready to call in with a fake story about breaking up with me in public to save you if you needed it, but he didn’t have to. He was almost disappointed—he spent a lot of time coming up with it.”

			“Tell him I appreciate it anyway.”

			My speakers go staticky, like she’s covering the phone. “Ack, I have to run into a meeting,” she says. “Brunch on Sunday?”

			“You know how I feel about brunch, but I’ll do it for you.”

			

			—

			The panic over being late sets in once I step into the elevator and hit the button for the fifth floor. I’m convinced Kent is going to yell at me as soon as I open the door, but that’s not what happens.

			First, Emma McCormick at reception: “I loved your show, Shay!” And in a lower voice: “I shouldn’t ask this, but was he a good kisser? He seems like he would be. It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it, but if you do . . . you know where to find me.”

			Then Isabel Fernandez: “You two sounded fantastic! We should have done this a long time ago.”

			Even senior editor Paul Wagner tells me he and his wife listened to the podcast during dinner last night and couldn’t stop cracking up.

			None of it feels real. At any moment, I’m convinced Kent will pop up and say, Gotcha! Or that someone at the station will ask a question about my relationship with Dominic I’m unable to answer. That’s the part that makes my multigrain bagel threaten to come back up.

			This is only how it begins, I try to convince myself. We’re telling a story. That’s what radio is. The show will grow beyond our story—it has to. It’s the only way I can stomach our lie.

			I need to talk to Dominic, with all his journalism do-gooder morals. I need to know how he’s feeling, if he’s overwhelmed by the social media response or withering under the weight of a lie he never thought he’d tell.

			But I don’t get the chance. He’s already at his desk, laser-focused on his computer screen. The ends of his dark hair are damp and curling slightly against the back of his neck. If his hair is still wet, he must not have gotten here that much earlier than me.

			As soon as my bag hits the floor beneath my desk, Kent swoops in.

			“My office,” he says with such urgency that we don’t waste any time following him there.

			“Ruthie should be here,” I say when Dominic and I sit down in front of Kent’s desk.

			“Here!” She rushes inside with two mugs of coffee, which she places in front of Dominic and me.

			“You didn’t have to do that,” I say, but she waves a dismissive hand. My mug is a relic. 2003 KPPR FALL PLEDGE DRIVE, it declares in blocky purple letters.

			I’m not sure how I feel about this new dynamic between us. I don’t want to be that kind of host.

			There are only three chairs in here, so Ruthie sort of stands off to the side, making me feel even more awkward.

			“Just a second.” Dominic gets up and leaves the room. A moment later, he returns with an extra chair, which Ruthie gratefully accepts.

			“Shay, Ruthie, could one of you take notes?” Kent asks. I wait for him to add, “Or Dominic.” He does not.

			“I’ve got it,” Ruthie says.

			“Thanks.” Kent clicks a few buttons on his computer. “So. You may have seen a bit of an explosion about the show on social media.” He turns the screen to face us. It’s a Twitter search of our hashtag, with new results popping up every few seconds. Then he clicks over to our podcast page. “Look at the number of downloads. It’s about four times higher than any of our other shows that aired this week. That’s huge for a new podcast.”

			“Oh my god,” I say.

			“And we had a pretty steady stream of callers,” Ruthie puts in. “Plenty of people to choose from. That girl who talked about breaking up with her boyfriend in the middle of a road trip? Gold.”

			“Suffice it to say, I was not prepared for this to happen right away, but I’m thrilled,” Kent says. “Really thrilled. These numbers could make a huge difference come pledge drive season. They could put us on the national map, too. Excellent work, you two.”

			“Three,” I say.

			“Right. Of course. Sorry, Ruthie.” Kent offers her an apologetic look. “I know you’d typically conduct pitch meetings on your own, but given the interest the show has garnered, I think you’ll agree it makes sense for me to be involved as well. I’d like to be part of them moving forward, at least for a while, if that’s okay with you three.”

			A bit unconventional, but . . . “That makes sense,” Ruthie says. “I’m fine with it if Shay and Dominic are.”

			We nod our agreement.

			“I just—wow,” Dominic says, and it’s maybe the first time I’ve seen him struggle for words. “I didn’t realize it would be happening so quickly.”

			“Believe it,” Kent says, “and enjoy it. But we can’t stop now. What do you guys have planned for your next show?”

			“We were going to do live couples therapy to figure out what went wrong in our relationship,” I say. “And then the week after, we have an academic and a psychologist couple booked to talk about recent relationship studies.”

			“Love it. What else?”

			“Well . . . ,” Ruthie starts. “I hadn’t pitched this yet, but I thought it would be interesting to do something about interracial dating.”

			“Pitch it to me,” Kent says.

			Pink spots appear on her cheeks. “Every time I’m dating an Asian girl or guy, people look at me almost like it’s expected . . . And if I’m dating a white girl, or a white guy, people look at me in a different way. Like they’re wondering if the person’s only with me because they’re into Asian girls. Then if I’m dating someone who isn’t white or Asian, they’re completely confused.”

			It’s the most personal she’s ever been. Three years, and I barely know anything about her.

			I vow to change that.

			“I’ve never dated an Asian girl,” Dominic says.

			I think back to his Facebook. Mia Dabrowski. How many other girls has he dated? It was hard to tell how long they’d been together—at least a couple years.

			“I’d be down to talk about that,” I say, and then to Dominic: “if you’re okay with it.”

			He nods. “I’d want to have some other people of color on the show, too.”

			“Great, great,” Kent says. “So you’re solid content-wise. Now with regard to promo . . .” He clicks through a few things on his computer. “We need to strategize. I have the two of you talking to the Seattle Times at noon today, and a few online outlets want to interview you, too—BuzzFeed, Vulture, Slate, Hype Factory . . .”

			“What the hell is Hype Factory?” Dominic says.

			“Clickbait site,” I say. Not the most groundbreaking journalism, but “Fifteen Cats That Look Like Adam Driver (#8 Will Shake You to Your Core)” entertained me for a solid two minutes last week.

			“We have to hop on this,” Kent says. “We’re in a unique position here. The podcast had an incredible premiere, and I applaud all of you for that. But it’s also just one episode. I don’t want anyone’s heads getting too big yet. What we need to do is keep this going, continue to build hype around it.

			“Do you know how long people’s attention spans last today? Not long. People go wild over a new Stranger Things season for a week before a new Marvel trailer drops, and then there’s a new Disney remake everyone’s talking about. Nothing lasts. But we want to stay relevant as long as we can, really be part of the zeitgeist.”

			Ruthie shudders.

			“What was that?” Kent asks.

			“Sorry, I just have a visceral reaction to the word ‘zeitgeist.’”

			I muffle a laugh at this, but Kent doesn’t even crack a smile.

			“I understand what you’re saying.” Dominic pushes up the sleeves of his black sweater. “I just don’t want any of it to feel disingenuous.”

			Kent’s hand flies to his chest, as though insulted by what Dominic is insinuating. “I’m not asking any of you to be anything except yourselves,” he says, with the slightest lift of his brows.

			A bigger reality hits me, settles like acid in my stomach: Ruthie thinks Dominic and I really dated. Making a vow to get to know her better sounds absurd when I’m lying to her simply by sitting next to her.

			“Then if we’re good here,” Dominic says, “I’m going to go listen back to the show. See how we can improve next time.”

			“Excellent idea,” Kent says. “And truly: Congratulations, you three.”

			But I’m still stuck on the other thing he said:

			Nothing lasts.

			It probably lasts even less time if you’re lying about it.

		

	
		
			Twitter
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				Who else is obsessed with #TheExTalk? Dominic and Shay are so cute I can’t. If any of my exes were like Dom, I never would have let them go!

				@elttaes_amadeus

				i ship @goldsteinshayyy and @dominicyun on @TheExTalk so hard, can they get back together plz??? [image: prayer hands emoji] #TheExTalk #shayminic

				@MsMollieRae17

				can i just say it’s so refreshing to hear someone with a REAL sounding voice on NPR? #TheExTalk

				@most_dolphinately_

				Dominic Yun sounds like a pompous asshole #TheExTalk
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			Passover seders used to be solemn affairs. They were small, just my parents and grandparents, until my mother’s parents passed away and my dad’s parents moved to Arizona to escape the Seattle gloom. And then for most of my twenties, it was just my mother making a joke about me asking the Four Questions, since I’d never not been the youngest person at the table.

			Now the first night of Passover is something of a party. We’re in the house I grew up in, but with fourteen of us around the table, it’s never been this loud. The Manischewitz and various other drinks flow freely, and Phil’s grandkids had fun hunting down the afikomen, a broken piece of matzah wrapped in a napkin and hidden somewhere in the house. This was always my dad’s favorite part of a seder, and he’d get a kick out of hiding it in my mother’s violin case, between books on a shelf, and once, taped underneath the table, which was so unexpected it took me almost an hour to think to look there. Since it’s their first Passover, I gave the kids an easy one: on top of the refrigerator. But next year, I’m going to be ruthless.

			I like this part: sharing our traditions, leaving space for new ones.

			“We’re loving your show,” says Phil’s son Anthony, and his husband Raj nods his agreement while trying to get a spoonful of mashed veggies into their toddler’s mouth.

			“The second episode was even better than the first,” Raj says. “Especially when you stumped that poor couples counselor.”

			“Thank you,” I say, meaning it. “It’s been a lot of fun so far.”

			Our second episode aired a few days ago, and I’ve been refreshing our subscribers almost hourly. I thought we’d continue trending upward, but our download numbers seem to have kind of plateaued. We probably won’t have a chance at sponsors until we have thousands more downloads per month. It’s still early—that’s how I’m reassuring myself, at least—but I guess I assumed the media blitz would be enough to get us out there. Unless, like Kent said, the landscape is already so saturated that buzz for a new podcast sounds like more of a hiss.

			“And Dominic sounds adorable,” says Phil’s daughter, a midthirties dentist named Diana. She’s sitting across from me, flashing pearly white teeth. “I can’t believe you broke up with him.”

			“Even someone with a nice voice can be . . . a huge dick,” I say, grasping for the right word and never quite landing on it. Lying to Phil’s family—my family—takes a toll on my appetite, and I push around the brisket on my plate before realizing it’s exactly what Diana’s kids are doing.

			“But was he a huge dick where it mattered?”

			“Diana!” Phil says from one end of the table. “Your father is here. And there are children present.”

			“Dad. I have, in fact, had sex before.” She gestures to her kids. “Exactly twice.”

			More laughter at this.

			This was the kind of family I always wanted growing up, especially during our quiet seders. I wanted competition for the afikomen. I wanted someone else to ask the Four Questions. Except once my dad was gone, I realized I didn’t want a giant, raucous family. All I wanted was him.

			It surprises me, this ease with which they talk about sex. Ameena and I talk about it plenty, but I’ve never quite gained that comfort with my mother. Maybe it’s because I discovered grief and sex at the same time. My earliest experiences are wrapped in that tightest of blankets, warped by sadness. I didn’t know how to have either conversation with her.

			“So what happened?” Diana asks. “You can trust us with the NSFW version.”

			“There’s no NSFW version.” I try to sound nonchalant. “We were just . . . incompatible.”

			“I know all about that. Every guy in my early twenties. So much awkward fumbling.” She reaches out and clasps her husband Eric’s chin. “Fortunately, you were willing to learn.”

			“Are we really having this conversation in front of our kids?” he says. Admittedly, they’re not paying attention, bickering about who spotted the afikomen first.

			“I mean, have you met me?” Diana bats her lashes at him. He chuckles and shakes his head.

			Truthfully, I’d love to be able to have conversations like that with Diana. But the one time we tried to meet up for lunch, one of her kids was sick and she couldn’t find a sitter, and we never rescheduled. Or maybe I’m completely inept at making adult friends.

			“Tell us about the wedding,” says James, Phil’s youngest son, a chemistry grad student. “What do you have planned so far? How can we help?”

			I’m grateful for the subject change. Now that it’s mid-April, July 14 no longer seems that far away.

			“It’ll be small,” Phil says. “Not like your cousin Hassana’s wedding in Ibadan.”

			Anthony slaps the table and bursts into laughter. “Remember the groom’s arrival in a helicopter? And the runaway peacock?”

			Diana joins in. “I swear that peacock was out for blood.”

			My mother laughs at this, too, and I’m not sure if she’s heard the story from Phil or just wants to feel like she’s part of this. Of course it’s natural for Phil’s family to have a history of shared experiences. But this is when it hits me that my family is no longer my mother and me and the occasional appearance from Ameena and TJ. We will never have in this room what we used to have, and in some ways that’s a good thing. I’ve sat through too many lonely, quiet dinners, counted down the minutes until I could escape.

			I didn’t appreciate those dinners that sometimes felt haunted by my father’s ghost. I’m convinced of that now. Talking about him was hard, but not talking was worse. So often, I’m trapped between the pain of remembering and the fear of forgetting.

			

			—

			Dinner winds down slowly, and it’s nearing nine thirty when young kids are taken home to be tucked into bed. I can’t recall a Passover with my mother lasting past eight o’clock.

			I help her in the kitchen, though Phil tells us he has it covered and tries to shoo us. He’s a good one, he really is, and I’m happy that my mother is happy. I wish it were easier for me to accept this change as a wholly positive one, instead of lamenting what I’m losing. Which of course makes me feel like a selfish piece of garbage. Guess it wouldn’t be a holiday without a healthy dose of self-loathing.

			Finally, Phil gets my mother to agree to take a break. She retreats to the living room with a book about music, leaving Phil and me alone in the kitchen. There is definitely a lot more dishwashing involved with a family this big.

			“You wash, I’ll dry?” he says, and we work in silence for a few minutes.

			I run a sponge along the antique serving dish that belonged to my grandmother. “This was—really nice,” I say, stumbling over my words.

			“We were happy to be part of it.” More silent scrubbing and drying, and then: “Your dad loved radio, yes?”

			“Yeah. He did.”

			“He’d be so proud of you.” Ever so gently, Phil dries the serving dish, treating it with the same kind of respect my mother has for so many years. “I’m not trying to take his place. You know that, right?”

			“I know you’re not an evil stepfather. You don’t have to worry about that.”

			He grins. “Perhaps not, but it’s still an adjustment. You can’t be used to”—he gestures to the dining room—“all of that madness yet.”

			I give a sheepish shrug. “Not really,” I say before we plunge back into semi-quiet, the only sounds are the running water and the classical music my mother is playing in the next room. Brahms. Classical has never been my favorite, maybe because the lack of words forces me to stay in my own mind instead of listening to what’s inside someone else’s. Still, growing up with it ensured I knew my way around it.

			I could be content with this. I could continue giving him superficial responses, or I could make a concrete attempt to get to know my future stepfather. Because regardless of what I do or don’t say, it’s happening. A few months from now, this man who’s shown my mother and me nothing but kindness will be an even more permanent fixture.

			Maybe there will always be a ghost in this house, but it doesn’t mean that I need to disappear, too.

			“You mentioned during dinner that there’s a new conductor at the symphony?”

			“Alejandro Montaño,” Phil says with utmost reverence. “A living legend. He’s a little quirky, to put it lightly, but he’s damn brilliant.”

			“Quirky how?”

			“Well, to start, he’s been singing parts of Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro overture out loud.”

			I gasp. “No.”

			“Yes,” Phil says, and maybe a relationship with him really is this easy. “And . . .” He glances around, as though worried legendary conductor Alejandro Montaño might overhear us. “He has a dreadful voice.”

			“And, of course, no one can say anything.” From my mother, I know that conductors can be dictators of the classical music world.

			“Of course not.” He accepts another bowl I pass to him. “You really are doing a great job with the show, Shay. It’s a lot of fun.”

			“Thank you,” I say. “My dad always talked about how radio was more than just one thing. It could make you laugh one minute and then break your heart the next. Actually . . .” I trail off, chewing the inside of my cheek. An idea is forming, and though Phil has always been easygoing, I’m not sure how he’ll react to this. “I’d love to be able to do some heavier episodes. Maybe . . . something about grief.”

			Phil pauses in the middle of drying the bowl. “Connected to relationships?”

			I nod, the idea gaining a little more weight. “Maybe it could be about finding love again after—after losing a spouse or partner.”

			He’s quiet for a few moments, and I curse myself for saying the wrong thing. He and Diana can joke about things I’d never joke about with my mother, but this might be off-limits. Maybe I’ve crossed a line.

			“You know,” he says finally, “I would really enjoy listening to that.”

			I can feel my shoulders soften with relief. This could be how I make up for lying to our listeners—by producing something real and raw. By finding the truth, as Dominic is so fond of talking about.

			“What if you two came on the show to talk about it?”

			“The two of us? On The Ex Talk?” My mother reenters the kitchen, rubbing at her throat, her dark brows climbing nearly to her hairline. “You don’t want me on the radio. I highly doubt I’d have anything interesting to say.”

			“You would,” I insist.

			Phil pats his hands dry and wraps an arm around her shoulder. “If Leanna doesn’t want to, then I’m afraid I’m out as well.”

			“But—you both would sound so great.” I’m suddenly deeply attached to this seconds-old idea. I can imagine it: violinists healing from loss and rediscovering love through music. In my head, I become their conductor and the show becomes a symphony, a mix of strings and voices, with pauses at just the right time for the listener to take it all in.

			“I’ll think about it,” my mother says. “Chag sameach.”

			“Chag sameach,” I echo, and I hug them both before I leave.

			On the drive back to my house, I forgo a podcast for the first time in what feels like forever. Classical music swells from my speakers, wrapping its notes around my heart and guiding me home.

		

	
		
			The Ex Talk, Episode 2: We Need to Talk

			Transcript

			
				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Welcome to The Ex Talk! I’m your host, Shay Goldstein.

				DOMINIC YUN: And I’m your other host, Dominic Yun.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: And we are two people who dated, broke up, and now have a radio show about it. Is that how we should introduce ourselves every time? We’re still working on it.

				DOMINIC YUN: I like it, but you never seemed to want to listen to my opinions.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: That’s because mine were usually better. We want to thank everyone who listened to our first episode, posted about it online, or shared it with their friends. If I can get sappy for a second, I’ve always wanted to host a radio show, and I didn’t think it was ever going to happen. So truly: Thank you.

				DOMINIC YUN: We have something a little terrifying on today’s show—well, terrifying for us. Ideally it’ll be enjoyable for you, the listener. A bit of schadenfreude for your Thursday afternoon, or wherever in time you happen to be when you listen to this podcast.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: We’re thrilled to have Dr. Nina Flores in the studio with us. She’s a renowned couples counselor who’s here to help us figure out what went wrong in our relationship. Dr. Flores, thank you so much.

				DR. NINA FLORES: Please, call me Nina. It’s my pleasure.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Nina, we’d love for you to take some calls from listeners, but first, we want to get your take on our relationship.

				DOMINIC YUN: Maybe you could have even saved it.

				DR. NINA FLORES: Well, Dominic, I want to be clear that it’s not my job to do the saving. I give couples the tools to have an open dialogue about whatever they’re struggling with, the ability to step back and analyze their relationship, to ask themselves, “Is this the best thing I should do or say in this scenario?”

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: So there’s no magic wand?

				DR. NINA FLORES: Correct.

				DOMINIC YUN: Let’s say you break up, but you still have to work with your ex. I would imagine a lot of our listeners can relate to that as well. And in my situation, well, my ex was intent on making my job as difficult as possible. What kinds of tools would you give me in that scenario?

			

			Nina laughs.

			
				DOMINIC YUN: I’d also like to point out that Shay is rolling her eyes.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I am not! There was a smudge on my glasses.

				DOMINIC YUN: I see. You wanted to have a better view of my face.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: A better view of its flaws. Did you just stop halfway through shaving this morning and call it good?

				DOMINIC YUN: It’s already three o’clock. I have very powerful testosterone.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: You heard him, folks, we have a great big strong MAN in the studio today. However will the women be able to keep from fainting?

				DOMINIC YUN: Keeping their sarcasm to themselves might be a good start.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I’m starting to feel it. I—I’m getting weak. I’m not sure how much longer I can be in your presence. The room is spinning, and I’m hot all over, and—and—

				DR. NINA FLORES: You know . . . forgive me for saying this, but in the interest of getting everything out in the open and on the table—I’ve worked with a lot of couples, and I’m sensing something between you two. Something you two haven’t talked about. Some lingering tension, perhaps?

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: What? Oh—no. No lingering tension here.

				DOMINIC YUN: Definitely not. Everything is on the table, Nina. Trust me.
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			The master’s jar starts during episode three, when a caller named Lydia tells us she met her ex in grad school.

			“I don’t like to talk about it, but I also have a master’s degree,” Dominic says, catching my gaze, half his mouth tilting into a smile. There’s a self-awareness to it he didn’t have a couple months ago, or if he did, I never noticed. It’s too funny to bother me anymore, especially now that it’s become a joke with the listeners. They latched onto what I said in the first episode and even found some of his old college articles and tweeted them out.

			Lydia’s laugh is a fuzzy burst through the phone line. “You guys should start a master’s jar. Like a swear jar, except Dominic has to put in five dollars every time he mentions his master’s degree.”

			It’s wild, the way she talks about Dominic like she’s known him for ages. My favorite podcasts have built up years and years of in-jokes, and I can’t quite believe that we’re already starting to have something like that. A vocabulary just for us and our listeners.

			“That’s perfect,” I say. “I’m all for shaming Dominic.”

			“Five dollars?” Dominic says, incredulous. “How much do you think we make?”

			So that’s how the empty Costco jelly bean jar ends up on my desk with DOMINIC MASTER’S JAR written on it in Sharpie. Ruthie decorates it with blue and orange stickers, the colors of the University of Illinois—Northwestern’s rival. At the end of every month, the listeners get to vote on the charity we donate the money to. By the end of the week, there’s twenty-five bucks in there.

			People at the station have been trying to bait him, too. Mike Russo mentioned his daughter will be applying to college in the fall and wondered if Dominic knew of any good schools in Illinois, and Jacqueline Guillaumont asked if he had an opinion on the piece about higher-education funding she was working on. The funniest thing of all, maybe, is that he’s being such a good sport about it, shaking his head, offering a tight smile, and backing away from any question that could steal five dollars from his wallet.

			In a landslide, the listeners vote to send our first donation to the University of Illinois alumni association. I film a video to post on social media while Dominic pretends to shed a tear as he makes out the check.

			

			—

			The next week, Dominic and I wind up at a trendy new downtown restaurant to collect some tape for an upcoming show about aphrodisiacs. At Oscura, we’re completely in the dark, both literally and metaphorically: All the lights are off, and the dishes, a prix fixe menu based on whatever the chef is in the mood for, are made up of primarily aphrodisiacs. Ruthie went here on a date when it opened and said it was a trippy experience. Today they cleared out the restaurant for a private lunch for Dominic and me.

			“This is a cold pomegranate-beet soup with maca root,” says Nathaniel, the maître d’, and I hear a soft clink as two bowls are placed in front of us. “It’s a plant that has been called the Peruvian Viagra.”

			A recording device sits on the table between us. We wanted to experiment with our segments, mix in some prerecorded elements. Since we can’t see what we’re doing, it’ll make for great radio, and my inner audiophile is positively giddy. The first course was oysters with some kind of fancy cocktail sauce. I’m probably one of only a handful of people in Seattle who don’t like seafood, so I couldn’t tell if they were good or not. But Dominic said wow after his first one, so I assume they were. The second course was a potato galette with a pistachio crust, the third a chicken curry with heaps of fenugreek, and now we’re on the last course before dessert.

			In the dark, my sense of smell is much stronger, and the Viagra soup smells incredible. Tart yet earthy, with a hint of sweetness from the maca. I dip my spoon and lift it to my mouth. “Oh my god. I could eat a vat of that.”

			“How much science is there behind all of this?” Dominic asks. “Because what I’ve read is that oysters aren’t scientifically proven to be aphrodisiacs, though there’s some evidence to back up something like maca or fenugreek.”

			“Our goal is to provide our guests a fun, inventive dining experience,” Nathaniel says. “But our chef does have a master’s degree in nutritional science. I can bring him out for an interview at the end of the meal.”

			“We’d love that, thank you,” Dominic says. “About how long did it take you to get used to the dark?”

			“There was a lot of stumbling at first, a lot of dropped plates.” If I could see, I imagine he’d be smiling. “But we got the hang of it after a couple of weeks.”

			“Do you just have people ripping off each other’s clothing by the end of the meal?” I ask. I am a Serious Professional Journalist.

			Nathaniel laughs. “Not exactly,” he says, “but if they were, we wouldn’t notice.”

			He retreats to the kitchen.

			“How are you feeling?” I ask Dominic. “The maca isn’t too strong?”

			“Are you asking if I’m horny?”

			I choke on my next spoonful of soup. “Gross, no, I don’t want to know that.”

			Truthfully, I feel a little something not unlike what I felt in the station kitchen. It could be entirely psychological, the dark playing tricks on me the way the alcohol did. The table is tiny, and our knees keep knocking together beneath it. It’s only when he pulls his legs back that I realize we’ve been touching for the past one and a half courses.

			“You’re still anxious about the numbers,” Dominic says.

			“How can you tell? You can’t even see my face.”

			“It’s your tone.”

			I didn’t realize we’d been spending so much time together that he’d be able to gauge my moods by the sound of my voice, but maybe we have.

			“A little,” I admit. “I don’t want to disappoint anyone. Not that I thought we’d be this overnight smash hit, and our listeners really have been amazing. I guess I just crave validation,” I half joke in a way I hope sounds self-deprecating.

			Dominic’s quiet for a few moments, and I curse the dark. Not that I’d be able to read his expression anyway. “I wasn’t going to say anything unless it seemed like it was going to happen, but . . .” He takes a breath. “A friend of mine from undergrad, he works in PR with Saffron Shaw.”

			“Why does that name sound familiar?”

			“She’s on that CW show, Oceanside?”

			“I’ve heard of it.” I’ve watched a couple episodes. Fine, seven. “One of those shows where all the actors are in their midtwenties playing teens?”

			“James Marsters was in his midthirties when he started on Buffy,” Dominic points out.

			“Fair. Wait, how have we not talked about whether you’re on Team Angel or Team Spike?”

			“Team Riley.”

			“Please leave.”

			He laughs. “Just wanted to test you. I’m Team Angel to my core. The romantic in me, I guess.”

			Huh. I never would have pegged him as the romantic type. I confirm for him that I’m on the same team.

			“Saffron has like, this rabid fan base,” Dominic says, “and she does this thing on social media where she recommends something to her followers every week, a show or a book or something. My friend thought Saffron would be into The Ex Talk, so he was going to try to get it to her, but I haven’t heard anything.”

			“That’s—really awesome of you,” I say. He cares about the show. It shouldn’t come as a shock to me, and yet it does. He wants it to succeed as much as I do. “Thanks for doing that.”

			“I wanted to be able to surprise you with it,” he says, and then wryly adds: “So thanks for ruining that.”

			I want to swat his arm, but I’m worried I’d miss and dump what I assume is fuchsia liquid into his lap instead, so I keep my hands to myself.

			After we polish off the pomegranate soup, Nathaniel returns with the final course. “These are handcrafted dark chocolate cherry truffles.” He pauses. “We always encourage the couple to feed each other.”

			“Oh, we’re not a couple,” I say.

			“You must have the full experience,” he insists.

			“We should do what the man says,” Dominic says, and louder, as though making sure the mic catches this: “Let the record show that Shay Goldstein did not want my hands anywhere near her mouth.”

			“I have no problem with your hands near my mouth. It’s not the worst thing I’ve ever put there,” I say sweetly.

			“Too racy for public radio,” Dominic says with a cluck of his tongue.

			“Shay, go ahead,” Nathaniel says, sounding as though he’s trying to hold in a laugh.

			My hand stumbles around on the table before I find one of the truffles. It’s bite-size but probably deathly rich. “The airplane is preparing for landing,” I say as I bring it up to where I imagine Dominic’s mouth is.

			“Ah, yes, nothing more romantic than imagining you’re feeding a picky child,” he says, and I must press the chocolate into the side of his face because he adds, “Runway’s a little to the left.”

			Carefully, I maneuver it across his stubbled cheek and over to his mouth. There. He parts his lips to take a small bite, his teeth grazing my fingers. And oh my god, that is a feeling I’ve never before experienced during dinner. His lips are so smooth, contrasted with the roughness of his cheek, and I can feel the chocolate melting on my fingertips.

			“Sorry,” he says in a scratchy voice that makes my hand wobble against his mouth and my heart do something similar inside my chest. “God, that’s phenomenal.”

			He goes for the chocolate again, his tongue slicking the pads of my fingers. Breathe. I can do this. I can feed Dominic Yun a truffle without losing my shit.

			Except every time we make contact, I imagine us up against that wall again, him inching closer and closer until there’s no space between our bodies. And the various other ways he’d use his tongue and his teeth, how he might savor a girl the way he savors this piece of chocolate.

			I hope Nathaniel knows this place is dangerous. We may be in a darkened restaurant designed to get people in the mood to ravage each other, but this is our job. I cannot have these kinds of feelings at work.

			Finally, it’s his turn to—ugh—feed me. I’m convinced it won’t be as disconcerting as the sensation of his teeth on my skin, but he reaches my closed mouth a second before I’m ready, before I’ve had the chance to process what’s happening. He nudges my lips apart with one gentle finger before slipping me a bite of the most decadent piece of chocolate I’ve ever tasted.

			“Good?” Dominic says, and suddenly he sounds much closer than just across the table.

			No. This truffle is downright indecent. It’s not good, the way my teeth scrape his fingers. It’s not good, the sweetness of chocolate and the salt of his skin. It’s not good, the way I have to press my thighs together to guard against the sensation building there and demanding relief.

			This is not foreplay. It’s work.

			We might be tricking our listeners, and now the darkness and proximity are tricking me, morphing my annoyance with him into some kind of deranged attraction.

			“Great,” I manage, and it’s really not good, the way I crave chocolate the rest of the week.

		

	
		
			Twitter

			
				Saffron Shaw ([image: check mark emoji]) @saff_shaw

				happy friday, loves!!! today’s #saffrec is a podcast called @TheExTalk! [image: headphones emoji]

				they only have a few episodes out but the hosts are so so charming and REAL! give em a listen so they can make more, k?[image: peace hand emoji]

				Replies: 247 RTs: 9.2K Likes: 16K
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			The Apple Podcasts Top 100.

			We slide into spot number ninety-seven on Friday afternoon, after Saffron Shaw’s tweet, and we ride that high all weekend. The tweet gets picked up by the Mary Sue, by Vulture, by NPR’s own pop culture podcast. My follower count jumps to three thousand, to five thousand, to eight thousand. I lose the ability to keep up with my notifications, and at one point, #shayminic might be trending.

			It’s wild.

			Monday is basically a wash. Kent brings in donuts at nine, pops a bottle of champagne at ten, and takes us out to a long lunch at eleven thirty. We don’t get much work done after that.

			The whole time, my mind is spinning. From the shock of our sudden fame and the pressure to sustain it, yes, but there’s something underneath. The station is treating Dominic like a hero, which would normally make me roll my eyes. But he did help make this happen—I have to give him credit for that. Leading up to episode 1, I figured I’d be most anxious about my voice. And while I probably won’t ever love listening to myself, I thought our lie would be easy. We were storytelling.

			Except when listener tweets make it so clear they buy every detail of our fake relationship and well-crafted breakup, I can’t help wondering which side of this my dad would be on. People have so quickly become invested in this story that isn’t real, regardless of how Kent pitched it to the board of directors.

			And yet there was Dominic, purveyor of Truth in Journalism, basking in the attention and letting Kent buy him another beer.

			“Going down?”

			He shows up in front of the elevator just as I’m waiting for it. Oddly, this hasn’t happened since the show began. I’ve always needed to rush home to walk Steve, while Dominic seems content to stay late.

			“Actually, I’ve been meaning to pay the AI golf club startup on the sixth floor a visit,” I tell him. “They seem like good people.”

			“Never pegged you as the golfing type.”

			“I’m a complex and layered human being.”

			That earns me a smirk. “You know, I’m hating this much less than I thought I would.”

			“You’re not hating your nearly ten thousand followers?”

			“Don’t be bitter because you’re only at nine thousand.”

			“Nine thousand five hundred.”

			And I’m sure we’ll both be flooded with sponsorship opportunities soon. Still, I’ve had to limit looking at my mentions, since some people don’t exactly respect the boundaries between our private and professional lives. Sure, the show blurs the two, and the images of famous movie breakup scenes one listener posted with my and Dominic’s faces photoshopped onto the actors’ bodies were entertaining. Yes, I retweeted it.

			But some comments have strayed a little past PG-13. I was flattered by it at first—strangers finding me attractive is certainly an ego boost—but it stopped feeling innocent when someone tweeted at me asking if Dominic’s circumcised. Then someone asked Dominic to rate my performance in bed. And those were some of the tamer ones.

			I have enough unsavory thoughts on my own without the internet making it worse.

			The elevator arrives, and when we both go to hit P, his hand gets there first. God, he looks even taller in here.

			My brain does bad things in enclosed spaces with Dominic, but I want to take advantage of our alone time, ask him the questions I can’t in the newsroom.

			“It’s weird, isn’t it, that some people want us to get back together?”

			“Apparently, both of us are in the right and in the wrong, and we deserve both better and worse.”

			“We should really stop reading the tweets.” I settle into a much less impressive lean against the opposite side of the elevator, toying with the strap of my bag. “You don’t feel . . . I don’t know, dishonest?”

			He pauses, and then: “You made it pretty clear when you begged me to do the show with you. We’re telling a story.”

			“Right.” I thought maybe he was wearing a facade for Kent—not that he’d abandoned his journalistic morals. Maybe they weren’t that strong to begin with. It changes my opinion of him, just a little. I guess I liked that he had something he was so passionate about. So steadfast.

			“How’s your family handling all of this?” I ask. “Do they listen to the show?”

			His mouth curves into that frustrating side smile. “They wonder what I did to drive you away.”

			“And you told them it was your insistence on falling asleep to the lullaby of a judicial-system podcast?”

			“Naturally. I was going to tell one of my buddies from college. Undergrad,” he adds. “But we’re all spread out, and we don’t talk as much as we used to. Sometimes I wish I’d stayed here for college,” he says, and there’s a hint of . . . nostalgia? in his voice. “But then I wouldn’t have the master’s degree.”

			“That’s five dollars.”

			“We’re off the clock,” he says, feigning a look of innocence. “You’re not going to let me off easy?”

			I hold out my hand, and he groans and slides his wallet from his pocket.

			This ease between us, it’s very new. I don’t entirely hate it, even if it makes me more aware of all the angles of him: the slant of his shoulders, the curve of his cheekbones. It’s cruel that I can’t go back to simply being annoyed by him.

			A ding indicates we’ve reached the parking garage.

			“This elevator’s been so slow lately,” I say. “Well. See you tomorrow.”

			I’m heading toward the booth with the security guard, where we swipe our badges every morning, when Dominic says, “Wait.”

			I turn around.

			“Do you . . . maybe want to grab drinks? Mahoney’s next door has a great happy hour. Half off everything. To celebrate the top one hundred,” he adds. “It’s a big milestone. I mean—I guess we celebrated most of the day, but there’s no such thing as too much celebrating, right?” He finishes this with a sheepish laugh, a rake of his hand through his dark hair. Is he . . . nervous?

			“Oh—” I start, caught off guard by the comment. Drinks. Drinks with Dominic. Dominic asked me to grab drinks with him. A friendly round of drinks between colleagues. Surely that’s all it was intended to be. He’s trying to prove we can be friends, just like our alternate-universe selves after our made-up breakup. “I, um, can’t. I have to feed my dog.”

			“Let me guess, he also ate your show notes?”

			I clap a hand over my mouth. “Oh my god. I just realized how that sounded. I swear, I really do have to feed my dog.”

			“You just adopted him, right?” Dominic’s features soften, but I don’t feel any less relaxed. “I love dogs. My apartment doesn’t allow them.”

			“Last month. We’re still getting into a routine. He’s a bit of a weirdo, but it’s like, he’s my weirdo.” Now I might start rambling. “I didn’t realize I’d love him so much, but I do, despite all his idiosyncrasies. Or maybe because of them.”

			For a few seconds, I think I might want to invite him over to meet my dog.

			But that would be ridiculous, wouldn’t it? Dominic in my house, playing with Steve? That’s too strange a visual to even imagine.

			“Okay—well,” he says, nodding toward the doors. “I’m off to drink alone.”

			I groan. “Please, don’t make yourself sound that pathetic. I’ll feel bad.”

			“You know you love it.” He waves, and I wonder if he really is going to a bar to have half-off drinks by himself, and something about that strikes me as so incredibly sad. He said he’d considered telling his college friends about our fake past relationship, but he didn’t mention any Seattle friends. Again, I find myself wondering how he spends his free time. If we’ve gained any kind of friendliness with each other, it isn’t enough for me to feel comfortable asking.

			I half expect him to say something like another time, as though promising we’ll do drinks again when my dog’s dinner isn’t as urgent. But it doesn’t come, and as I navigate the parking lot maze to my car, I realize I was waiting for it.

			

			—

			I dump a few capfuls of lavender bubble bath into my tub and pile my hair into a topknot. Steve lounges on the rug in the middle of my bathroom, chewing on a stuffed hippo, and a glass of rosé is perched on the edge of the tub. It’s been ages since I took a bath, mainly because it hasn’t always been easy to relax in my house. Typically, I’d turn on a podcast, but the silence feels kind of nice. Tonight it feels like I can turn off my mind and just be. (Or, I’m trying to.)

			Our show is doing well. (For now.)

			My mother is happily planning her wedding. (And still on the fence about my grief show, but I’m working on her.)

			Ameena’s been swamped at work, but we made dinner plans for this weekend. (And she’s continuing to advance in the interview process for the Virginia job.)

			And Dominic . . .

			Nope, not going there.

			I’m stepping into the bath when my phone vibrates on the counter. I’d planned to leave it in my bedroom, but it’s possible I’m a little too married to it, to our subscriber numbers, to my Twitter feed.

			Dominic: I trust your dog had a prompt and gourmet dinner.

			I can’t help smiling at that. I send a response before sinking into the hot water.

			Shay: He has a sophisticated palate. I think his kibble is even made with some amount of real chicken. Or at least they have to legally put that on the package.

			Shay: How was drinking alone?

			Dominic: Is it drinking alone if you make awkward small talk with the old trucker guy at the other end of the bar who may or may not have invited you to a trucker party?

			Shay: Dominic. Are you at a trucker party? Do you need help?

			Shay: Related: what is a trucker party?

			His replies come so quickly that I barely have time to set my phone down before it lights up again.

			Dominic: I’m at home, so sadly, I may never find out.

			Shay: It’s 8:30. Go out and do whatever the young folk are doing these days.

			Dominic: But I’m already in my comfy sweats.

			Shay: If you’re in comfy sweats at 8:30, you’re no longer allowed to make fun of me for being old.

			Dominic: Fine, what are you wearing?

			I choke on a sip of wine, and Steve glances up from the floor, as though to make sure I haven’t died. Not because he necessarily cares about me, but because I am his source of food. Once he’s confirmed I’m still alive, he returns to his toy.

			Dominic: oh

			Dominic: oh god

			Dominic: I didn’t mean that the way it sounds

			Dominic: [image: three facepalm emojis]

			Shay: Good, because the answer would have been weird for both of us.

			I’m not flirting. I swear.

			Dominic: A sexy Gritty costume?

			Shay: Damn it, you weren’t supposed to guess right on the first try.

			He goes quiet for a while, and I return to my rosé like the millennial trash I am. Three dots appear, then disappear, then reappear. I overthink and overanalyze.

			Dominic: You know what? You’ve convinced me. I’m young and sprightly. I’m going out.

			Shay: No more comfy sweats?

			Dominic: Comfy sweats off, party jeans on.

			Shay: Ha. Have fun.

			I stare down at the phone, wondering if my response doesn’t convey enough enthusiasm. I’m not entirely sure what I encouraged him to go out and do or what level of enthusiasm I should have about it. After a few more seconds of deliberation, I send a party hat emoji. That makes me feel a little better.

			It’s an hour and a half later, once I’m getting in bed with a steamy romance novel and another glass of wine, that my phone buzzes again.

			Dominic: have you ever wondered why pizzas come in square boxes even though they’re round

			The lack of capital letters and punctuation is a dead giveaway. He’s got to be drinking.

			Shay: UNSUBSCRIBE

			Dominic: won’t work, I’m not asking you for money or to vote for me

			Shay: Fine then. I assume it’s because it’s easier to make square boxes. And the square stops the pizza from sliding all over the place.

			Dominic: so smart

			I wish I could explain why texting with him makes me grin at my phone like my favorite podcast just dropped a surprise bonus episode. I probably wouldn’t like the answer. For now, I’ll blame it on being tipsy.

			Dominic: Shay Evelyn Goldstein

			Dominic: I am very drnuk. too drunk for autocrrect

			Shay: How do you know my middle name?

			Dominic: we dated for three months, of course I know your middle name

			Shay: It seems as though the party jeans are really living up to their name.

			Dominic: oh yeah. everything’s spinny and bouncy and beauuuuuutiful

			Dominic: I’m even starting to forget where I live [image: upside down smiley face emoji]

			This wipes the grin off my face. I’m sure it’s a joke, but I’m the one who suggested he go out. He was so in control when we were drinking at the station. Depending on how drunk he is, he may actually need help.

			Shay: Where are you right now?

			Dominic: the nomad in cap hill

			Dominic: why, u putting on party jeans too?? [image: starry eyed emoji][image: pants emoji]

			I’m not going to be able to properly enjoy this romance novel or even fall asleep afterward if I’m worrying about him, damn it.

			Shay: Stay there. I’m on my way.
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			“You didn’t have to do this,” Dominic slurs when I find him hunched over the bar, proving exactly why I had to do this. A few empty shot glasses are stacked next to him. He has one cheek pressed to the countertop, and I don’t want to think about how sticky his face is going to be when he sits up. God, it’s strange to see him like this outside of work, like seeing your middle school principal at the grocery with a cart full of Lean Cuisines.

			“Maybe not,” I say, sidestepping a beer puddle. “But I can’t host the show alone if you fall in a ditch on your way home, so here I am.”

			He couldn’t have picked a divier place to drink away his sorrows, if that was in fact what he was doing. Or maybe he was just being young and sprightly. The bar is small and dark and playing Nickelback, which should on its own be a reason to shut it down. It also just feels damp.

			“Shay.” He schools his features into this expression of utmost concentration. With one hand, he strokes the counter, his ear intimate enough with it to contract an STD. “Shay. Shhh. I think I can hear the ocean.”

			“I’m sure you can, buddy.” I pat his back, and it’s meant to be reassuring, maybe even a little patronizing. It’s rare for me to feel any kind of power with Dominic, and I can’t say I’m not enjoying this. But I can feel the flex of his shoulders beneath his shirt, the firmness of muscle. How warm he is.

			I drop my hand.

			“Careful. I might have cooties.” He snickers at this.

			My head is starting to throb. I should have stopped after one glass of wine, but at least I’m not as far gone as he is. If I’d said yes to drinks earlier, would we both be this plastered?

			“I’m so sorry about him,” I tell the bartender, a woman with full sleeves of tattoos who looks like she could probably bench-press two Dominics. “I didn’t realize I’d be taking care of a six-year-old when I came to pick him up.”

			“Don’t worry about it. I’ve seen much worse.” She fills up a glass of water, plunks it in front of him.

			“Drink,” I instruct, and though he grumbles, he manages a few sips. “Have you eaten anything?” I interpret his shrug as a no. “Do you serve food?” I ask the bartender.

			“Just fries and tots,” she says, so I order one of each.

			Since I don’t want to leave until he has a bit of food in his stomach, I hoist myself onto the too-tall stool next to him. Our baskets of grease arrive, along with a bottle of ketchup with just enough inside to make it look like I’m doing something obscene when I slap it against my palm.

			“Wow. You really just get right to it,” Dominic says.

			I give the bottle another hard shake before the ketchup comes out.

			Despite this bar looking like you wouldn’t trust anything that comes out of its kitchen, the food is crisp and salted to perfection. I am eating Tater Tots with my former nemesis in a dive bar at eleven o’clock on a Monday night. My life has ceased to make sense.

			After he’s had enough to stop swaying in his seat, I figure it’s safe for us to leave. He struggles to extract his wallet from his back pocket, though, so I fish out my own. “I’ll pay you back later,” he says.

			“Oh, I know you will.”

			The bartender passes back my credit card. “You two have a good night.”

			You two. It’s not an implication that we’re together, just that we are two human beings leaving a bar at the same time.

			It might be a Monday, but that doesn’t stop Capitol Hill. Hipsters loiter outside bars, the chilly April air thick with cigarette smoke and weed. Dominic isn’t wearing a jacket, just the slate-gray button-down he had on at work that’s come untucked.

			He slings an arm around my shoulders and slumps against me, which, given our height difference, must look comical. After a moment’s hesitation, I reach around his waist to steady him. It’s the closest we’ve ever been—even closer when his shirt rides up, and for the briefest moment, my fingers graze the warm skin of his lower back.

			I draw back so suddenly that he attempts to right himself, relying more on his own legs than on my five-two frame. “Sorry. I was probably putting too much weight on you.” He pats the shoulder of my jacket. “You’re tiny.”

			“The least you can do is try not to insult me after I rescue you from Nickelback and Jägermeister.”

			“It wasn’t an insult.” He stares down at me, his gaze impossible to read as always. I feel not just tiny but like I’m giving a presentation at a senior staff meeting wearing only nipple tassels and my favorite public radio socks—I wouldn’t be Shay Goldstein if I didn’t have multiple pairs—with a fish holding a microphone beneath the words Ira Bass. “What’s the tallest guy you’ve dated?”

			“I don’t understand how that’s relevant.” And yet as I think through my dating history, my wine-jumbled mind snags on the memory of us in the station kitchen. The way he loomed over me, caging me in. Pressing the glass of water to my cheek. How I felt small but safe, and a whole lot of other feelings I never gave my body permission to feel. Feelings I am definitely not experiencing right now.

			I guess it doesn’t hurt to humor him. “I dated someone a few years ago who was six one.”

			“Silly,” he says, and he boops my nose. He’s going to die when I rub this in his face tomorrow. “You’re supposed to say me. Where’s the car?”

			“Since I was in the middle of a glass of wine when you texted, I took a Lyft.” I pull up my phone to order another one, then maneuver us to a bench facing the street. He flops onto it next to me, head dropping to my shoulder. With this lack of control over his limbs, he’s like once of those inflatable tube creatures at car dealerships. But heavier. And smelling only a little like alcohol—much less than I’d think after spending a couple of hours in that bar—and a little like sweat, but mostly like Dominic. Woodsy and clean.

			“Why did you drink this much?” I ask.

			“Thassagoodstory.” He stretches it into one long drunken word. “I was already buzzed after Mahoney’s. I had to drink away my misery after you told me a story about a fake dog so you wouldn’t have to hang out with me.”

			“He’s real! His name is Steve! I have photos!” I rush to get out my phone again, but Dominic just holds up a hand, laughing.

			“I know. I know. Then I got home, and you were in a sexy Gritty costume, and I guess I wasn’t done celebrating the show. And you know. Being young and sprightly and everything.” He waves a hand at this. “And then I started thinking about how there was no one I could ask to come out with me. I don’t even like going out that much. Not enough to get in the habit of doing it alone. But there I was. Drinking alone at a bar on a Monday night, and I figured drinking more would help me feel less like shit about it.”

			At first, I can’t formulate words. This isn’t the Dominic who teased me about Puget Sounds or even the Dominic who fed me truffles in the dark, his teeth on the tips of my fingers. I try to picture a version of Dominic lying on a couch in his comfy sweats, idly scrolling through Netflix but not finding anything to watch, texting with me because he had no one else to text with. Going out alone because he had no one else to ask. He grew up here, so this makes me even more curious about his background. He said he’s the youngest of five kids, and I’m not sure where his siblings live or if they’re close. I don’t know which Dominic this is, and it makes me both hesitant and curious.

			His confession turns me serious, drags out a secret of my own. “I feel lonely sometimes, too,” I say in a quiet voice. “I basically have one friend, and she might be getting a job on the other side of the country.”

			“I’m so sorry,” he says, and it sounds like he means it. Then he brightens, straightening his posture. “I’ll be your friend!”

			“That sounds like the alcohol talking.”

			“We’re not friends?” There’s an odd vulnerability there. He seems hurt, maybe, that I wouldn’t consider us friends.

			“No, no,” I hurry to say. Are we friends? “We can be friends. We’re friends.”

			He drops his head to my shoulder again, and I make myself stay very, very still. “Good.”

			The Lyft shows up then, relief of reliefs, and I manage not to sprain anything while helping this giant into a Prius.

			Once we’re inside, the driver confirms the address before returning to an impassioned argument about soccer with whoever’s on the other end of his Bluetooth. The throbbing in my head has become a maddening, insistent tattoo. I let out a long breath as I relax against the seat, shutting my eyes for a moment.

			“You smell good,” Dominic says, and my eyes fly open.

			“Oh—I, uh, took a bath earlier. It’s probably the lavender bubble bath.”

			“When we were texting?”

			“Mm-hmm,” I manage. Yep, this will be what keeps me up tonight. “Just a typical wild Monday night. Right up there with drinking alone.”

			“Have I said thank you yet?”

			“Nope.”

			“Thank you,” he says emphatically, seeming to come back to himself a bit more, at least, the part of him that’s genuine. The part of him that’s peeked through a few times since we started this whole charade. “I mean it. I know I could have found my own way home, but I’ll probably feel a lot less like death tomorrow, thanks to you.”

			“You’re welcome. I was the one who encouraged you to go out, so. I felt bad.”

			“Maybe, but I’m the one who decided to do Jägerbombs.”

			When a streetlamp catches his face, the light hangs on the cut of his jaw, the curve of his mouth. It’s rude that he looks good even sloshed. Even with—especially with—his hair disheveled. I like messy Dominic, the Dominic who is literally less buttoned up than he is at work.

			“I hope I didn’t get in the way of you trying to get someone’s number or anything.” Shit. I hate myself the moment I say it. Why why why why why.

			He lifts an eyebrow. “You didn’t. It’s been a very long drought.”

			“Your last relationship ended about a year ago?” I ask, and he nods. “It’s been about the same amount of time for me, too.”

			A very long drought. Does that mean he hasn’t slept with anyone since his relationship ended, or that he hasn’t dated? It’s not unrealistic, of course. Maybe he isn’t one for casual hookups. I tend to get too attached for them to be healthy for me, a lesson I learned in my early twenties. Which is where he still is.

			“You haven’t dated at all?” he says.

			“I’m on a dating app hiatus.” I stare down at the floor, realizing that in my haste to leave, I put on one black shoe and one brown shoe. Jesus, speaking of messy. “In the meantime . . . there’s always the fun drawer. Never lets me down and never wants to go to brunch in the morning.”

			“There’s a whole drawer?”

			I am never drinking again. Dominic is going to think my nightstand is overflowing with dildos.

			I steal a glance up front, making sure the driver is still immersed in his phone call. “Well, half a drawer.” I am still tipsy, right? Or I have a contact drunk from him. That has to be the explanation for why I’m talking to him like this.

			“You could find someone if you wanted.” A lazy roll of his head toward me, a lowering of his eyelashes to half-mast. “Someone who isn’t battery powered, I mean. You’re cute.”

			It’s the first time he’s complimented me outright, and I have no idea what it means. Drunk words, sober thoughts? Even if that’s true, I shouldn’t care if Dominic thinks I’m cute. I am cute. He’s simply stating a fact.

			Of course, I’m not going to tell him that the finding isn’t the issue—it’s the scaring away once I inevitably fall faster than the other person does.

			“I thought I was ‘cool,’” I say, trying to project a coolness I do not feel. An aloofness. A nonchalance. I am Meryl Streep as Margaret Thatcher! I am Meryl Streep in that movie with the nuns. My gaze falls to his mouth, to the hollow of this throat, to the triangle of skin exposed by his unbuttoned buttons, and all pretense of cool vanishes. I am Meryl Streep in Mamma Mia! Here We Go Again.

			“Both.”

			“And once again, Drunk Dominic is much more fun than Sober Dominic.”

			“Sober Dominic wants to tell you that he’s fun, too, but he’s too busy shaking his head disapprovingly at Drunk Dominic.”

			I’m still laughing, heart still hammering, when the car stops outside his place. The bar wasn’t very far from his place downtown, but the ride felt shorter than I thought it would.

			“I like this area,” I say as we get out of the car and I five-star Julius. The air against my face is a welcome respite from the heat of the back seat.

			He shrugs. “It’s not great. You don’t have to sugarcoat it. I picked it because it was close to work.”

			Each step we take is heavier than the last. I’m just walking him to the door. Surely I’m not helping him inside. He already seems much less wasted than he was at the bar. Still buzzed, but perfectly capable of entering a building without me fearing for his life.

			“Thank you,” he says when we reach the front steps of his building, a newer construction that looks the same as all the other apartments on this street. He leans against the door, his trademark stance. Somehow, it doesn’t bother me as much as it usually does. “Again. I’m sure I would have made it home okay, but it’s nice to know, I guess . . . that you cared.”

			That lands across my heart in a way I didn’t at all expect. “Of course I care.” I shuffle my weight from side to side, run my hand up and down the strap of my bag. “Just because we broke up doesn’t mean I stopped caring. I care about all my exes.”

			This earns me a half smile. He likes that I’m playing along. He makes a move to reach for his keys—at least, that’s what I think he’s doing, until his hand lands on my wrist instead. I swear it happens in slow motion as he pinches the hair elastic I have there, snapping it against my skin.

			The whisper of a sting goes away in an instant, but the aftershocks are vicious. I swallow hard. I’d wear elastics up and down my arms if it meant he’d do that again.

			When he speaks, his voice is low. “I like your hair down,” he says, and it makes me grab at my hair on instinct. I was in such a rush that I didn’t think to put it up. “I know you wear it up all the time, and I like it up, but this . . . I like this a lot.”

			“It’s really coarse,” I say quietly, awed that I’m able to make any sounds at all. “It can never decide if it’s curly or straight. That’s why I usually wear it up.”

			His hand travels to my hair, sliding into it, and oh. I sway closer to him as his fingers get lost in my curly-straight mess, grazing my scalp. I inhale his earthy, heady scent. God, it’s been so long since someone touched me this way, even if it probably doesn’t count, given he’s my cohost slash fake ex slash possible friend. And drunk. Sober Dominic may be fun, according to him, but he would never do this.

			“It feels pretty soft to me,” he says, and that is when I perish.

			He uses that hand in my hair to guide me closer to him. Then he leans down, and before I can process what’s happening, his mouth is on mine.

			And I’m kissing him back.

			The press of his lips is firm but curious, a burst of warmth on a cold spring night. I can’t figure out what to do with my hands, not yet, not when this is already sensory overload. The lovely scrape of his stubble against my chin. The way his fingers grasp at strands of my hair. The rumble of a groan in his throat.

			We shouldn’t do this, my brain screams at me.

			Maybe he’s the only one who hears because he suddenly pulls away, leaving me desperate for air, gasping into the dark downtown. The kiss must have lasted less than three seconds. Three seconds that stole my bones and left me weightless.

			The look on his face is abject horror. “Shit. Shit. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

			“No, it’s—” I break off, unsure what I was about to say. That it was fine? Because it’s definitely not. Because now I’m wondering what a sober kiss would feel like, what might have happened if I’d opened my mouth. If he’d pushed me up against his front door. “I mean, I’m still pretty tipsy too, so . . .”

			“Fuck, this is embarrassing,” he says, shaking his head, scrubbing a hand down his face. Mistake is written all over it. “I’m clearly still a lot drunker than I thought. Let’s just—”

			“Forget that happened?” I let out a sound that might be a laugh, but it’s much higher pitched than I’m used to hearing. I bring my fingertips to my mouth, as though grasping for the memory of his lips there.

			His shoulders sag. Relief—that’s what it is. “Please. I really am so sorry.”

			“Me too,” I say, because didn’t he realize I was kissing him back? Maybe he couldn’t tell. Maybe that’s for the best. Maybe I should quit The Ex Talk. It sounds about as rational as any of the other thoughts racing through my mind. “Then I should . . .” I nod toward the street, making this supremely dorky gesture with my thumbs.

			“Right. Yeah. Thank you. Again. Let me know how much I owe you for the drinks, and the Lyft, and—”

			“It’s no problem.”

			“Okay. If you’re sure.” He scratches at his elbow, unable to meet my eyes. A minute ago, that hand was in my hair. “Do you want me to, uh, wait out here until your ride comes?”

			“Nope!” I chirp back. I am a Disney character. An animated mouse. “I’m good. Thanks.”

			“Well—okay,” he says, fumbling with his keys before fitting them in the lock. “See you tomorrow?”

			If I haven’t flung myself into Puget Sound by then. “See you,” I echo, and when his door shuts, I sink to the ground and vow to never drink again.
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			It’s a relief to see Ameena on Wednesday, even if it means subjecting my poor ego to another wine-and-paint night. Tonight’s Blush ’n Brush subject is a bowl of artfully arranged trinkets: a locket, a mirror, a doll with a sad haircut and a single eyeball. She has definitely seen some shit.

			“Where did they get that fucking doll?” I hiss to Ameena.

			Ameena frowns at her canvas, where she’s captured the essence of the doll in a way few people could. “I don’t know, but I swear her one eye is following me.” She peers over at my rendering of it. “What the hell, Shay, you made it worse!”

			“I’m sorry!” I lob more paint onto the canvas. “My mind is in about a hundred places.”

			“I get it. I’ve barely been able to focus on work this week with all the interview prep the conservancy sent over.”

			A thing that is happening: Ameena flying to Virginia for a final interview.

			She told me ten minutes ago. I’m still processing.

			The wine helps, but it’s also led me down a few questionable paths lately, so I’m not about to trust it completely. I’ve amended my vow: I am not drinking only if Dominic is nearby, since I can’t be trusted to make good choices.

			So far this week, we’ve stuck to our plan to pretend Monday night never happened. We’ve been polite, probably too polite as we dance around each other in a finely tuned choreography of avoidance. Our conversations are about work and work only. No late nights at the office, no more tidbits about our personal lives. His face is as stoic as it’s ever been. For the first time, I’m dreading tomorrow’s show, and painting with Ameena isn’t as much of a distraction as I’d hoped it would be.

			Part of me is relieved we’ve been able to put it behind us, but another part—a part that’s growing larger each day—can’t stop thinking about the kiss. Can’t get his stupid nice face out of my head. That brush of lips was so brief that sometimes I’m convinced I imagined it. I haven’t even told Ameena.

			And it’s not just the kiss. It’s what we talked about, our shared loneliness, and how I felt we might be turning a corner in our relationship. Because if the kiss didn’t happen, then none of that did, either. We’re not friends? Dominic had asked. No. I suppose we’re not.

			“Do you want help with the interview?” I ask Ameena, banishing Dominic to the darkest corner of my brain and tying him to a chair. No. Wait. That’s worse.

			She shakes her head. “TJ’s been really great about it.” Then, without looking up from her painting, she says, “He said last night that he’d move with me if I get the job.”

			“Oh . . . oh wow.” I let this sink in. At least if TJ were here, Ameena would have more of a reason to visit. I don’t want to admit my biggest fear: that I am not enough of a reason on my own. “That’s good, yeah?”

			“Yes and no,” she says. “It would make my decision easier if they offer me the job, but it’s still going to be a tough one.”

			“I’d come see you. We could do Virginian things, like . . .”

			“You don’t know anything about Virginia, do you?”

			“It’s for lovers?”

			“Supposedly.” She sips her wine. “And are you still pretending your cohost isn’t cute?”

			My face heats up. You’re cute. That was what he said Monday night. Then he said he liked my hair down—liked it a lot. In related news, I’ve worn ponytails the past two days.

			“I can admit he’s cute. But even if I liked him, and even if he liked me, which he doesn’t, this wouldn’t be able to be a thing.” If he had any nonprofessional feelings for me, he wouldn’t have been so eager to forget the kiss. Simple as that.

			“Why not?”

			I glance around, then lower my voice. “The whole point of the show is that we used to date, and that our breakup was amicable enough for us to host it together.

			“So maybe you got back together.”

			Lies on top of lies. “It wouldn’t work,” I say. “You know how I get in relationships. How much of a nightmare would it be if I somehow fell for him, and he didn’t feel the same way, and we were stuck still hosting the show together?”

			“Okay, okay. You’re right,” she says, but in this way that sounds like she knows I won’t listen to anyone but myself about this. And she’s not wrong, but I’m not wrong, either. Dating Dominic Yun would be a catastrophe. Even the hypothetical is enough to turn my stomach inside out.

			Ameena’s staring at my painting. “Can you at least turn that thing away from me?”

			

			—

			I decide to wear my hair down the next day. Show day.

			I wake up early, by which I mean I had a Dominic nightmare around three a.m. and couldn’t fall back asleep. I have plenty of time to shower, let my hair air-dry, and straighten my bangs.

			And it doesn’t look bad at all.

			Even though I want to drag my chair away from his before we start recording, I sit down next to him the way I do every Thursday, fold my hands primly on the table in front of me. If he notices the lack of ponytail, he’s not giving anything away. I shouldn’t be disappointed.

			For this episode, our fifth, it was Ruthie’s idea for Dominic to quiz me on dating slang.

			“Breadcrumbing,” he says, glancing up from his notes and lifting his eyebrows at me. A challenge. It’s the most personality he’s shown me all week, and I try to ignore the shiver it sends down my spine.

			“That one’s obvious,” I say. “It’s when you’re dating a cannibal who lives in the woods. In a gingerbread house.”

			Dominic cues Jason to play a buzzer sound effect.

			“Submarining.”

			“When you and your partner watch Yellow Submarine to get in the mood. Also known as ‘Beatles and chill.’”

			“Cushioning.”

			“Oh, that’s when you bring a cushion with you on every date so your partner doesn’t have to sit on any hard surfaces.”

			Dominic is laughing now, a hand clasped over his mouth. I’m trying very hard not to look at his hands, though, since I can’t seem to do it without thinking about what they did in my imagination last night. Which is something I’ve shoved firmly to the back of my mind, along with Ameena’s final interview. Gotta love compartmentalization.

			“Let’s try something new,” I say, moving on to the next bullet point on our rundown. Maybe one day, I’ll barely glance at it, like Paloma used to do, but five episodes in, and while I’m okay going off script sometimes, it’s still the best kind of security blanket. “If you think you can come up with the best definition of one of the slang words we tweeted out before the show, call us at 1-888-883-KPPR. We’ll pick our favorites at the end of the show. You can also tweet them out using the hashtag ExTalkSlang.”

			Our first caller is Mindy in Pioneer Square. “Okay, so, roaching,” she says. “It’s when someone tries to create a relationship out of the situation where they’re sleeping on your couch that you graciously offered to them when their apartment became infested with cockroaches.”

			“That sounds like maybe something you’ve had firsthand experience with?” I say.

			Mindy groans. “It was the worst. I didn’t want to send him back to his disgusting apartment, and I thought he might have feelings for me, but I figured, I’ll just do this nice thing, I work long hours, we’ll barely see each other. Well, imagine my surprise when I got home from work to find him in the bathtub surrounded by very strategically placed rose petals.”

			“Roaching at its finest,” I say with a shudder.

			“Dominic, reassure me,” Mindy says. “You wouldn’t do that, would you?”

			“Definitely not. I’d use lavender.”

			My mouth goes dry. I chance a look over at him, but he’s staring straight ahead, stoic as usual. The bath I told him about. You smell good. Is he messing with me?

			“Stop,” Mindy says with a laugh. “I love you both so much. I would not be able to do this with any of my exes. And Dominic . . . you seem like one of the good ones. I don’t know if you’re single . . .” She says it suggestively, and I really don’t like what happens in my chest as a result.

			“Sorry, Mindy,” he says, “I’m interested in someone.”

			That hits me in a weird place. He didn’t mention it Monday when there was clearly an opportunity for it. Or maybe it’s new. I should be happy for him, but instead I feel strangely hollow. Maybe that’s why he wanted to forget the kiss: because he was trying to start something with someone else.

			The lavender had to be coincidental. Now I’m sure of it.

			“I can’t say I’m not secretly hoping you’ll find a way to make it work with Shay,” Mindy says, “but whatever happens, I’m happy for both of you.”

			“Thanks for calling, Mindy,” I say, aware I sound a little brusque, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

			Dominic hits the button for the next caller. “Now we have John calling from South Lake Union,” he says.

			“Yeah, hi,” says a curt male voice. Midthirties or forties, if I had to guess. “I was listening to you in the car and had to pull over and call.”

			“Glad to hear the show made an impact,” Dominic says, but I lift my eyebrows at him, unsure the caller meant this in a positive way.

			A sharp laugh. “Not exactly. My girlfriend, she’s been really into it, but I don’t see it.”

			“Oh?” Dominic says.

			“Seems pretty convenient to me that you two, on the heels of your breakup, just happened to be qualified to host this show,” says John in South Lake Union. “And I use the word ‘qualified’ loosely. But I guess they’ll put anyone on the radio these days if it means getting more clicks.”

			“Say what you will about me,” Dominic says, sitting up straighter in his chair, his brows in a hard line, “but Shay’s been at this station for ten years. I’ve never met someone more devoted to public radio or more knowledgeable about it. Puget Sounds wouldn’t have lasted as long as it did without her. She’s earned this, one hundred percent.”

			His words pin me to my chair. They’re too forceful not to be genuine. He’s staring straight into the other studio, which is probably a good thing. I’m not sure my heart would be able to handle the eye contact.

			It’s the nicest thing someone’s said about me in a long time.

			“Well, I did a little research, and I think your devoted listeners might be interested to know that not only do neither of you appear on each other’s social media, but you became Facebook friends about a month ago. I find that fascinating.”

			“I’m very private on social media,” Dominic says.

			Recovering from his compliments, I add, “And we wanted to keep our relationship separate from work.”

			“Then what about the tweet Shay sent out in January about swiping left on a guy sitting on the toilet?”

			“I—uh,” I say, fumbling. Because I did tweet about that. Shit. I thought I’d combed my social media for anything that would indicate Dominic and I weren’t together this winter, but I must have missed something. Shit, shit, shit. I steal a glance at Dominic, who still won’t meet my gaze.

			We were prepared for this possibility. We talked about what we’d do if it ever happened.

			I just never thought it would happen on the air.

			“Look, John,” Dominic says. “You can find any piece of someone’s social media history and use it to prove whatever agenda you have. We’ve seen it happen plenty of times to people with much more at stake than Shay and me. We’re not here to convince you if you’ve already made up your mind about us. I can tell you I didn’t go to journalism school to tell lies on the radio.”

			And just like that, he hits the button that ends the call.

			I can’t read his expression. While I’m utterly grateful for him, I wish I’d known what to say.

			“We have to wrap up today’s show,” Dominic says. He continues our sign-off, giving out our social media handles, telling the audience we’ll be back next week.

			Then Jason Burns with the weather, and then an NPR newsbreak, and I’m still frozen in my chair.

			Dominic takes off his headphones. “Hey,” he says. “You okay?”

			I nod, but my hands are shaking. Finally, I find my voice. “I think so. What you said about me. That was—you didn’t have to do that. But thank you.”

			“You’re my cohost,” he says, as though it’s that simple. As though that’s the only connection we have.

			I’m actually interested in someone.

			And maybe it is.
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			“To handling assholes with grace and dignity,” Ruthie says, and the three of us clink our glasses.

			Desperate to recover from our nightmare of a show, we decided to grab drinks after work. It’s not something I’m used to doing; Paloma and her wife had long ago settled into their routines that didn’t include three-dollar cocktails at dive bars. I didn’t think I was the team bonding type, but so far, I like this a lot.

			“That guy,” Dominic says, taking a swig of his beer. “I’ve never before wished I could reach into a phone and punch someone.”

			The top button of his shirt is undone, and he looks thoroughly wiped. And yet still hot, especially with his hair end-of-the-workday mussed. It’s unfair, really, for someone that attractive to have that great a radio voice. Too often, I’ve googled my NPR crushes only to learn their faces didn’t quite match up with their voices. Also unfair: the way my gaze keeps dropping to his mouth when he talks.

			Stop. Stop thinking about it.

			“Ah, you haven’t been in radio long enough,” I say. “Ruthie, do you remember the—”

			“The heavy breather?” Ruthie finishes. “Oh my god. Yes. I’ll be haunted by that until I die.”

			It must have been sometime last spring on Puget Sounds: a call from a guy who claimed to want advice on our semi-regular gardening segment, then proceeded to ask Paloma and her guest elaborate questions about rutabagas, punctuated by long, deep breaths.

			“I swear I heard the sound of a zipper,” I say.

			“I’m not about to kink-shame anyone, but honestly . . . ,” Ruthie says. “I really hope he was just, like, taking a shit.”

			We’re still laughing when my phone buzzes with a text from Kent.

			
				Can you and Dom come in early tomorrow?

			

			I frown down at it. Dom. The nickname he doesn’t like but won’t say anything to Kent about. I don’t love that Kent asked only me, as though I’m responsible for Dominic. As though I’m still just a producer and not someone with the same responsibilities as Dominic.

			Just a producer. I need to stop saying that, or I’m as bad as everyone else who buys into the nonsense public radio hierarchy that puts hosts on a pedestal above everyone else. Ruthie isn’t just a producer. She’s . . . well, Ruthie.

			I show them the text. “Kent wants to talk to us tomorrow.”

			“About that caller?” Dominic says.

			“Probably.” And since Ruthie doesn’t have any reason to believe we’d be panicked about someone discovering the truth, I add, “He must just want to make sure we’re not too rattled or anything.”

			Dominic’s eyes briefly meet mine over the top of Ruthie’s head. It’s strange to be on the same side as him, the same team. We both want this to be okay. We both want to not have fucked up the show.

			“I should get home,” he says. “I’m having dinner with my parents tonight.”

			I want to scrutinize his tone of voice, figure out what exactly his relationship with his parents is like. But he says it casually, and his face doesn’t give anything away, either. We swap goodbyes and he pays his tab, and I watch him slink out of the bar, messenger bag swaying at his hip.

			“Kind of fucked up that Kent texted you and not Dominic,” Ruthie says.

			“Right?” I say, grateful to tear my eyes from Dominic. When he’s gone, I can breathe easy again.

			Ruthie gets it. Of course she does. “It’s almost like Dominic has a penis and you don’t. I mean—sorry. I shouldn’t say that.”

			“You’re not wrong. Kent seems to play favorites sometimes, and a lot of his favorites are dudes,” I say with a shrug, though it’s validating someone else has noticed it.

			“It’s going okay, though? The show? Aside from John in South Lake Union?”

			If I ignore my cohost, yes. “It’s going surprisingly well. I love being on the air. Once I got over the voice stuff, it felt natural. It sounds strange to say that I love talking, because it’s probably not that apparent if you just randomly met me, but . . .” I pause, trying to figure out how to put it into words. “I like being in control of the conversation and making connections with listeners, hearing their stories. There’s something incredible about being able to do that. Plus, this month’s master’s jar is getting close to fifty dollars, and I can’t say I don’t love draining Dominic’s bank account.” I pause, wondering if I’m ready to tell her this next part. “I also had this idea. For a show about grief.”

			I explain it to Ruthie. My mother and I talked about it on the phone last night, and she agreed to go on the radio as long as I’d be there next to her. I told her there was nowhere else I’d rather be to hear that story.

			“Yes,” Ruthie says automatically. “I’m into it. We should clear it with Kent, since it’s a bit different from what we’ve been doing, but it’s already breaking my heart and putting it back together.”

			“Have I told you lately that you’re my favorite producer?”

			“Not nearly enough,” she says. “I sort of can’t believe I’m producing my own show, to be honest. I didn’t think I’d be doing this at twenty-five.” She reaches across the small table and covers my hand with hers. “Seriously, Shay. Thank you. Kent could have cut me loose, and I know you fought for me.”

			“It wasn’t a fight,” I say. “There was no question about it. I was only doing the show if I had you.”

			“Stop, I really am gonna cry!” She takes another sip of her drink and gestures to the bartender for another.

			Meanwhile, I’m racking my brain, trying to remember if Ruthie and I have ever spent time together just the two of us.

			We have not.

			“How’d you get into radio?” I ask, suddenly curious.

			“Oh, is it story time?” Ruthie crosses one leg primly over the other. “Okay. I went to school for marketing, and I was working on the sales side at KZYO for a few months. Then they had this summer that all their producers took a vacation at the same time, and it was kind of all hands on deck, so I pitched in and helped out. And I was good at it. More important, I loved it. I liked pulling the strings and putting the show together, you know? So the next job that opened up, I was able to switch over. There were always a lot of job openings there—the benefit of commercial radio.”

			“I had no idea,” I say.

			“And I really lucked out with this job. Kent liked that I had commercial radio experience, and I was dying to work somewhere I wouldn’t be nonstop tortured by jingles for auto repair shops and pickle companies.” She shudders. “I can never eat a Nalley pickle.”

			“That jingle is the worst. Crispy crunchy yummy—”

			“Nalley Pickles!” we both cry out, before bursting into laughter.

			“But aside from that,” she says when we recover, “the commercial station covered a lot of semi-sensational stuff. Someone getting into a car accident was big news, and it was always so upsetting. Public radio is much better at deep dives and talking about the issues in a more nuanced way.

			“I know a lot of people go into public radio thinking they’ll bide their time as producers until they get promoted to being a reporter or a host, but I love being a producer. I’m happy here. I get to make cool radio every day, and I’m doing what I love with people I love. Maybe one day I’ll wanna do something else, but for now, I feel like this is where I’m supposed to be.”

			“That’s honestly really refreshing,” I say. “When I started working as Paloma’s assistant producer, my senior producer told me we had to do whatever Paloma wanted, make sure she had her kombucha and her chia seeds, that the studio wasn’t too hot or too cold, and I was just like . . . seriously? We’re colleagues. Not servants. I know Paloma respected me, but that was what I turned into.”

			“You never make me feel like that. In case you’re worried.”

			“Good. If I ever tell you I need kombucha at exactly forty-four degrees, please tell me to shut the fuck up.”

			Ruthie tips her drink to me. “Duly noted.”

			We continue to talk about work before the conversations become more personal. Ruthie tells me she’s been on a few dates with a guy named Marco, and that she might be ready to make it official. I tell her about my mom and the upcoming wedding.

			The whole time, the truth rattles around inside me.

			She deserves to know.

			And yet, my desire for self-preservation wins out.

			“Why don’t we do this more?” she asks when we realize we’ve been sitting here for two hours without glancing at our phones.

			“We should,” I say, trying to ignore the sour guilt climbing up my throat. “We will.”

		

	
		
			The Ex Talk, Episode 5: Ghosting Whisperer

			Transcript

			
				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: This week’s episode is brought to you by Archetype. If you’re anything like me, you have trouble finding shoes that fit just right. The whole size is too big, but the half size is too small, and uncomfortable shoes can make the workday feel far too long.

				DOMINIC YUN: That’s where Archetype comes in. All you have to do is measure your feet using their patented molding system, send it in, and they’ll create a custom memory foam arch support perfectly contoured to your foot that you can use in all your shoes.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I slipped them into some size sevens, and I couldn’t believe the difference.

				DOMINIC YUN: I did the same with my size thirteens.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: And you know what they say about guys with big feet . . .

				DOMINIC YUN: That they should try Archetype!

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: And right now, Archetype is offering a special discount for our listeners! For fifteen percent off at checkout, go to archetypesupport.us and enter offer code EX TALK. That’s E-X-T-A-L-K at checkout for fifteen percent off.
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			I’m entering the elevator the next morning for our early meeting with Kent when Dominic calls for me to hold the door. He’s jogging out of the parking lot with his Pacific Public Radio thermos, clad in khakis and his sky blue shirt.

			It takes all my willpower not to smack the DOOR CLOSE button.

			“Thanks,” he says when the elevator traps us inside.

			I manage a weak smile and inch away from him as inconspicuously as I can. Distance and professionalism. It’s the only way to eliminate this inconvenient attraction I’ve developed. His hair is shower-damp, and he smells fresh and clean with a hint of spice. His aftershave, maybe?

			“Did you and Ruthie have fun last night?” he asks, taking a sip of his coffee.

			“Mm-hmm,” I say to the floor. I don’t need to watch the bob of his Adam’s apple when he swallows.

			“How late did you guys stay?”

			“Eightish.”

			He lifts his eyebrows at me. Every time I dart my gaze away, he captures it again.

			“Are you avoiding me?”

			“No.”

			“Something’s wrong,” he says, crossing the invisible line I drew down the center of the elevator. Instinctively, I press my back harder against the padded wall. He mercifully stops about a foot in front of me, leaning down to scrutinize my face with his deep, dark eyes. In my traitorous imagination, he pins me to the wall, smashes the emergency stop button. Bends to drop his mouth to my neck. “What’s going on?”

			“Nothing.”

			“If this is about Monday—” He breaks off, blushing, putting a little more space between us.

			It’s the first time I’ve seen him blush, and it makes me want to cover my own face.

			“No no no.” I tighten my grip on my bag. “It’s not. We were drunk. We were just—”

			“Really drunk,” he finishes with a swift nod of his head. “I normally don’t—I mean, that wasn’t—”

			“You don’t have to explain,” I say, though all I want is a detailed explanation with an accompanying PowerPoint presentation. I reach out to graze his wrist with a fingertip—a gesture of reassurance—realizing when I make contact that it was a terribly unwise decision. I am out of control and must be stopped. I should have known better, but the guy is a fucking magnet. That brush of skin against skin is enough to bring heat to my cheeks and to a couple other locations. Moth, meet flame. Give flame the middle finger.

			“Good.” He visibly exhales, his shoulders dipping at least an inch. Now he can pursue the someone he mentioned on the air, guilt-free. “Then if it’s not that—”

			“Dominic. I’m fine. I’m spectacular,” I say. “Nothing to investigate.”

			“I’ve never heard you use the word ‘spectacular.’”

			“Better take me to the hospital. It sounds serious.”

			The corner of his mouth twitches. “I’m going to figure it out,” he says.

			A ding indicates we’ve reached the fifth floor. I’ve got to talk to maintenance about how slow the elevator’s been lately. There might be something wrong with it.

			

			—

			“I always feel like I’m in the principal’s office,” Dominic whispers as we wait for Kent to make his tea. It’s some complicated five-step process. He explained it to me once, and I promptly forgot it.

			I refocus on the meeting itself. What’s at stake is far worse than the equivalent of detention.

			Kent walks inside with his mug, smiling as always, but it’s a little tight. “Well. I’m sure you two know why you’re here.”

			“We tried to get him off the air as quickly as we could,” Dominic says, and it’s strange he says we when I was mostly silent. “We were near the end of the show, and I didn’t know how else to fill for time, so . . .” He trails off with a sheepish shrug. “Couldn’t we cut it from the podcast?”

			“The fact remains that it’s out there,” Kent says. “If we cut it, it’s going to look like we’re hiding something. We have to take this seriously, do some hard-core damage control. People heard it, and now they’re going to be scrutinizing you more than ever before.”

			Dominic runs a hand over his face. “Well . . . fuck,” he says, and I’d laugh at him uttering the word in front of our boss in such a serious meeting if I weren’t so worried about what’s going to happen.

			“Fuck is right.” Kent blows over the top of his tea mug. “If more people latch onto this, if they call the show’s premise into question, then we are deeply, deeply fucked.” He sighs, and then: “I’ve heard murmurs. Nothing is a guarantee, but we could have some big things on the horizon.”

			I scoot to the edge of my chair. “Big how?”

			“Big like PodCon,” Kent says, and I have to fight to keep a straight face. “And there’s been interest from some exciting sponsors. Again, nothing certain yet, but do you realize how huge that could be for the station?”

			I’m dying to know more about PodCon, about those potential sponsors, but the show’s integrity—or lack thereof—is the more pressing issue. “We could . . . stage some photos from the relationship?” I wince even as I suggest it. More lying. It reminds me that anything good I feel about the show is accompanied by this disappointed voice that sometimes sounds like Ameena and sometimes like my dad.

			It’s a bit of a relief when Kent shakes his head. “It’s not a matter of creating evidence,” he says. “It’s in the way you two talk to each other. It’s almost too scripted. Too staged. I can hear it sometimes, too. And I know part of this is on me. I’m the one who encouraged this, and neither of you had solid on-air experience yet. But we looked through some listener feedback, and it turns out some of them also feel the show was a little too carefully choreographed, which makes me worry it seems as though you two don’t know each other well enough. Which, again, to be fair, you don’t. We didn’t give the two of you much time to get acquainted with each other, on top of creating both your relationship and your breakup.”

			Dominic and I are quiet for a few seconds. Kent’s admonishing us, but not blaming us?

			“I don’t understand what you’re asking of us, then,” Dominic says, once again proving he has more courage than I do when it comes to our boss. He makes no attempt to curb his frustration, while I’m always eager to please Kent any way I can. Is it because he’s been Kent’s favorite since the beginning? Why, then, did Kent text me about this meeting and not both of us?

			“This is what we’re gonna do,” Kent says. He gestures to the two of us, though we’re the only two in the room. “You two are going to spend the night together.”

			I practically leap out of the chair. “Excuse me?”

			“The weekend together, actually. Clear your schedules. This is urgent. We rented an Airbnb for you on Orcas Island, all on the station’s dime. You’re going to spend the weekend together, and you’re going to figure this shit out. You’re going to make me believe you spent three blissful months as a couple. I want you to know how the other person brushes their teeth. When they replace the toilet paper, if it’s hanging over or under. If they snore. What they look like when they first wake up in the morning. I want you to know every fucking thing about each other so we don’t get into another mess like this.”

			His words render me speechless. My jaw doesn’t just drop to the floor—it hits the basement parking garage. Kent returns to his tea, deadly serious. He’s always been a take-no-prisoners kind of boss, but one with a considerable amount of empathy. This . . . this is something different entirely.

			I’m afraid to even look at Dominic, let alone spend a whole weekend with him.

			“I assume all expenses will be covered?” Dominic asks.

			“Within reason,” Kent says. “You’ll both have your company cards.”

			“Good. Because I tend to get really hungry on weekends. Thirsty, too.” He stares Kent down. They look like two lions about to fight over a gazelle, though I’m not sure what exactly the gazelle is in this scenario.

			“As I said, the station will cover it within reason.” Kent stands. “Emma will give you all the information. I have a meeting with the board. I trust we’re done here for now?”

			“Actually,” I say, because some part of me thinks that if I give in, if I make this weekend mess easier, then maybe he’ll give me something I want in return. “Hey, Kent, while I have you.” I feel the weight of his gaze and Dominic’s, and I try to power through my anxiety. “I wanted to talk to you about this Ex Talk idea I had about, um, about grief and loss. Ruthie wanted me to run it by you, since it’s sort of a heavier topic for the show—”

			“This really isn’t the time, Shay.”

			A swift kick to my chest. It’s the first time Kent has outright dismissed me. I’ve always assumed he liked me, or at least respected me.

			It makes me wonder what he would have said if Dominic had suggested it.

			“I—okay,” I say, wishing Dominic hadn’t heard me get shut down. “I guess we’ll just go to work, then.”

			Kent smiles. “Good plan. And enjoy the weekend, really. You should probably head out this afternoon if you want to beat traffic.”

			My legs stop working as soon as we leave Kent’s office.

			“I was going to go to a cake tasting with my mom this weekend,” I say, crumbling against the wall. “And—and I’d have to take Steve, but he’s never been on that long of a car trip with me, and I’m not ready to leave him with someone else yet. I—” I suck in a deep breath. My lungs are tight. Panic mode. Shit, shit, I don’t want him to see me like this.

			“Shay.” He stands in front of me, placing strong hands on my shoulders. I don’t like what my name in his mouth does to me, and I like even less the way his palms settle so naturally into the fabric of my blazer. “This sucks, I know. I’m just as pissed as you are. But it’s one weekend. We can do it. We do this, and maybe we can take some short days next week, and you can be with your mom. It’s for the show, right? Neither of us wants to see this show go down.”

			We’re not supposed to touch like this, and we’re not supposed to take elevators together or long car rides or spend an entire weekend on an island together. Distance. Professionalism. That was supposed to be my strategy.

			“Besides,” he says with a half smile, “I want to meet your dog. Also, how many cases of beer do you think is ‘within reason’?”

			I roll my eyes, but his reassurance makes me feel a little better.

			Except it’s not going to be easy to avoid him while trapped in a house together all weekend.

			I pray to my radio gods, the ones who act cool and collected in even the most hostile of interviews. If Terry Gross survived her nightmare interview with Gene Simmons, then I can do this.

			Terry Gross, Rachel Martin, Audie Cornish—give me strength.
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			Three hours in Friday rush-hour traffic. One and a half hours on a ferry. Eleven minutes waiting for Dominic to pick the right snacks at the island mini-mart. Another half hour in the car. Twenty minutes arguing over the Google Maps directions telling us to swim across a body of water that would have taken us into Canadian territory.

			That’s how long it takes for Dominic and me to get to the Airbnb house the station rented for us on the northern tip of Orcas Island, a little horseshoe-shaped piece of land in the northwest corner of the state.

			This is also when it starts raining.

			“Gotta love the Pacific Northwest,” Dominic mutters as we shut the car doors and make a run for the house with our luggage.

			Steve pulls to the end of his leash, looking for the perfect tree to pee on. “This is Steve Rogers,” I told Dominic when I picked him up. “The furriest Avenger?” he asked. It was the only moment of levity on our entire trip. Shortly thereafter, I learned that Dominic has horrendous taste in music. Even though I was driving, he kept insisting we listen to his favorite radio station from his teen years, which used to play alternative but now plays whatever the hell “adult contemporary” is. I am an adult, and adult contemporary is garbage. Finally, we agreed to turn my Spotify to random.

			Inside, Dominic drops our bags in the entryway before manspreading across the couch in the living room.

			“I guess this is where we bond,” I say.

			“Right,” he says, an edge to his voice. “Because Kent assumes we can conjure a relationship from thin air.”

			That stings a little. Like we don’t have any kind of relationship at all when the past couple of months, we’ve gained at least a modicum of closeness.

			Though, to be fair, that drunken kiss might have obliterated it.

			The house is cute and quaint, mahogany furniture with blue accents and a real wood fireplace. Hanging plants, sprawling landscapes by Orcas Island artists. Exactly the kind of place two people might enjoy spending time together if they enjoyed spending time with each other.

			“So should I take notes on all the weird things you do?” I say, making my way over to the armchair opposite him. “Take photos of you in your sleep to use as blackmail?”

			“I look adorable while I’m sleeping, thank you very much.”

			I roll my eyes at this. “Now I know you’re someone who takes their shoes off as soon as they get inside.”

			He glances down at his socked feet. “Habit. My parents had these pristine white carpets, and they lost their minds if we tracked a speck of dirt onto them.”

			It’s just past eight o’clock, and while it’s not so late that I’m ready to turn in, after being in the car all day, I have no desire to leave this place. The rain is coming down even harder, pummeling the house like it has a score to settle. Thunder roars in the not-so-distance, and Steve races around the house, barking like mad.

			“Steve,” I call out, running after him, trying to soothe him, but he’s possessed: jumping on and off the couch, zooming so fast he starts panting. He even ignores a handful of his favorite treats I present to him. I’ve never seen him like this, and I hate that he’s so scared. That I can’t fix it. “Steve, it’s okay. You’re okay.”

			Dominic heads for his suitcase, unzipping it and retrieving a white undershirt. At first I think he’s going to change into it, but instead he kneels on the floor, stretching out his hand to a wildly barking Steve. Steve sniffs the air tentatively, and then, as though lured simply by the scent of Dominic, trots over to him.

			“Good boy,” Dominic says, petting his head. I can tell he’s still trembling. “Can I try something?” he asks me.

			“Go ahead.”

			Gently, he scoops Steve into the T-shirt, then wraps it around his body once, twice. “It’s okay, little guy,” he says. “Do you have anything to secure this?”

			I lift my eyebrows at him, completely lost. But I grab a few hair bands from my bag, trying to forget the way Dominic snapped one against my skin. Trying to ignore the way my skin burns when he takes them from me.

			He uses the hair bands to hold the T-shirt in place, not too tight, and . . . it works? Dominic lets go of Steve, who looks concerned but no longer batshit. He sits down, staring at us and wagging his tail.

			“My sister had a small dog that got scared of fireworks, and he had this special shirt that calmed him down,” he explains, scratching behind Steve’s ears. “This is just a makeshift one. The pressure helps with the anxiety.”

			Watching him with Steve tugs at my heart in a way I’ve never quite felt before. It catches me off guard, turns my legs liquid.

			“Thank you,” I say, still dazed. I wobble my way into the kitchen. We’re in the relative middle of nowhere, so we brought enough nonperishables to cook dinner. I open a cabinet, checking for cookware. “Well, I’m getting hungry. Should we just make some pasta or something?”

			“Yeah, sure. Don’t overcook it, though. I like it when the noodles are al dente. The way they’re supposed to be.”

			I pause with one hand around a pot. It’s a relief he’s back to being obstinate. It makes disliking him much easier. “I’m not going to make it for you. If you want dinner, you can come help.”

			I hear a groan from the living room, and then he appears in the kitchen, settling into a lean against the doorframe. Did he have to bring that lean all the way out here?

			“Noodles are in the blue bag,” I tell him.

			

			—

			I’ve never viewed making pasta as a particularly volatile experience, but with Dominic, it turns into one. The first batch of noodles, we overcook, and Dominic refuses to eat, saying they’re too slimy, so we dump them in the compost bin and start over. He’s acting like a child about it. Then he fails to mention he’s allergic to mushrooms, and it’s a good thing the pantry was stocked with another jar of sauce. It feels like I’m back in college, or in my first apartment with Ameena, where we set off the smoke alarm every time we tried to cook something besides macaroni.

			It’s nine thirty by the time we carry our bowls to the couch, along with two bottles of hard pear cider. Rain batters the windows, but Steve seems content to wear Dominic’s undershirt and chew his hippo toy. Dominic flicks on the TV to salt-and-pepper static and lets out a long-suffering sigh.

			“Are you trying to get me to break up with you again?” I ask, twirling some noodles with my fork. At least he left some room on the couch this time.

			“Sorry,” he admits. “I guess I’m a little on edge.”

			I try a softer approach, because he really is, and I’m no longer sure it’s from being forced on this trip with me. “Are you . . . okay?”

			He places his bowl on the coffee table and takes a swig of cider. He picks up the bowl before putting it back down again, as though debating whether he wants to tell the truth or put up another shield. Steve waits on the floor for a noodle he knows I’ll probably give him at some point.

			“My ex is dating someone new,” Dominic finally says. “It’s all over social media, the two of them together, and it’s been hard to see. And I’ve been a dick all day, haven’t I?”

			“A little more than usual, yeah,” I say, and he whacks my arm with the couch pillow. I clutch my arm, feigning injury. “With the exception of making Steve less neurotic. I’m sorry, though. It’s shitty, and I want to tell you as the Token Old that it gets easier, but it really does suck every time. Just in a slightly different way.”

			“That’s the thing.” At this, he waits again, spinning his fork through the spaghetti, taunting Steve. “She was my first girlfriend. My . . . only girlfriend.”

			“Your only serious girlfriend?” I ask, assuming he’s not counting high school relationships or casual flings.

			He shakes his head. “No. My only girlfriend, period. I didn’t date in high school. We met at freshman orientation. We dated all through college, and then we broke up right before I moved out here.”

			Oh.

			That is an interesting revelation.

			And he’s not even being obnoxious about making it a point to clarify they met during undergrad, not grad school, so I know he’s serious.

			The house creaks, and Steve whines.

			“Steve, no,” I say, and he lies down, wagging his tail. “Dominic. I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

			“I should have told you when we were figuring out our relationship, but it still felt kind of raw.” He lets out a sigh, and I get the feeling there’s more to this story. He places his hands on his knees and inspects his knuckles, as though trying to distract himself from the reality of letting me into his private, personal history. “I’m not still in love with her. It’s been about eight months at this point. It’s more that we were together for so long, and we went through so much, that it’s been a strange adjustment.”

			“And it was the distance? That ended it, I mean?” I ask, thinking back to the reason he gave me that night we fake broke up.

			“Not exactly.” He reaches down to scratch Steve behind the ears. Steve seems to have taken to him immediately, much to my dismay. “We were inseparable, and when you’re together nearly five years, everyone assumes you’ll get married. We were That Couple, the one everyone made fun of because we were always together and so wrapped up in each other, and we pretended to hate it, but we loved it. We loved being that couple.”

			My heart twinges. I recall always wanting to be part of a couple like that. The pictures I saw on Facebook—they really did look like that couple.

			“So,” he continues as Steve leaps onto the couch to lick Parmesan cheese off his fingers, “when I applied to grad schools during senior year, my goal was to be able to stay at Northwestern. Mia was from Chicago originally. She was premed, and she was taking a year off before applying to med school to gather experience. So it kind of worked out perfectly when I got into Northwestern, both of us sticking around. Except . . .” Here he takes a deep breath. “A couple months after I started grad school, Mia went skiing with some of her friends from high school and—and she was in an accident.”

			“Oh my god.”

			He’s quick to hold up a hand. “She’s okay now,” he says, and I feel myself relax. “It was bad, but she was really fucking lucky. That whole year, every moment I wasn’t in class or studying, I was with her. Helping her eat, taking her to physical therapy, making sure she was taking her meds. I practically moved into her family’s house. But then a month after I graduated, when I was in the middle of interviewing for jobs all across the country, she said she’d been feeling for a while like she wanted to move on. That she didn’t think she was in love with me anymore.

			“It wasn’t that I thought she owed it to me to stay with me after that. I was just completely blindsided. I really thought I was going to marry her. And all that time, she was trying to figure out how to break up with me.”

			“You were planning to propose?”

			“No, no, but I’d thought about it,” he says, more to the top of Steve’s head than to me. “I guess I didn’t know her as well as I thought I did.”

			“I really am sorry. That couldn’t have been easy, doing interviews while that was going on. And then moving back here.” I want to reach out and touch him, the way he did so effortlessly after our meeting with Kent, but I’m not sure how to make it look natural, so I keep my hands in my lap.

			“As you can probably guess, she called me Dom, and it just feels hers. It’s hard to let anyone else call me that now,” he says, and I get it. “So you can understand why I wasn’t particularly forthcoming with you before. Especially with someone who, no offense, seemed to really dislike me.”

			I hold a hand to my heart. “I don’t dislike you. I find you annoying. It’s different.”

			He cracks a smile, but it vanishes in an instant. I want to lean over and keep it affixed to his face. His heartbreak has been etched into him since he started at Pacific Public Radio—I can see that now.

			“It’s hard out here sometimes, and seeing Mia and those photos made it worse. All my friends from high school, we lost touch. I tried to get dinner with one guy, but he had to take a work call halfway through and we never rescheduled. And then one girl and I tried to meet up, but then her boyfriend got territorial and thought I was moving in on her. It’s even weirder because it’s not like it’s a completely new city for me. You’d think it would be easier. But I don’t have friends here, not really, and my siblings are all busy with their own families. I’ve tried at work, but almost everyone has a partner or kids and I just feel . . . lonely, sometimes.”

			It brings me back to Monday night. Not the kiss, but his drunken confession. I turn so my body is facing his, and then I graze his denim knee with a few fingertips. Touching him suddenly becomes easy, or I’ve become braver.

			“Hey. You’re not alone. You have your fake ex-girlfriend slash current cohost slash fellow inept pasta chef with you.” I chew the inside of my cheek, debating how personal I want to get. He laid it all out there—I might as well, too. “I’ve never left Seattle, so it’s even more pathetic that I feel this way, too. I’ve really just had my mom and my friend Ameena for the past ten years, and a few boyfriends that never turned serious. So maybe we can be alone together.”

			This time when he smiles, it lasts a little longer. “Thank you. It actually feels good to tell someone, after all this time. I guess I’ll have to get used to it if I ever want to date again.”

			“Oh please, you’re twenty-four. You’re not a cat lady quite yet.” I scrunch up my nose. “It’s ridiculous that there’s no cat lady equivalent for guys. Fucking misogyny.”

			“Cat man?”

			“Sounds like a very gentle superhero.”

			He puts on a dramatic newscaster voice. “He flies! He catches bad guys! He saves cats from really tall trees!” A pause. “So. What’s your hang-up, then? Why are you doing a show about our fake relationship instead of being out there having a real one?”

			“It’s not exactly an easy thing to admit, but . . . I tend to get attached. Extremely fast.” I reach out a hand in hopes Steve will let me pet him while I tell this story, but apparently Dominic gives better scratches. “I was the first one to say ‘I love you’ to all my exes, and it was always too soon. They freaked out and bolted.”

			“And you meant it, every single time?”

			That makes me hesitate. “Yes? I’ve never stopped to really analyze it.”

			I don’t tell him my biggest fear: that I wasn’t deeply in love with any of them. That I so badly wanted something beyond the small family my mother and I have that I was eager to jump into anything—even if it wasn’t the right time or the right fit. I craved those three little words so much that maybe I forced them from my own lips, hoping to hear them in return.

			“It’s why I haven’t gone on a date in a while. It can be exhausting, giving that much when the other person is barely giving anything.”

			“None of this sounds like a bad thing,” he says. “Difficult, yes, but not some fatal personality flaw.”

			“Maybe not with the right person.”

			“Then I guess you haven’t found him yet.”

			We sit in silence for a couple minutes, a not entirely uncomfortable one. So of course, I decide to make thing awkward.

			“There’s something else I want to ask, but I don’t want to sound too forward.”

			“I doubt it can get more forward than what we’ve already talked about, so please, go ahead.” He gestures with the cider bottle.

			“You’ve only dated Mia.” I bite down hard on my lower lip, wondering if I’m going to regret this. “Is she . . . the only person you’ve slept with?”

			He nods, a blush creeping onto his cheeks. Suddenly he looks very, very twenty-four.

			“What about you?” he asks, taking a pull from his cider. “What’s your . . . number? That’s how they say it, right? Your number?”

			“I don’t know who ‘they’ are, but sure, I guess.” I run through a mental list. “Seven.”

			“Ah,” he says, his brows flat, his expression impossible to interpret.

			“But all the bravado,” I say. “That stuff you said at the station about your ‘raw sexual energy.’” No, of course the exact wording wasn’t imprinted on my brain.

			He waves it off. “It’s easy enough to lie about it when the world expects men to be a certain way about sex.”

			“The world is gross. I wouldn’t have judged you. I swear. Your taste in music, yes, but your number . . . definitely not.”

			“I appreciate that.”

			I shake my head, still wrapping my mind around everything. “I honestly assumed for a while that you were a bit of a player.”

			“Sleeping with someone feels like a big deal to me,” he says, settling back into the couch, as though he’s grown more comfortable with the subject matter than he was fifteen minutes ago. “I don’t think I could do it casually. Maybe it’s because I’ve only been with one person, but I don’t know if I could ever have sex without it feeling personal and intimate.”

			The temperature in the room climbs a bit. His eyes don’t leave mine, and his words land heavy between us. Personal. Thud. Intimate. Thud. In my head, personal and intimate translates to languid kisses and the kind of pleasure that gets stretched to its limit before it breaks. Slow and torturous and satisfying. I can smell the sweetness of cider on his breath. I barely know how his lips feel, and that only increases my desire to kiss him again. How would they feel on my collarbone, my throat, right behind my ear?

			No.

			I set my bowl down on the coffee table and cross my legs tight. When I speak, my throat is dry. “That . . . must be nice.”

			“It’s never been like that for you?”

			It hasn’t. Not with Trent, my most recent ex, or with Armand, the guy I dated before him, and certainly not with David, my first. Sex has always felt . . . not transactional, necessarily, but far from the intense emotional experience he’s talking about.

			It’s too warm in here. I’ll have to see about turning down the thermostat.

			“I think we’ve been honest enough for one night,” I say.

			A corner of his mouth pulls up into a smile. There’s that dimple. “Aren’t we supposed to be getting to know each other?”

			Not like this. Not in a way that makes me imagine Dominic having personal, intimate sex with someone. Probably by candlelight, in a remote cabin on a snowy evening.

			“Yes,” I say, getting up from the couch and heading toward the kitchen. “I’m really interested in how you do the dishes.”
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			Dominic stares me down in the mirror as we brush our teeth. The upstairs bathroom is too small, and when we bend down to spit into the sink, we bang elbows.

			“I’ll report back to Kent what your toothpaste spit looks like,” I say.

			“Fantastic.” He places his toothbrush back in its travel case. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without your glasses,” he says to my reflection, and I feel immediately self-conscious.

			With a hand holding back my hair, I spit one last time before rinsing my toothbrush. “I’m so used to them that I always worry my face looks asymmetrical without them.”

			“I like the glasses.” He splashes some water on his face, then swipes a towel to pat it dry. Bedtime Dominic, in his sweatpants and a worn Northwestern T-shirt, might be my favorite version of him yet. The softest, most dangerous version of him, all his armor stripped away. “But you look fine both ways.”

			Fine. See, this is what happens: I spend hours on the couch next to him watching old episodes of Buffy, wondering if our legs are touching on purpose or if he thinks I’m just part of the couch, and then he says something like this. Something that convinces me I’m the only one who feels gravity shift between us. Our earlier conversation swims through my head. Something has changed, I’m sure of it.

			Or maybe we really are just getting to know each other.

			The bedroom poses an interesting dilemma.

			“I can sleep on the couch,” Dominic says, eyeing the bed. His breath is wonderfully minty fresh.

			“We’re adults. We can sleep in the same bed without it being weird.” I hope he doesn’t hear the tremor in my voice.

			“I’m not sure I can sleep next to someone wearing such a ridiculous T-shirt.”

			I glance down at it. I packed quickly, and of course I happened to pick this shirt. i’m into fitness—fitness taco in my mouth, it says, with an illustration of a smiling taco.

			“It was five dollars at Target.”

			“They paid you five dollars to take it off their hands?”

			“I think it’s cute!” I cross my arms over my chest, hiding the taco from Dominic’s judgy eyes. I don’t usually wear a bra to bed, but I didn’t want to prance around braless, so I figured I’d finagle it off once I got under the covers.

			“You are cute,” he says. “The shirt is not.”

			That is a definite compliment, and I’m not sure what to make of it. It’s the same thing he said to me on the night we don’t talk about. I hope it’s dark enough in here to hide my blush.

			We creep toward the bed as though it’s a wild animal and we’re afraid to make any sudden movements. Sleeping next to him sounds at once terrifying and thrilling, his long body inches from mine, dark hair fanning across the pillow.

			Slowly, I peel back one side of the blankets.

			“Did you bring anything from the fun drawer?” he asks. “Because that might make this awkward.”

			I gape at him. A few beats of silence pass before I start laughing, a full-body laugh that makes me bend over and clutch my stomach. Then he does, too, and we’re both completely losing our minds. I have to grip the bedpost to keep from falling over.

			And it eases, just a little, some of that tension between us. It makes me feel like maybe we can be okay. Maybe we are okay.

			When I steal a look at his face, his expression is a mix of amusement and something else I can’t name. I’ve never seen him like this, without that confidence shield he puts up for everyone else.

			I like that he’s allowing himself to be this whole person with me.

			We slip into bed without any other major catastrophes, and I manage to safely wriggle out of my bra. I’m thinking I can finally relax when he turns to face me, propping his head on one arm. Maybe it’s the lingering alcohol or the dim lamplight, but he looks even lovelier than usual, as though painted with soft brushstrokes.

			“Hey,” he says. “I wanted to say thank you. Again. For being so great about all of that earlier. I haven’t been able talk like that in a while, and it meant a lot to have you listen.”

			“Like you said,” I say, turning to match him. “You’ll have to be able to open up if you don’t want to end up a cat man.”

			I expect him to laugh. Maybe I imagine it, but he seems to stiffen at my words.

			“Or you’re just really easy to talk to.” Beneath the sheets, his foot grazes mine, a friendly little touch that makes me think unfriendly thoughts.

			It would be so easy to slide closer to him, to line up our bodies, to press my face into his neck. It’s a good thing we’re under the covers, because otherwise my nipples would be glad to let him know exactly how turned on I am.

			I let out a slow breath, convinced he can hear the hammering of my heart.

			“Since we’re being honest,” I say. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about.” He lifts his eyebrows, as though encouraging me to continue. “When we started this whole thing, you were so against the lying aspect of it. You were going on about taking down bigots and using journalism to really help people. And yet . . . none of what we’re doing seems to bother you.”

			He’s quiet for a few moments. “Compartmentalization is a powerful drug,” he finally says. “My mom actually learned English through NPR. That’s kind of the reason I was so excited about getting a job out here. So I’m pretty desperate to stay there, even if it means . . .”

			“Compromising your morals?”

			A wry smile. “Well . . . yeah.”

			Huh. “Dominic Yun, you keep surprising me. I’m just—” I break off, take a deep breath. “I’m glad I’m not going through it alone.”

			“Me too.” With a fingertip, he doodles on the sheets between us. “We’ve been talking too much about me. I want to know more about Shay Goldstein.” He drags his finger over to my bent arm, tapping at my elbow. “Tell me about your dad?”

			It’s a question, and the way he says it makes it clear I could easily say no. But I find myself giving in, only marginally distracted by the rhythm of his finger on my skin.

			“He had the absolute best radio voice,” I say. “Like Kent times a hundred.”

			“He worked in radio?” Dominic pulls his hand back to his side of the bed.

			I shake my head. “He owned an electronics repair shop. Goldstein Gadgets. He started it before I was born. I spent most of my afternoons there as a kid, and I loved watching him work. He had so much passion for it, not just for the technology itself but for the art of radio. We listened to everything together, pretended to host our own shows. So I guess we kind of have that in common—inheriting radio from our parents.”

			I worry, for a moment, that I’ve slipped too deep into nostalgia, but Dominic is listening intently.

			“My mom plays in the symphony,” I continue, “so I never had a quiet house, though sometimes they fought about what to listen to. Even today, I can’t stand the quiet.”

			“Do you want to turn something on?” Dominic asks.

			“No. This is . . . this is nice.”

			“Is it okay to ask what happened? How he—” He breaks off, as though unsure how to verbalize it.

			“How he died?” I say. It’s been a long time since I told this story. I roll over to stare at the ceiling, unsure if I want him to see my face as I tell it. “Sudden cardiac arrest while he was at work. No one could have done anything or detected it. A random horrible thing. I remember getting the call from my mom, but then my memory goes dark for like a week. I can’t even remember the funeral.

			“My life just . . . fell apart after that. People would tell me I was lucky to have eighteen years with him, lucky he didn’t die when I was much younger. None of that made it any easier to lose him. So I lived in my bed for what felt like months, made some bad choices, then some slightly less bad ones. And it wasn’t until I started interning at PPR that things finally started to feel like they could be okay.”

			I close my eyes, trying to fight off the worst of the memories. The days I cried until I lost my voice, the night I lost my virginity to someone who didn’t know it was my first time. Hoping it would help me feel something again when all it did was make me feel worse.

			I try to focus on something happier: the radio shows my dad and I hosted in the kitchen, how excited he’d be to show me a new recorder or microphone. It’s how I used to feel all the time, every day coming into work.

			When did I lose that?

			“I don’t even know what to say,” he says after a while. “I’m so sorry, but an apology doesn’t feel like nearly enough. I guess I’ll say thank you. Thank you for telling me.”

			“Goldstein Gadgets is a vape shop now. Isn’t that depressing?”

			“Incredibly.” And then he apologizes again: “I’m sorry, Shay.”

			My name sounds light as gossamer.

			“I’ve spent most of my twenties chasing this idea of domestic bliss I grew up with. And I’m not even sure what that means anymore . . . just that I want that constancy and comfort so badly sometimes that it scares me.”

			His fingers are back on my arm, a gentle stroke. Back and forth and back and forth and then they’re gone. “Being an adult sucks,” he says, and the bluntness of it makes me laugh, in spite of everything.

			“It really does,” I agree. The ghost of his touch lingers on my skin. “What should we do tomorrow? Fewer soul-searching conversations? We could explore more of the island. If the rain stops, we could go hiking.”

			“I’d be down for a hike,” he says. “There’s supposed to be some great antiquing on the island, too.”

			“Antiquing?”

			“Ah, maybe I never told you. My parents own an antiques shop. I have an incurable fondness for old kitchen gadgets. Cast-iron cookware, specifically.”

			“Then it’s settled,” I say around a yawn. Just when I think I’m figuring him out, Dominic reveals another layer. “We’ll go antiquing, and then we’ll go hiking.” I roll over to check the time. “How is it one thirty?”

			“You tired? I’ll let you go to sleep. I’ve always been kind of a night owl.”

			And the thing is . . . I am tired, but I don’t want to sleep. I want to stay up talking like this. I’d love to learn his mouth for real, for him to roll his hips over mine and press me down into the mattress, but I also want to hear more secrets, to tell more secrets.

			But I don’t know how to do any of that, so I switch off the lamp and plunge the two of us into darkness.

			“Night, Shay,” he says, and it breaks my heart, just a little, that I’ll only get to hear those words from him one more time.

			

			—

			The first thing I feel when I wake up is warmth. Sunlight pours into the room, and there is a very tall, very stubbly guy next to me. He has one arm beneath his pillow, the other stretched out on the bed between us. And god, he looks cute. I’ve always been weak for morning-guy sleepiness. They’re so soft, so innocent in a way they rarely are in real life.

			Steve is at the foot of the bed, softly whining for a walk, as though he doesn’t want to wake Dominic, either. The bed creaks when I lift myself off it, and Dominic stirs.

			“Sorry, did I wake you?” I say.

			“No, no,” he says, but his eyes are still closed.

			I can’t help smiling at that. “You can go back to sleep if you want. I’m going to walk Steve and shower.”

			“I’m getting up,” he says as he rolls over, face mashed into the pillow.

			After I walk Steve, Dominic showers downstairs and I shower upstairs. I put on something much less dressy than my work outfits: black leggings, graphic tee, gray hoodie. He’s similarly athletic-casual in jeans, a Northwestern sweatshirt—seriously, how much college apparel can one person own?—and a Mariners cap.

			Our weather apps predict morning drizzle and afternoon sun, so we decide to antique first, hike later. We spend the morning at a farmers’ market, grabbing pastries and fresh fruit. Maybe Kent was right about the two of us bonding because this really does feel like something I’d do with a boyfriend. We take Steve with us, who greets every stranger like he wants them to take him home.

			“Steve, where is your loyalty?” I say, mock-offended.

			Once we’re adequately carbo-loaded, we get in my car to map directions to Dominic’s antique shops.

			“Here,” I say, passing him my phone while I secure Steve in his crate. “Look up where you want to go.”

			When I get into the driver’s seat, he’s grinning down at my phone. “I see you’ve been listening to a certain judicial system podcast.”

			I grab for my phone, but he holds it out of reach. “It was just—research. You know. Had to learn more about you.”

			“Uh-huh.” He scrolls down, smirks. “Then why does it show you’ve listened to . . . all twelve of their most recent episodes?”

			“Steve and I take a lot of long walks,” I insist, and he grins the rest of the drive.

			I’m more interested in observing Dominic in an antique shop than the antiques themselves. It’s as though he immediately knows where to go, despite never having been there. I follow him to a section full of kitchen supplies.

			He unearths a cast-iron skillet and inspects it. “A Griswold number seven. Nice.” Upon seeing my perplexed expression, he turns sheepish. “It’s an addiction. I probably have about twenty of these in my apartment.”

			“And you cook with all of them?”

			“I restore them first,” he says. “You have to remove all the rust with some steel wool before seasoning it.”

			“Seasoning it? Like . . . adding oregano or rosemary or what?”

			“Not that kind of seasoning. You rub it down with oil, then place it in a hot oven for an hour or so, and after that, it’s ready for cooking.”

			“Wow,” I say, genuinely impressed. “Ameena and I go to estate sales sometimes, but that’s mainly just for clothes.”

			“Yeah?” A corner of his mouth quirks up as he sorts through the cookware. I kneel next to him, trying to help, though I have no idea what I’m looking for. “I like the way you dress.”

			My face heats up hotter than that skillet probably could. “I thought you weren’t a fan of the taco shirt.”

			“Oh, you should burn the taco shirt, don’t get me wrong. I meant what you wear to work.” He digs into another stack, obscuring his face.

			“Oh. Um—thank you,” I say, and then, in attempt to change the subject: “Show me what we’re looking for?” And so begins my cast-iron education.

			Dominic’s pretty pleased with his haul: that Griswold number seven and a Wagner number five. After a quick café lunch, we head off on our hike. It’s an easy one, fortunately, easy enough that we’re able to talk without getting too out of breath. Which is good, because that’s a sensation I tend to experience around Dominic regardless of physical activity. Steve trots along beside me like he’s just happy to be here.

			“I haven’t hiked in forever,” Dominic says. His strides are much longer than mine, and I can tell he purposefully goes slower so I can keep up. It’s both sweet and infuriating. “I love having the time to just think.”

			“My mom and I used to go hiking a lot in the years after my dad died.” Our therapist suggested it as a bonding activity. We never talked much on those hikes, but I think it helped.

			“Was your dad into hiking?”

			I snort. “God no. He hated the outdoors. It was more that it was therapeutic for my mom and me. My dad actually had this joke—that it was wild he’d wound up in the Pacific Northwest because he and nature didn’t get along. I mean, sure, he could appreciate a sunset or a particularly nice tree, but he was super fair skinned, and he had to wear like SPF ninety, and he claimed mosquitoes loved his blood because he always wound up covered in bites.”

			“Was he a redhead?”

			“No, he was blond. But my mom is. Why?”

			“Your hair”—he gestures—“it’s not all the way brown. In the right light, it has this reddish tint. Or are those highlights?”

			“Oh.” I smooth my hands over my ponytail. “No. I’ve never dyed my hair. But I usually just call it brown. Not that exciting. The red is really subtle. Anyway,” I say, moving away from the topic of my hair. “I haven’t gone hiking in a while, either. Been busy. You know, dating you.”

			When he smiles, it’s a genuine-looking one. “I did tend to monopolize your time. All the dinners out, all the dumb shit I made you watch on Netflix with me, all my insisting that we spend our weekends at antique shops. And then . . . then there were those weekend mornings where we’d stay in bed for hours.” At that, his smile turns crooked.

			“Hours?” I say, my heart picking up speed as my shoes thud against the dirt path.

			“Sometimes the whole weekend. We’d order takeout so we wouldn’t have to leave the bed.”

			I’m not sure what, exactly, he’s trying to pull here. Surely he’s just messing with me. Again.

			“Sometimes you’d even call in sick,” I say. “Because you needed me that badly, and you’d have been too distracted all day at work.”

			“Except for that time in Booth C.”

			I tap my chin, trying to appear cool and nonchalant. It’s ridiculous how much I want all of this to have been true. “Refresh my memory?”

			“You remember.” He knocks my arm with his elbow, and for a moment, I’m convinced I really do have that fake memory locked away somewhere. “You sent me an email, asking me to meet you in Booth C. I thought you wanted my input on something you were recording, but you just locked the door and . . . well, let’s just say, I’d never done that in a sound booth before.”

			His words stop me in my tracks. I’m going to need a very long shower when we get to the house. This must be a joke to him—right? Or is he screwing with me because he wants all of it to have been real, too?

			“Yeah,” I say. “That was, um. Pretty wild.”

			We’re quiet for the next ten minutes or so. I try to focus on the rhythm of my breaths, the jingling of Steve’s collar. It’s not my imagination that Dominic’s flirting with me—at least, I don’t think so. But I can’t tell what’s real and what isn’t, what we manufactured in the studio and what’s grown since then. God. Dominic Yun, who I despised the moment he started at Pacific Public Radio. The guy I’m beginning to like more than I ever planned.

			When we reach the top, the puffed-cotton clouds and the endless trees feel more like home than Seattle sometimes does. Steve selects a rock for a triumphant pee.

			Dominic pulls me in for a victory hug, and it’s criminal that he still smells good after an hour spent trudging up a mountain.

			“Take a picture with me?” he says, pulling out his phone.

			I make a face. “I look gross right now.” All sweaty and grimy, my hair coming out of its ponytail.

			“I’m sure I’m gross, too.”

			I reach up to swipe an imaginary smudge off his cheek. “Absolutely filthy.”

			He stares down at me, and I wonder if this is the kind of light that makes my hair look more red than brown. “You just climbed a fucking mountain. You’re beautiful, Shay. At work or in pajamas or at the top of a mountain.”

			“I . . . ,” I start, because I am speechless. He said it so effortlessly, like it wasn’t meant to affect me quite this way. “Fine. Take the photo.”

			I pick up Steve, and Dominic leans in close and holds out his selfie arm. I get another whiff of soap and sweat, and suddenly it’s so intoxicating that I have to press my body against his so he can hold me up.

			He turns the phone to me so I can see how the photo turned out, but all I see is his smiling face, his hand on my shoulder, the dimple in his left cheek. How he looks truly happy.

			I don’t think I’ve ever seen that on his face before.
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			In typical Pacific Northwest fashion, it starts raining on our way back down, and by the time we make it to the house, it’s pouring.

			“What do you think?” Dominic asks as we shuck off our muddy shoes. “Pasta again?”

			“Only if you don’t complain about the noodles,” I say. “Besides, now that I know you’re a cast-iron expert, I feel like we could do better.”

			“For the tenth time, they’re not supposed to be that soft, they’re supposed to be al dente,” he says, though there’s a teasing lilt to his voice. He unzips his jacket and hangs it in the hall. His T-shirt clings to his chest, showing off muscles I didn’t know he had and am not displeased to see. “And those skillets aren’t ready yet. You’ll have to wait until we’re back in Seattle for me to show off my cooking skills.”

			I want to press for more information on when, exactly, I’ll be in a position to enjoy his cooking skills, but I’m not ready for the real world. I fill Steve’s food bowl and try not to think about the wet T-shirt contest Dominic is currently winning. “I should shower first. Wash off all this nature.”

			“Sure,” he says. “I’ll take the downstairs, you take the upstairs?”

			It should feel good to get a break from him. Some space for my mind to untangle. Except once I’m under the hot water, attempting to relax, I can’t keep from imagining Dominic doing the same thing downstairs, running his hands through his hair and down his chest and along other choice body parts. The jokes he made today, the things we said last night . . . we’re closer than we’ve ever been, the charge between us more electric.

			I wrap my hair in a towel and spend far too long deciding what to wear. Ultimately, I settle on leggings and a boatneck tee, forgoing makeup since he’s already seen me without it.

			When I reach the kitchen, he’s at the counter, chopping vegetables from the farmers’ market while oil sizzles in a pan on the stove. His back muscles flex against the gray T-shirt he’s wearing, his hair damp and curling at the ends. He must have brought his regular soap and shampoo because there’s that scent I’ve come to associate with him.

			“Pasta primavera,” he says, dropping broccoli and peppers into the pan. “Slightly more advanced.”

			“Anything that involves more than one pot and no recipe is impressive to me.” The sight and scent of him have turned me to overcooked spaghetti.

			When I spot two glasses of wine waiting on the table, my heart beats triple time in my chest. This is Dominic Yun, arrogant cohost, too tall for his own good, who set this up for us. Dominic, who comforted my terrified dog. Dominic, who spilled his secrets to me last night and encouraged me to do the same.

			Who kissed me and asked if we could forget about it.

			It’s our last night on the island, and I can’t bear to later get in bed next to him without touching him. No more pretending this isn’t something I’ve wanted since we started The Ex Talk. I need to know it isn’t one-sided.

			“We’ve been honest with each other, right?” I say to his back. “This whole weekend?”

			“Right.” He adds squash, zucchini, garlic.

			“I know we were supposed to forget what happened after the bar.” My pulse is roaring in my ears, louder than the rain outside. “But . . . I haven’t.”

			Finally, he turns away from the counter, facing me. I didn’t know sweatpants could be sexy, but that’s the only way to describe how they hang on his hips. “I haven’t, either,” he says after a pause. “I haven’t even tried.”

			I’m not sure if I’m more relieved or turned on. “Even though you wanted to pretend it didn’t happen?” My voice is barely a whisper. I curse myself as I ask it, but I have to know.

			“It seemed like it would be easier.”

			“Has it been? Easier?”

			A wry smile. “Sometimes,” he says, and there are only a thousand ways I could interpret that. He glances toward the sautéing vegetables, gives them a stir.

			“If we’re really supposed to be bonding this weekend, getting to know everything about each other . . . maybe we should know what it feels like for real. Sober.”

			He shakes his head. “No.”

			“No?” My heart drops to the floor. I’ve never been able to read him, but I didn’t expect him to shoot me down like that.

			“If I kissed you again,” he says, stepping closer, an intensity in his gaze I’ve never seen before, “it wouldn’t be for the show, or for research, or for any reason other than that I wanted to.”

			Oh. I have to grip the edge of the counter to keep myself upright. I’m not sure what the rules are now. The line between reality and fabrication is smudged, blurred, stamped out completely.

			“Dominic.” I try to put a question mark at the end of his name, but it comes out breathy and needy. If he doesn’t touch me in the next few seconds, I might explode.

			He must hear that neediness in my voice because he switches off the stove and almost closes the space between us, a few inches between his chest and mine. I want to devour each one of his labored breaths. When he looks down at me, there’s none of the ego I used to see. Eyes dark, mouth slightly parted—maybe this is the expression I haven’t been able to interpret. His hair is damp and messy, and I’ve just decided that is exactly the way I like it. I’ll like it even more when it’s between my fingers and brushing across my stomach, my thighs.

			He lifts his hand, his thumb landing on my cheekbone, skimming across it before sliding into my wet hair. “I’d want to remember every detail. The way you taste. The way you smell. The sounds you’d make.”

			At that, I let out an involuntary whimper. It’s the hottest thing anyone’s ever said to me, and if I were able to speak, I’d tell him I wanted to learn his sounds, too.

			“Shay. God. Do you have any idea—” He breaks off, like he’s too overcome by want to finish the sentence. It’s powerful, the realization that you can steal words from someone like that.

			A crash of thunder rocks the house, but I don’t flinch. I am only want and need and the spaces he’s touching me. His other hand moves to my waist, where I can feel the press of each fingertip through the fabric of my shirt.

			“What?” I say, desperate to know how that sentence ends. I plant my hands on his chest, the heather gray T-shirt. He is taut and warm beneath my palms. Slowly, slowly, I move them upward, and his eyes flutter shut when one of my hands reaches his cheek, feeling the stubble there. Letting it scrape against my skin. “Do I have any idea what?”

			“How fucking perfect you are right now.”

			That’s all it takes. My hands dive into his hair, and I tug his mouth down to mine. I am kissing Dominic Yun, and he feels incredible, so warm and slick and right as he parts my mouth with his. I thought this would feel like immediate relief, but it’s the opposite, a deep and dizzying need that grows and grows. I need him to kiss me harder. And he does, matching the swipe of my tongue and the bite of my teeth. I’d forgotten that rush of adrenaline that comes with being this close to someone new. Someone I supposedly broke up with a few months ago.

			He spins us so he can push me against the counter, then kisses a trail from my mouth to my neck as his hips roll against mine. He’s so much taller than I am that I feel the hard length of him against my navel, and it turns me wilder. There’s a low rumble in his throat when I press back against him.

			We shouldn’t be doing this.

			We have to keep doing this.

			I murmur an oh my god as he sucks at my neck, teeth on skin. I feel myself about to buckle, but he’s there, holding me up. “Bedroom,” I gasp out.

			He pulls me forward, wrapping one of my legs around him, indicating I should do the same with the other. Then he’s picking me up, gripping my thighs and then my ass as we stagger upstairs.

			“You have moves,” I say when he sets me down on the edge of the bed, giving me a moment to catch my breath and safely deposit my glasses on a nightstand.

			“No moves,” he says, sounding earnest as he slides onto the bed next to me. “Just something I’ve been wanting to do for a while.” His mouth, back on my neck. His hands, roaming the sides of my body, lingering at the dip in my waist.

			“Me too.” I experience a flash of panic as his fingers graze my breasts. “I should warn you, I’m wearing a truly hideous sports bra.” It used to be charcoal, but now it’s an unfortunate watery gray, the elastic peeking through various holes in the seams. Really, I should win an award for packing the world’s least sexy clothing.

			A laugh gets caught in his throat. “I can one hundred percent guarantee I won’t care.”

			I can’t take my shirt and bra off fast enough.

			“Don’t tell me you prefer the bra,” I say when he just stares at me.

			“Gorgeous,” he says, but he’s looking at my face. He leans in to kiss me again, a thumb stroking the hardened peak of one nipple before he bends to take the other into his mouth.

			Fuck he’s good at this. At this rate, I’m half-convinced I could come before my leggings are off. I go for the hem of his shirt, and he helps me yank it off. I barely have time to appreciate the ridges of his chest before I’m tugging at his waistband. I’m so greedy that even with his pants half-off, I reach inside, desperate to feel him.

			He groans in my ear as I close my hand around him. He’s hot and smooth and rock-hard, pulsing in my fist. “Don’t—don’t go too fast,” he says, and I’m reminded of the fact that he’s only done this with one other person. That this is a big deal to him.

			That it must mean I’m a big deal to him.

			“I won’t.” I draw back. Not too fast. I can do that. I can savor this.

			Because there’s a nagging thought at the back of my mind that I don’t know what this will mean when we’re back at the station.

			We readjust so he can remove his pants, and then he holds himself over me as he fumbles with the waistband of my leggings. Another terrible clothing choice.

			“They’re kind of tight, so—”

			“Making me work for it,” he says, but he’s grinning “I don’t mind. I have a master’s degree, after all. I’m used to hard work.”

			I nod toward the impressive tent in his boxer briefs. “I can tell.”

			He slides my leggings off and kisses me from ankle to knee to thigh, stroking along the outside of my underwear, already wet with my need for him. This pair is granny panty–adjacent, and yet I’ve never felt sexier.

			“This okay?” he asks, his breath ragged. A finger grazes the fabric, and my body focuses all its attention on that single piece of cotton. I hold tight to his shoulders, silently begging him to push aside my underwear, tear it off, anything to feel skin on skin.

			“It must be pretty obvious that it is,” I manage, but because I appreciate he asked, I add: “Yes. Yes.”

			Except he pulls back into a seated position on the bed next to me. I’m still panting, half-embarrassed by how feral those few strokes of his finger turned me.

			“I just realized I don’t have a condom,” he says, and the reality is louder than a thunderclap. He runs a hand through his hair, looking sheepish. In this moment, even his sheepishness is hot. Inconvenient, but hot. “Shit. I’m sorry. Do you—?”

			I cut him off with a shake of my head, forcing myself up so I can lean against the headboard. My dating app hiatus evolved into a birth control hiatus. “No. Didn’t really think this would happen, so . . .”

			We’re both quiet for a few moments. Enough for the awkwardness to set in, enough for me to feel a little exposed.

			“I’m sorry,” he repeats. “I could go get some?” But the rain only seems to pelt the tiny house’s roof harder, reminding us of the storm and the fact that the nearest drugstore is at least twenty minutes away.

			“I . . . kind of don’t want to stop.” I lean in, palming his erection. “There are other things we could do.”

			He closes his eyes and lets out another groan. I could get addicted to that sound—Dominic struggling to stay in control. I grab at the elastic of his boxer briefs and help him out of them. A naked Dominic is almost too much: the cut of his stomach muscles, the V shape that drags my attention downward. He’s more beautiful than I thought he’d be, and I have thought about him like this a lot.

			“You are . . .” I gesture to him, struggling to come up with an adequate compliment. “You are an extremely attractive man.”

			That earns me another grin. I swing a leg over him and settle into his lap, feeling him through the fabric of my underwear.

			“Christ. Shay,” he says. A warning and a plea. His hands are on my hips, guiding me as I roll forward. He feels so goddamn good like this that I have to wrap my arms around his neck to steady myself. My breasts press against his chest and I grind into him harder, faster, the friction bringing me closer and closer to release. “You are killing me. I have to touch you. Please.”

			He waits for my exhaled yes before he takes charge, pushing me onto my back and inching off my underwear, letting it drop to the floor. He nips at my throat as he teases me with one finger. At first he’s tentative, drawing soft circles everywhere but the place I need him most. He moves so achingly slowly that I buck my hips, trying to encourage him to go faster. This makes him laugh, a rough noise at the back of his throat.

			Don’t go too fast.

			Distantly, I wonder if this is what Dominic is always like in bed: determined to make it last as long as possible. Maybe he wants to savor it, too. He slips a finger inside me, and I can’t help it—I gasp. He picks up speed, and I let my head fall back against the pillow.

			“You have no idea how hot you are right now,” he says. “My imagination didn’t do you justice.”

			Half his mouth curves into a smile, like he knows how close I am. Knowing he imagined this sends me right up to the edge. I let out a whimper and squeeze my eyes shut. The pressure turns ruthless, white-hot, shimmering as I come hard against his fingers.

			When I blink myself back to earth, he’s grinning like we just hit the Apple Podcasts Top 10.

			“So smug,” I say, trying to catch my breath even as I’m reaching for his cock.

			He flinches. “Only if you want to.”

			“You think I’m not dying to see you go fucking wild after that?”

			He’s already lying back, letting me take control. I watch what I’m doing play across his face: the twitch in his jaw, the fluttering of his eyes, my name on his lips. And the sounds he makes, these growls and grunts that spark right to my core. I haven’t done this—given a hand job as anything except foreplay—since college, and the power is intoxicating.

			Suddenly, he turns, slipping out of my grasp. “I want you to come with me,” he says, voice shredded, trailing a finger up my leg.

			Those words alone nearly make me collapse. I spread my legs to help him find that perfect spot again, and then I ride his hand as he drives into my palm, each thrust of his hips more frenzied, more desperate as he chases his own release. It’s almost too much, touching him like this while he’s touching me, but somehow I manage to hold on.

			“I’m close,” I say, and that’s when he brings his fingers to his mouth, licks them, and returns them to the ache between my legs. “Dominic—”

			I fall apart a moment before he spills into my hand with a low moan.

			I am boneless. Weightless. Wrecked.

			Both of us go still, the only sounds the rain on the roof and the rhythm of our breaths.

			Neither of us speaks when he excuses himself to clean up. I pull on a T-shirt, suddenly feeling a little cold. There’s an awkward moment where we switch places so I can wash up in the bathroom too, one that makes me hyperaware of the fact that we are Shay and Dominic and definitely not a couple.

			To thousands of people, we are the opposite.

			When I get back to bed, he’s slipped on a clean pair of sweatpants, but he remains shirtless. His face softens into a smile and he pats the bed next to him.

			“Come here,” he says, and my whole body sags with relief.

			“That was . . .”

			A half grin. “Better than the fun drawer?”

			“Significantly.”

			I’m not sure why I assumed he wouldn’t want to hold me afterward. Maybe because we haven’t discussed what this is or what this means, if it’s a onetime thing, or if not having a condom necessitates a redo once we’re back in Seattle.

			I settle against him, trying to ignore how natural it feels to rest my hand on his chest. His fingers play through my hair, feather across my back. We’ll have to get up eventually—have to talk about this eventually—but for now, I want to curl up inside this moment of not-quite real life.

			So I pull that moment tight around us, and I don’t let in anything else for the rest of the night.
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			His side of the bed is empty when I wake up. I feel for him with my hand first, eyes closed, trying to ignore the knot of disappointment that settles in my stomach when I find cold sheets, a dip in his pillow but no Dominic.

			Last night might have been the hottest night I’ve had in a long time, maybe ever, and it’s been a while since I slept this soundly. And yet . . . waking up alone makes the whole thing feel dreamlike. Distant.

			But I can’t forget what he said about personal and intimate and the possibility that this meant something to him, even if I can’t quite unravel what it means to me.

			I hear distinctly breakfast-like noises from the kitchen, and then some of Steve’s little snerfling sounds. I put on a hoodie and meet them there.

			Dominic’s standing beside the stove, fully dressed and freshly showered, moving a pan from a burner to the sink. I don’t know if he forgot a razor or didn’t bring one on purpose, but the scruffiness makes me itch to run my hands over his face again. Except it’s been a while since I navigated a post-hookup breakfast, and I’ve never done it with a coworker.

			I’m unsteady on my feet as I reach the table.

			“Morning,” Dominic says, sounding much too chipper. “Pancakes?”

			And there they are, a stack of blueberry pancakes, a pot of coffee, and two plates.

			“You made pancakes?” I bend down to scratch Steve behind the ears.

			“I’ve been up for a couple hours,” he admits. “Ran out to the store to get a few things. And I took Steve out. Hope that’s okay. I wanted us to get an early start, if possible.” As he says this, he glances pointedly at my pajamas.

			I pause halfway to the bottle of syrup. He made pancakes, which feels like a point in the let’s-do-this-again-soon column. But he wants to get back to Seattle as soon as we can, which doesn’t. I’m not sure how to reconcile those two things. “Oh—yeah, that’s fine. Thank you. I’ll shower and pack as soon as we finish.”

			He smiles, but it’s a little strained, and it makes the sugary breakfast turn to chalk in my mouth. Is that . . . regret?

			The things he said to me last night don’t match up with that smile. You have no idea how hot you are. I want you to come with me. A tangle of sighs and limbs and desperation.

			I’m suddenly not hungry, but I force down as many bites of pancake as I can.

			

			—

			We talk about nearly everything else on the ride back—podcasts, our families, the weather. But we don’t talk about what happened. I could easily bring it up—nice orgasms last night, huh?—but if I do, and if he tells me it was some kind of extended experiment brought about by our predicament, I’m not sure I could handle it. Not while trapped in a car with him. Not when we finally feel like friends. I’d rather hold on to the maybe, so I embrace the silence.

			By the time we stop outside his place, I have two and a half hangnails and a raging stress headache. The street is only half-familiar, like I visited it in a dream, but I’m able to spot Dominic’s apartment right away, tucked between the columns of identical buildings.

			He unbuckles his seat belt, but he doesn’t move to get out. “Hey,” he says, and I turn to look at him, my heart pounding against my own seat belt. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”

			I do my best to project an everything-is-fine tone. “Yep. Bright and early.”

			And then, in one swift motion, he leans over and slides a hand into my hair, dragging my mouth to his. The kiss starts out sweet until I part my lips, eager to taste more of him. He matches me, pressing back with an urgency that leaves me gasping for air.

			A crooked smile, and then he’s gone, the kiss convincing me that whatever we started on the island wasn’t done yet.

			

			—

			“Something happened,” Ameena says, and it’s a good thing I didn’t go into broadcast journalism because my face is utterly incapable of keeping a secret. My mouth twitches, or my nostrils flare, or my eyes dart back and forth.

			It was early afternoon when Dominic and I got back to Seattle, so when Ameena texted about an estate sale, I jumped at the chance to meet her. And when she asked how it went, I couldn’t keep a straight face.

			“Something definitely happened,” TJ agrees, holding up a pillowcase with a clown embroidered on it.

			“Absolutely not,” Ameena says, and he slowly sets it down.

			I walk to the end of a row of kitchenware. Of course, it reminds me of the antique shops we went to, and I find myself wondering if there’s any cast-iron here.

			“Fine, fine, something happened, and I am maybe in the middle of a crisis,” I say, and I try my best to put it all into words. Not just the parts that involved no clothes, but our conversation Friday night, and the hike, and the way he held my dog. After five years, I’ve gotten used to telling Ameena about my relationships with TJ around, which of course means TJ also knows Dominic and I are lying about the show.

			“You do have a thing for guys and animals,” Ameena muses. “Remember that guy Rodrigo and the kittens?”

			Ah, yes: Rodrigo the data analyst, whose cat had just given birth to a litter of six little fluffballs. After a while, I had to admit I was more interested in cuddling with the kittens than with him.

			“They couldn’t even open their eyes yet, Ameena. They couldn’t open their eyes.”

			She snorts, pausing to dig through a box of shoes. This week she finds out about the Virginia job, and I can tell she’s on edge by the way she passes up a pair of yellow T-strap sandals.

			“Now it’s a problem, though,” I say. “Because I really want it to happen again.”

			“Is there a reason it can’t? Or that it shouldn’t?” TJ asks.

			Ameena points at him. “What he said.”

			“Because the whole conceit of the show is that we’re not dating? And besides, maybe I only like him because I’m not supposed to. Maybe that’s what makes it exciting.”

			“People can get back together,” TJ says. “The listeners might even love that.”

			“I thought about that,” I admit. Fleetingly, on the ride home, while working on my second hangnail. “But things are going too well with the show to jeopardize it. Doing anything with Dominic . . . being a real couple. I can’t see how it wouldn’t mess shit up. Unless—unless we somehow managed to keep it casual.”

			Casual—the thing that Dominic doesn’t do. And given my history, there’s a risk I’d cling, and he’s only twenty-four. Simple relationship statistics, many of which fill up my computer’s search history—hazard of hosting a dating show—indicate he wouldn’t be clinging back.

			“And you’re good at it.” Ameena frowns, tucking a strand of her long dark hair behind one ear. “This might be a stupid question, but is there any chance the two of you could come clean?”

			“No. It would be a disaster. We’ve already hooked a couple sponsors, and Kent hinted that we might—” I swallow, trying not to get my hopes up. “That we might have a chance at PodCon.”

			TJ lets out a low whistle. “Shit, that’s huge. You think you can get Marc Maron’s autograph for me?”

			Ameena whacks his arm with a circle skirt. “You haven’t talked about someone like this in a while,” she says quietly. “I know the whole thing is inconvenient, but you’re already pretending to be exes. It sounds like a lot to keep pretending you feel differently about him on top of all that.” There’s something in her voice that sounds a little like judgment.

			“It’s my career,” I say, harder edged than I intend. “I can’t just throw it all away for a guy.”

			“You’re right,” she says, her words threaded with frustration, and though TJ and I try our best to distract her with vintage dresses, she’s aloof the rest of the afternoon.

			

			—

			Steve is waiting at the door when I get home. Even after being with him all weekend, I’ve begun to look forward to his you didn’t abandon me excitement. He’ll run circles around the living room, and it takes a few laps for him to slow down enough for me to pet him.

			I settle into the couch, scratching his ears, and it doesn’t sink in until I’ve been there for a while that I’m no longer eager for background noise. Some new pillows I bought last weekend add a spot of brightness to the room, and I even unpacked the moment I got home, throwing my dirty clothes in the washing machine. Not to mention having Steve’s stuff everywhere makes the place feel more lived-in, less sterile. Suddenly, I don’t hate being here.

			Maybe I really was lonely.

			Of course, that makes me think of Dominic. It aches when I picture him in his own apartment eating alone, drinking alone, watching TV alone. Climbing into bed and sleeping alone after two nights next to me.

			Determined not to think about last night, I throw myself into researching our upcoming episodes. We’re planning one about jazzing up dating profiles, one about gender ratios in major cities, one about dating as a single parent, all with guests who are experts in their fields. I have to focus on the show. Like I told Ameena, I can’t risk my job after finally getting the chance to be on the air.

			For three and a half more months, at least, according to my initial handshake with Dominic. Deep down, of course I’m hoping he loves the show enough to want to keep it up longer, especially if we get bigger sponsorship opportunities.

			And yet the more I look through my notes, the more I find myself drawn to the one show that hasn’t been approved yet. I’ve done enough research to know that no topic in the dating landscape is truly unexplored. We’re just one of many, many podcasts that have traversed it. But what has always made radio so special to me is its ability to turn something intangible into something personal. To let someone tell a story only they can.

			This grief show wouldn’t be breakthrough radio, I know that—but it would be mine.
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			“Why are there dildos in the newsroom?”

			Marlene Harrison-Yates is waiting by my desk on Monday morning, hovering over a box of sex toys that seemingly appeared there overnight. There are matching boxes on Dominic’s and Ruthie’s desks.

			“That is an excellent question,” I say, pushing the box out of the way to make room for my coffee and nearly knocking over Dominic’s master’s jar in the process.

			“Sponsors,” Ruthie says, peeking up from her desk. “Well, hopeful sponsors. They sent this stuff so you’d, um, try it out”—she chokes on a laugh—“and then, if you like it, talk about it on the show.”

			It’s not just sex toys. There’s also a lube-of-the-month subscription box, a pair of shoes made almost entirely from corn, and a set of organic bedsheets. I’m pretty sure we can’t talk about half this stuff on NPR.

			Marlene purses her lips and returns to her desk.

			I spent far too much time debating what to wear to work this morning. I wanted to strike the perfect balance between professional and don’t you want to see me naked again? Ultimately, I went with something not much different from what I usually wear: my favorite dark-wash jeans, ankle boots, and a fitted black blazer over a V-neck blouse. It’s still NPR, after all. And Dominic said he likes what I wear to work.

			I was so on edge I couldn’t even listen to the radio in the car. One of my hangnails got so bad that I have two Band-Aids wrapped around my thumb, and the multiple orgasms I had with Dominic may have ended my drought but only deepened my sexual frustration.

			And the box o’ dildos isn’t helping.

			“How was the weekend?” Ruthie asks as we sort through the boxes, grouping items into two piles labeled safe for npr and fcc lawsuit. Dominic’s not here yet, and I’m not sure if I’m disappointed or relieved. “Did you guys bond?”

			I avoid her gaze, worried my face will give away all the ways in which we bonded. “He and my dog did.” I hold up the lube-of-the-month subscription box. May’s flavor is key lime pie. “Can we talk about lube on NPR?”

			“My gut says no,” Ruthie says. “But the corn shoes are kind of cute, right?”

			When Dominic arrives at a quarter past nine, there are no more adult toys on his desk. “Morning,” he says to me as he drops his bag by his desk and pulls out his chair. “Morning, Ruthie.”

			“Morning!” Ruthie chirps before returning to typing.

			My words get stuck at the back of my throat. I’m not sure I can utter a basic good morning now that I know how his hands feel on my skin, between my legs. What he looks like on the verge of orgasm. What is proper etiquette the day after you hook up with the fake ex-boyfriend you’re doing a radio show with? I would honestly love a podcast about that.

			Dominic doesn’t look at me, which gives me a chance to watch him unpack. He’s clean-shaven this morning, weekend stubble gone, wearing a red plaid shirt and black jeans. It’s not normal, is it, for me to be able to smell his soap from a full desk away? And I know there’s something wrong with me when him tossing the Koosh ball up and down doesn’t even annoy me.

			He’s the one who said he didn’t think he could do casual. Maybe he has no idea how to handle this, either.

			Even if nothing that happened on Saturday felt casual at all.

			I try my best to focus on my Monday to-do list instead of imagining his fingers on my skin again. We’re doing a guest appearance at ten o’clock on the podcast Thanks I Hate It, which is hosted by Audrey and Maya, two stand-up comedian best friends who talk about millennial dating culture and adulting. They’re pretty popular, and they have a book coming out next year. I was over the moon when their producer reached out to Ruthie last week, but today I have to force myself to concentrate on the interview.

			Ruthie engineers the interview for us in Booth A. Fortunately, Audrey and Maya are easy to talk to, even if I feel myself tense up when Audrey introduces us as “America’s favorite exes.”

			I don’t know if the weekend made Dominic and me more awkward or less awkward, but we manage to make them laugh plenty of times. By the end of the interview, though, I can’t remember a thing I’ve said.

			Kent is waiting for us in the hall after we finish recording.

			“Great stuff, really great,” he says. “That in there—that’s exactly what I was talking about. You two felt much more natural. Guess the weekend away worked wonders, huh?”

			Huh indeed.

			“Guess it did. Thank you,” I say. Then, since Kent’s in a good mood, I decide to try something again. WWAMWMD, I remind myself when I’m worried I might chicken out, and I charge forward. “I wanted to run something by you.”

			“Sure,” he says with a glance down at his watch. “I’ve only got a few minutes, though.”

			I’m extremely aware of Dominic next to me and positive my face is the color of his shirt.

			“My grief show. I know I brought it up at sort of a weird time last week, but it’s important to me, and I think we could do a lot with it.”

			He turns icy almost instantly. “I thought we discussed that.”

			“A little bit, but I’ve been thinking about it, and—”

			“I’m just not sure it’s the best path for the show right now,” Kent says, cutting me off. “Too dark. We want to keep things light, keep things fun. Dom, you agree with me, right?”

			“Actually, no,” Dominic says, straightening to his full height, much taller than Kent. “I think it would be fantastic radio. I don’t think there’s any reason we need to box ourselves into one type of show.”

			Kent taps his chin, deep in thought for a moment. I’m too warm in my blazer, unsure where this conversation is going. “Well, I trust you,” he finally says. To Dominic. “I trust both of you. Go ahead and get the ball rolling.”

			I’m still gaping when Kent disappears down the hall.

			“Did you—you realize what just happened there, right?” I manage to ask Dominic. Another entry for the Kent O’Grady misogyny playbook. I’m more positive than I’ve ever been that that’s what it is.

			“Fucking prick,” he says under his breath.

			I have to hold in a laugh. “Thank you,” I tell him. “For being on board with it.

			“It’s going to be a good show.” I’m about to head back to our desks, but what he says next stops me in my tracks. “I think we, uh, accidentally swapped phone chargers over the weekend,” he says, eyes darting around the hallway as though making sure we’re alone. “Would you mind swinging by my place tonight so we can switch back?”

			I must not have noticed. “Sure, or we can do it tomorrow at work.”

			“I need it tonight.” He steps closer, a hand reaching out so he can brush a thumb across my hip. His voice drops another octave. “Or are you going to make me say that I want to see you?”

			“I don’t hate the sound of that,” I say, biting back a grin. Even if this is a thinly veiled booty call, I decide I don’t mind. I have to be alone with him again—every cell in my body is crying out for it. “That is, if you’re saying it.”

			He smirks. “I’ll see you tonight.”
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			Dominic’s apartment smells incredible. “Welcome,” he says, holding open the door. He’s changed out of his work shirt into a soft flannel rolled to the elbows—holy forearms, Batman—and his jeans hang low on his hips.

			I take off my jacket and slip out of my shoes, trying not to look like I’m examining his apartment. It’s a design aesthetic I’d call IKEA chic but tasteful: clean white furniture, a few succulents on the coffee table in his living room, that lantern floor lamp everyone has owned at some point in their lives.

			I hold up my charger. “I brought this,” I say. “But I’m guessing I probably don’t need it?”

			“Not very smooth, was I?”

			“I’m here, so I’d call that a win.”

			As I follow him into the kitchen, his fingertips graze the small of my back. It’s criminal, the things those small touches do to me.

			Dominic’s cast-iron skillets hang from the ceiling. “I restored the skillets from this weekend yesterday evening,” he says. “And one of them is right in there.” He gestures toward the oven.

			“Pizza?”

			“The best pizza of your fucking life,” he corrects.

			“This is a considerable step up from that Hot Pocket.”

			He shrugs. “It’s not very fun cooking just for myself. And I figured I owed it to you after the pasta incident.”

			This feels like a date. This cannot feel like a date.

			“Right. So that and the phone charger—those are the only reasons I’m here?”

			Pink creeps onto his cheeks. “Pizza’s almost ready. Can we eat first and then talk? I wanted a place where we could do it that wasn’t at work.”

			“Sure,” I say, but the knot of dread in my stomach tightens. After dinner, he’ll break it to me gently that we can’t have a repeat of this weekend, and I’ll be so enamored with the pizza that I won’t mind. That has to be his strategy.

			He takes the pizza out of the oven, and it’s bubbly and fragrant and perfect. Honestly, his strategy might work. He throws together a quick salad, bagged lettuce with those little carrot slivers, a dash of oil and vinegar. Then he grabs a bottle of wine from the top of his refrigerator, grimacing at the label.

			“Tonight’s wine pairing is a vintage bottle of Two-Buck Chuck,” he says, fishing two wineglasses from a cupboard. “I hope you can handle that level of extravagance.”

			We sit down at his white IKEA table that has only two chairs.

			“What do you think?” he asks, waiting for my assessment before he digs in.

			I take a chewy, cheesy, saucy bite. “Oh. Oh shit, that’s good.”

			“It’s really just a hobby,” he says, but I can tell he’s pleased. “But I may listen to a cooking podcast or two. I do, however, have to apologize on behalf of this sad, sad salad. I wanted you to think I was, like, a halfway functioning adult and that I can make meals with more than one food group.”

			“What even is a functioning adult? I ate two bagels for dinner yesterday.” The pizza nearly burns my tongue, but it’s so good that I don’t care.

			To my surprise, the rest of dinner is far from the slog I worried it would be when Dominic asked to table our impending serious discussion. Maybe after Orcas, nothing about Dominic should surprise me.

			“I was thinking of what we talked about this weekend, about not having many friends,” I tell him when there are only crumbs left on our plates. “And I had this idea. We should challenge ourselves to each make a friend date with someone.” Besides, I’ve been meaning to ask Ruthie to drinks again, or maybe dinner.

			“A friend date?” he asks, but the corners of his mouth twitch upward. “Okay. You’re on.” He drags his index finger up and down the stem of his wineglass. “Speaking of this weekend . . . I had a lot of fun.”

			“I did, too,” I say. “And . . . I wouldn’t be opposed to it happening again. If you feel the same way.”

			In response, he reaches across the table, turns my hand over so he can run that finger up my palm. Up to my wrist, circling my pulse point. That small intentional touch is enough to make me shiver. He must be able to sense it, because he’s tugging me out of my seat and over to him.

			“Hi,” I say when I’m standing in front of him, my legs against his knees. I am very, very happy to be wrong about the direction this conversation took.

			“Hi.” He strokes his fingers up the backs of my thighs, and when he cups my ass and pulls me onto his lap, it becomes clear that whatever talk we were about to have is going to need to wait.

			It feels different, kissing him in his apartment, in his kitchen, his mouth wine-tart. Our lips fit together like they didn’t learn each other’s shape only two days ago. He runs his hands over my legs, up my back, tangles them in my hair. We kiss and we kiss and I press against his shirt’s softness, searching for something rougher. Finally, I tug it open, button by button, exploring the muscles of his chest.

			He’s hard beneath me, and I position myself so I can feel him exactly where I want to. When I rock against him, he groans into my ear. I could listen to that groan on repeat for the rest of the night. Longer, probably.

			“You’re evil,” he growls as I rub myself back and forth across the stiff front of his jeans.

			He stands up with me wrapped around him, and I’m wondering if this is some signature move or if I just fit against him this perfectly. Once he’s vertical, we stumble down the hall to his bedroom.

			Gently, I push away from him to take it all in. His room is small, a queen bed in the corner with a plain navy comforter. The furniture is IKEA again, a basic bedframe and dresser—and propped up on top of it, a box of condoms. Like it’s been waiting for us.

			I can’t help laughing at it, and yet knowing he planned for this makes me want him even more.

			“I wanted to be prepared,” he says against my mouth, but he’s laughing, too.

			“I have some in my bag, too.”

			“You know—” He puts a foot of space between us. His hair is wild, cheeks flushed. My blazer is somewhere in the hall and my jeans are half-unzipped. “You can change your mind at any time.”

			“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to get rid of me.”

			“No. I swear. I’m just . . . not good at this. I told you, I’ve only been with one person. I don’t know how these things usually go. Or what we’re supposed to talk about. I want to do this with you. A lot.” When he laughs again, it lands somewhere in the center of my heart. “It’s all I’ve been able to think about since Saturday night. But I just want you to know, if you decide you don’t want to, it’s okay.”

			I try not to notice how I want to do this with you is not I want to be with you. But god, I want this, too—so badly I can’t think straight.

			“Dominic,” I say, closing the space between us and placing my hands on his chest, deciding to be as clear with him as I possibly can. “I want you to fuck me.”

			That’s all it takes. He leans in and crushes his mouth to mine, propelling me backward until I hit the bed and drag him down on top of me. I changed into a black lace bra and panties after work, and it’s worth it for the way he groans when he gets my shirt unbuttoned. Maybe he didn’t care about my sports bra, but he definitely doesn’t hate this one.

			We’re clawing at each other now, my shirt and bra dropping to the floor, his jeans and boxer briefs in a heap next to them.

			He kisses my breasts as he works my jeans down my legs. “Can you say that thing again? About what you wanted me to do?”

			“What thing—oh.” I grin, dragging my fingers across his back. “I want you to fuck me.”

			His cock pulses against my bare thigh, and he casts off my jeans in one swift motion. “Yes. That.”

			So Dominic Yun likes dirty talk.

			I can work with that.

			Then he’s on top of me again, kissing me hard and deep while his fingers stroke the silk of my underwear. I might die if I have to wear them for much longer.

			“How do you feel even better than last time?” His mouth travels down my body, but when he lowers his head between my legs, I instinctively clench up. “What? Should I not—”

			“No, no,” I say quickly, trying to haul him back up to me, but he doesn’t budge. “I just—you don’t have to. I don’t really—I’m not sure I can—” And now it’s my turn to be awkward.

			A sly smile curves his lips. “Shay Goldstein. Have you never had an orgasm from oral sex?”

			I shake my head, feeling a flush creep up my neck. “I mean, I don’t mind it. But if it doesn’t happen,” I add quickly, “it’s okay. We can . . . you know. Skip it.”

			“You don’t mind it,” he says matter-of-factly, his finger brushing the damp silk between my thighs. “You don’t think I could make you even wetter than you are right now?”

			“I—I’m sure you could,” I manage as he continues moving his finger in a torturous circle. Christ. He can’t be some kind of oral sex savant, can he?

			He bends to kiss along my inner thighs, gently at first. Then he removes my underwear, kisses beneath my navel before dipping lower. “So this is something you wouldn’t mind?” His tongue starts slowly, a whisper of pleasure as he steadies me with a hand on my hip. He slips one finger inside me—but only for a moment before he draws it back out. I clutch at his hair as he does it again. “Should I stop?”

			“Don’t you dare.”

			He gives me this smirk as he lowers his head again. It’s only when I’m desperate for release that he flattens his tongue against my clit, settling into a rhythm that makes my head spin.

			I grab at anything I can wrap a fist around—his hair, the sheets, the top of his ear. He doesn’t let up, single-minded in his mission. I’m dizzy and lost and oh and yes and then I’m coming hard against his tongue, not caring how I sound or if anyone in the neighboring apartments can hear.

			“That,” I say when I can make words again, “was really fucking amazing.”

			His mouth is glistening and he’s grinning like he’s given me the best gift I’ve ever received. I’m greedy for more, pointing helplessly at the condoms on his dresser. He sheaths himself quickly, then leans over me and positions himself at my entrance.

			“You good?” he says between heavy breaths.

			“I’ll be even better when you’re inside me.” Slowly, slowly, he slides in—and then pulls back out. “God. You really like teasing.”

			“This is going to make me sound incredibly suave, but since it’s been a while, and since watching you come like that was maybe the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, I’m not sure how long I can actually last,” he admits. “So I’m trying not to . . . you know.”

			“I’ll try to be less sexy?”

			He chokes on a laugh as he guides himself back inside. Stretching me. “Just promise me you’ll give me another chance if I only go ten seconds this time, because there are about twenty different ways I’d like to fuck you.”

			Jesus. I’ve never talked this much during sex. The occasional dirty talk, sure, but not the frankness we have with each other. The ability to laugh. It was always a race to shed our clothes, to put tab A into slot B. This is oddly freeing.

			“I promise,” I say, letting out a gasp as he fills me completely.

			He feels so good, so right that I can’t believe we’ve never done this before. At first I’m mesmerized by the sight of him pumping into me until I flick my gaze back to his, pull his face to mine so I can kiss him. Together we find a rhythm, and he must notice my hand drifting down between us because he meets me there. A muscle in his jaw and down his neck tightens, like he’s trying to hold back.

			I arch my back to take him deeper as he draws a nipple into his mouth, sucking hard until I’m coming again. After a few more thrusts, his body shakes on top of mine, and he lets out this raw, shattered sound, burying himself even deeper than I thought possible. I have no idea how long it lasts, only that I’m completely spent at the end of it.

			He withdraws, removing the condom and tying it off before throwing it away in the bathroom. I miss his warmth almost immediately, but I’m not entirely sure what to do now. I’m not spending the night—that’s not what this is. If I spend the night, if he even wanted me to . . . I’d be utterly and completely lost to him.

			So I swing my legs to the side of the bed, which makes him frown when he gets back.

			“You’re leaving?” he says, and the surprise in his voice makes me regret moving so quickly.

			“I don’t have to.” I sink back into the bed.

			“Good.” He slides in next to me, drawing me close against his chest. I press my face into the space where his neck meets his shoulder, listening to the rhythm of our breaths.

			It kills me, how he goes from sexy to sweet in a matter of minutes. It feels too nice, this closeness, the heat of his body and the earthy smell of sex.

			“Dominic,” I start. “We should talk about this.”

			A pause, and then: “I guess we probably should.” He pushes up next to me so we’re both sitting. I don’t want to have this conversation in the nude, so I grab my shirt, and he must get the hint because he pulls on a pair of boxers. “Okay,” he says. “Let’s talk.”

			“This”—I motion to the bed—“was extremely enjoyable.”

			“I agree.”

			The problem with this conversation is that I don’t know where to go from here. I don’t know what I want, and he’s so tough to read that I couldn’t even guess at what he wants.

			When I’m silent for a beat too long, he says, “Maybe I could learn to do the casual thing.”

			“Oh,” I say, unsure how to feel about that. “Yeah?” I can’t say I’m not anxious about keeping the show out of jeopardy. This might be the only way to do it.

			He nods. “We’re adults. We’re being safe. If we can act normal at work, I don’t see why we should stop.” He pauses, glancing down between us, where he links his fingers with mine. “If you’re cool with it.”

			Casual. It didn’t feel casual when he asked if I’d ever had an orgasm from oral sex. It didn’t feel casual when he said there were about twenty different ways he wanted to fuck me. And it definitely didn’t feel casual, the way he draped his arm over my back and toyed with the ends of my hair.

			“Casual,” I say, trying to picture it. Sneaking around at work, showing up at his apartment at night. “Yeah. Okay. So . . . should we come up with rules, then? I haven’t really done this before either, but I—I’m not sleeping with anyone else.”

			He makes a face as though this never would have occurred to him. “I wouldn’t.”

			I exhale with relief. “And no spending the night, I assume?”

			“Oh. Okay,” he says with another strange expression.

			“Good,” I say, hoping he doesn’t hear how tentative I sound.

			“Good,” he agrees, squeezing my hand. “I’m glad we figured that out.”

			But I’m wondering why casual was his first instinct. If it didn’t cross his mind that this should be anything other than casual, I’ll have to make sure it doesn’t cross mine, either. It’s safer, really, to hook up with someone so clearly wrong for me. It’ll have to prevent me from getting attached.

			The way we were on the island, those late-night conversations—that was friendship. It wasn’t a prelude to a relationship. There isn’t anything I can realistically have with him that isn’t casual.

			If this is the only way I can have him, then I have to be okay with it.

		

	
		
			The Ex Talk, Episode 7: Love Me Tinder

			Transcript

			
				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Here’s a good one. Someone in a bright blue skin suit with a bio that just says, “Are you brave enough to find out what’s underneath?”

				DOMINIC YUN: How about this? “I’m spontaneous and impulsive. I have my ex’s lip print tattooed somewhere on my body. I’ll only show you on our third date.”

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: And then a winking emoji?

				DOMINIC YUN: There’s always a winking emoji.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Unless there’s a smirking emoji.

				DOMINIC YUN: Is this a bad time to mention the tattoo of your name on my lower back? It’s very tasteful.
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			Casual turns out to be more fun than I expected.

			Later that week, Dominic sits next to me during a meeting, placing his hand on my thigh underneath the table. Every so often, his thumb brushes the bare skin beneath my skirt.

			The following week, when we find ourselves alone in that wonderfully slow-moving elevator, I drop to my knees and see how close I can get him before we hit the bottom floor.

			When we get out of the elevator like nothing happened, Dominic surreptitiously buckling his belt, I trail his car to his apartment, and we try three and a half of his aforementioned twenty positions.

			It’s for the best that I don’t have to worry about whether this thing with Dominic is anything other than casual because Ameena gets the job offer Friday afternoon. By the time she calls to tell me about it, she’s already accepted. Ameena is stellar at what she does, so I’m not surprised that she got the offer. Nor am I surprised that she accepted, given that this is her dream job.

			What does surprise me: that when I get to her Capitol Hill apartment on Saturday evening before we head out for a celebratory dinner, there are already boxes everywhere.

			“I might have been a little overeager,” she says. “They want me to start next month, which is soon, I know, so we’re flying out next weekend to look at apartments. Maybe even a house—the cost of living is much lower than it is here.”

			“It’s not that bad here,” I say feebly, even though it is. But some part of me is wounded that she’s had the job for less than twenty-four hours and she’s already dumping on the city we both grew up in.

			She lifts a penciled eyebrow. As kids, we used to stare at ourselves in the mirror, practicing trying to raise one eyebrow and then the other. I could never pull it off, but Ameena mastered it. “Our rent is nearly three thousand a month.”

			It’s midsixties and breezy, typical for May in Seattle, so Ameena grabs a cardigan before she and TJ follow me out the door of their early twentieth-century building. It was a steal when they signed the lease a couple years ago. They live within walking distance of numerous bars, restaurants, music venues, and cute boutiques. Things that seem important in your early twenties but maybe not as crucial in your late twenties, even less so when you’re past thirty, I imagine. The only thing within walking distance of my house is a gas station. And, you know, other houses.

			TJ slings an arm around her shoulder as we pass groups of Capitol Hill hipsters vaping outside bars. I try not to think about how if Dominic were my boyfriend, I’d be bringing him to this dinner instead of going alone, awkwardly clomping along behind them since the sidewalk isn’t wide enough for three people.

			“God, it’s loud in here,” Ameena says when we settle into a booth at a tapas bar we’ve been to a few times. “I’ve never realize how loud it is in Seattle.”

			“Pretty sure they have bars in Virginia, too,” I say under my breath, not trying to sound like a dick, but doesn’t she realize that I’m still going to be living here in this loud, expensive place? Without her?

			We order drinks and a handful of small plates to start. At the booth next to us, a trio of tech bros are talking about a Tesla one of them bought. He has the nerve to say he can’t believe he had to wait so long for it to be delivered.

			“Imagine complaining about your Tesla,” TJ says, taking a sip of an overpriced purple drink.

			“Add that to my list of things I won’t miss,” Ameena says.

			This hits a nerve. “Okay, seriously?” I say.

			Her eyebrow leaps up in that practiced way again. “What?” she asks, voice threaded with frustration.

			“You. Shitting on Seattle all of a sudden. I’m thrilled for you, I really am, and I know we’re supposed to be celebrating. But do you know how hard it is to sit next to you while you talk about how happy you are to be getting out of this place?”

			“Shay—I wasn’t—I mean,” she says, trying to backtrack. “Shit. I’m sorry. I . . . went a little too far. You know I’ve hated corporate recruiting. And I’ve been sick of Seattle for a while.”

			“Could’ve fooled me.”

			Ameena stares down at her drink, fiddling with the straw. “Look. Maybe you’re happy here, doing the same thing you’ve always done. Working the same place you’ve worked since college. But I always wanted to get out. Right after college—” She breaks off, as though realizing she was about to say something she didn’t want to.

			“Ameena,” TJ says quietly, covering his hand with hers. “Are you sure you—”

			She gives him a half smile, as though reassuring him that she’ll be okay after she drops whatever bomb she’s about to drop, which puts me on edge. “I’m sure.” She turns back to me. “Right out of college, I had a job offer from an environmental group in New York.”

			This is news to me. “You . . . what?”

			“Yeah.” She grimaces, maybe already regretting spilling this. “But I turned it down. You were still struggling with—with everything, and I felt awful about the idea of leaving you.”

			Her words drop like bricks to the floor of the bar.

			“I—I didn’t make you stay,” I say, unable to process what she’s saying. “I had no idea. If you’d told me, I would have encouraged you to take it!”

			The fact that she talked about this with TJ, that the two of them decided it was wise to keep this from me, at least until now—that rattles me. And of course he knows. TJ’s her number one. That’s what happens when you find that person. They’re moving to Virginia together, leaving me behind. And this time, she doesn’t have to worry about me holding her back.

			“Maybe you would have, but I’m still not sure I’d have taken it.”

			The alcohol burns going down my throat. “I’m sorry you pitied me so much that I kept you from your dream job.”

			My dad had been gone for four years at that point. I wasn’t still a mess. I wasn’t. I’d just started at Pacific Public Radio. That had made me happy.

			Hadn’t it?

			“You only had me,” Ameena says. “You only had me, and I felt . . . I don’t know, tethered to you.”

			Tethered. The word lands as harshly across TJ’s face as it does on my heart.

			“You felt tethered to me?”

			“No no no. Terrible word choice. Not tethered, I just—”

			I don’t let her finish. “I didn’t just have you,” I fire back. The tech bros at the next table are watching us, apparently more interested in this than their Tesla. “I had my mom. I had my job.” I hope by the time the words leave my lips that they’ll sound less pathetic, less plastic, but nope. They do not.

			“Right, your job. The one that consumes you, that makes you late for everything, that’s become your whole freaking personality.”

			“Ameena,” TJ starts, as though sensing she’s going too far. But her expression is intense in a way I haven’t seen before, brows drawn, jaw set. Ameena and I don’t yell. We don’t fight.

			Maybe we’ve been saving up for this one.

			“No, she needs to hear this. It’s for her own good.” Her features soften, but her words remain sharp. “I love you. I do. But have you ever thought that maybe your dad is holding you back? That you’re still at PPR to live out some dream your dad wanted, but you’ve never stopped to think about whether you still want it? You’re lying to yourself, Shay,” she continues. “You’re lying to your listeners about Dominic, and you’re lying to yourself. You’re telling yourself whatever’s happening with him isn’t real so nothing has to change.”

			But I want things to change. I think it, but I can’t bring myself to say it. That was why I took this hosting job, wasn’t it?

			“As much as I’d like to continue publicly fighting in this hipster bar that represents everything wrong with Seattle,” I say, grabbing my bag, “I’m going to go.”

			“Shay, wait,” TJ says, but it’s no use. I’m already halfway to the door.

			Fortunately, I make it outside before the tears start to fall, and I swipe them away as fast as I can, not wanting to be the woman crying in public.

			And even though I’m not supposed to, even though it probably defies the definition of casual, I text Dominic on my way back to my car.

			
				Can you come over? I really need to talk to someone.

			

			It’s a relief when his reply appears a few moments later.

			
				I’ll be right there.
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			“You didn’t have to bring anything,” I say when Dominic arrives, weekend casual in a black T-shirt and faded jeans, holding a plastic takeout bag. My stomach growls, reminding me I left Ameena’s dinner without eating anything.

			He puts on a grimace. “Shit, this is awkward. It’s not for you.”

			I pull him inside, and Steve paws at his ankles until Dominic bends down to scratch behind his ears.

			“I didn’t know if you’d eaten dinner,” he says, passing me the bag, “but I figured at the very least, you could have the leftovers tomorrow morning. Or afternoon, if you’re someone who doesn’t think leftovers taste better cold at ten a.m. on a Sunday.”

			“Wait. You are?”

			“Yeah, because I’m not a monster who wants to obliterate the flavor of restaurant food with a microwave.”

			“Cold pizza, sure. But you’re telling me you would willingly eat, like, cold lasagna? Or a cold plate of enchiladas?”

			“I would, and I have.”

			I open up the bag. “Is this Thai? From Bangkok Bistro? All is forgiven.”

			“You mentioned a couple weeks ago that it was your favorite takeout,” he says with a shrug, like it isn’t a big deal.

			He brought food for me. For us. It’s sweet, maybe too sweet for whatever this fuck buddies situation is. Then again, maybe my desperate text already blurred that line. Right now, I’m too hungry and emotional to care.

			We head into the kitchen, and I get us plates and silverware while he unpacks chicken pad thai and green curry and tom yum soup.

			“I could bathe in this soup,” I say. “Thank you for doing this. I’m starving.”

			He grazes my arm with his fingertips as I stack plates near the takeout containers. “It’s no problem.”

			Since the food is still hot, I give Dominic a quick tour of my house, pointing out all the cozy spots Steve has claimed as his own. Dominic leans against the doorway of my bedroom while I show him the walls I finally decided to paint mint last weekend, looking so natural there that I can’t bring myself to meet his eyes.

			“Can I get you anything to drink?” I ask, steering him back to the kitchen. “Water, beer, wine? I’m afraid I don’t have any Charles Shaw. A little too classy for my tastes.”

			He offers a half smile in response, but he appears unsettled. “Water’s fine,” he says. “And this is a great house. You should be proud of it. You own a house in Seattle, and you’re not even thirty. The housing market is—”

			“I am proud,” I say, cutting him off before he treads too close to any of Ameena’s talking points. As I pour him a glass of water, I realize that it’s true: I’m proud of this place I’ve managed to make my own.

			We carry our plates into the living room, where I collapse onto the couch next to him. His presence makes me feel a little less heavy than I did with Ameena. It’s too easy to kick off my shoes and cross my legs so my knees are touching his. And I wonder if it’s easy for him to place a hand on my knee, his thumb brushing back and forth. I wonder if he even knows how soothing that is.

			“Is Steve okay?” he asks. He gestures with his fork to where Steve is standing on the other side of the living room, locked in a staring contest with the wall.

			I stop myself from inhaling my soup. “Oh. That. He’s been doing this thing where he, like, glitches. That’s the only way I can think to describe it. His leg gets stuck in midscratch and he stares out into empty space for a while. Or he goes into the bathroom and stares at the wall for ten minutes. It’s absurd.”

			“Weird little dog.”

			“Perfect weird little dog,” I correct, and then call Steve over. He snaps out of his trance and jumps onto the couch between us, practically pushing me out of the way to get himself some of Dominic’s superior head scratches. Disloyal weird little dog.

			“Are you okay?” Dominic asks me between scratches. Now Steve is in a new kind of trance. “We can talk, if you want. Your text seemed a bit . . .”

			“Panicky?”

			“Well . . . yeah.”

			I take a long sip of water before setting it down on the coffee table. “You know how some schools do those senior superlatives? Biggest flirt, best dressed, and all that?”

			Dominic sheepishly rubs the back of his neck. “I was, uh, voted most likely to succeed.”

			I whack him with a pillow. “Oh my god, of course you were. Well. So I told you my dad died senior year of high school. And unofficially, but officially enough for me to know everyone was talking about it, I became the Girl Whose Dad Died Senior Year. That’s how everyone from high school remembers me, with that sad story. I know I’m not the only person who’s ever lost a parent, but it feels like I’ve never been able to shake that label.”

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “I can’t pretend to know what that’s like. But why is this coming up now? What happened?”

			I explain what was supposed to be Ameena’s celebration dinner, and he sucks in a long, slow breath.

			“She can’t blame you for that,” he says. “You know that, right?”

			“Logically, yes. But . . .” I take a breath, uttering what I’ve been worried about since Ameena brought it up, or quite possibly for longer than I’d like to admit. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m too close to radio. In case you haven’t realized, it’s kind of my whole life.” It doesn’t feel like work, though, when I’m prepping for our grief show, scheduled for two Thursdays from now.

			He’s quiet for a moment. “You love hosting, though. And you’re good at it.”

			“You’re already sleeping with me. No need to butter me up.”

			“I wasn’t buttering. You really are. You have this great way of thinking on your feet, and you’re funny in this effortless way, and you’re just—you’re fun to listen to.”

			I want to bask in those compliments, but I’m stuck back at the bar with Ameena and TJ. “I do love being on the air. It’s not so much hosting as it is the fact that I’ve had the same job since I graduated from college. Is that even normal?”

			“If you find the right fit, sure.” He stares at me hard. “I’ll be your ex as long as you want me to be. I know we said six months, but I’m fully in this with you. I hope you know that.”

			“I—I didn’t,” I say. The relief is warm and immediate. “But thank you. I guess I just thought I’d have everything figured out by now. I’m almost thirty, and I don’t know if I feel any closer than when I was twenty-one or even twenty-five. There’s so much pressure to have all of this shit figured out, and I don’t have a clue what I’m doing. I wanted the kind of marriage my parents had, and I maybe wanted a family, but that’s not something I can even wrap my mind around yet. I can only cook, like, two things competently. Most of what I eat comes from meal kits. I have a gym membership, but I never go to the gym. I work most weekends. Sometimes I feel like I’m playing at being an adult, like I’m constantly looking around, waiting for a real adult to tell me what to do if my garbage disposal starts making a weird sound or if I should be putting more money in my Roth IRA. I am just . . . I feel like a complete mess.” I laugh in spite of myself, even as tears sting behind my eyes.

			I shove up my glasses and wipe at my face, trying not to let him see. Crying in front of the guy you’re casually dating—probably also not allowed. But of course he sees, and when he pulls me close on the couch, I let him.

			“I think you’re incredible,” he says. “You’ve intimidated me ever since I started at PPR.”

			“Right.”

			“I’m serious.” His fingers weave through my hair, and I realize with a tightening of my heart that he’s softly untangling it. “You were so sure of yourself, spoke the language of radio so fluently, made it seem like I was an idiot for not getting it.”

			“Sorry about that,” I say, cringing.

			“I was an idiot, though,” he says. “There was plenty I didn’t know, and yet I came in with an ego just because I had some advanced degree. And besides, you’re keeping a ten-pound dog alive. I’d say that’s some measure of success. I barely remember to water my plants, and they only need to be watered once a week.”

			“Seven pounds. He has big dog energy, though.”

			He just laughs and holds me tighter, his fingers massaging my scalp. It’s cruel how good it feels—because of course it’s fleeting. I don’t know our expiration date, but sometime soon, he will no longer be mine. He’s barely mine now.

			“I thought I had things figured out, too,” he says. “Grad school, the long-term girlfriend. I thought we’d move somewhere together, that she’d be in med school and I’d be doing some noble reporting, bringing down an evil corporation, and I’d propose and we’d have the big expensive wedding.”

			“Do you wish you had that?” I ask.

			He hesitates only a moment before responding. “No. I don’t. For the first few months afterward, yes, absolutely. But it shaped me. I don’t know if I’d have finished growing up without it, without knowing that kind of heartbreak. And now it’s just something I carry with me, the same way you carry your dad.”

			I reach up a hand to stroke his cheek. The stubble is back—I missed it. He doesn’t have all the answers because no one could, but at least he makes everything feel lighter.

			I was convinced casual would be safe because he’s so unlike anyone I dated in the past, guys who seemed to have their lives figured out. It’s absurd that this guy who is supposed to be my ex could have been a great boyfriend. I thought I liked the danger of being with him, this little secret we’ve been keeping from the office for two weeks, but I might like this more.

			I need to stop thinking like that.

			“I had lunch with an old friend today, this guy Eddie,” Dominic says suddenly. “We were the only two Korean kids in our sixth-grade class, and I thought that bonded us forever, but we lost touch after high school. He’s working at some ultra-hip startup and will probably be a millionaire as soon as they get bought. He just broke up with his girlfriend, and he needed to talk to someone, too. And it was great. We might even do it again.”

			“You beat me. I’ve been meaning to ask Ruthie if she wants to grab drinks after work sometime, but I guess I’ve had . . . other things on my mind.”

			He nods, then kisses me, and I manage to yawn right in the middle of it.

			“I’m sorry,” I say, covering my mouth. “I promise, making out with you isn’t boring.” I check the time on my phone—almost midnight. I didn’t realize we’d been talking for that long.

			He gestures toward the door. “Should I . . . ?”

			“No,” I say, aware I’d be breaking the rules of our arrangement but not caring. “I’d hate for you to drive back this late. Maybe you could . . . stay the night?”

			“You’re sure?” The weight of his gaze pins me to the couch.

			“You may have to fight Steve for a spot on the bed, but yes. If you want to.”

			“I’d like that,” he says. Apparently he doesn’t care, either, that we said no sleepovers.

			I have Orcas flashbacks as I hand him a spare toothbrush. Nothing I own will fit his broad frame, so he folds his clothes neatly before placing them on top of my dresser and gets in bed next to me in just his boxers.

			“I’m really tired,” I say, turning to face him. The weariness drags me down. Maybe I really am getting old. “It’s okay if you want to leave.”

			“You think I’m going to leave because we’re not having sex tonight?”

			“Well . . . yeah.”

			He looks disturbed by this. “We could be listening to Kent’s old highlight reels, and I’d still want to be here with you,” he says. “I’m here because of you.”

			But the worries pound against the walls of my brain. Now that we’ve done the casual thing, he probably wants to explore some more. It makes me a little ill, the idea of Dominic exploring other women.

			I think back to what Ameena said, about clinging to my job and my comforts so nothing has to change. That’s not true. At this point, I feel absolutely desperate for change. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have adopted Steve or started hosting or hooking up with Dominic. Keeping this casual—I’m protecting the show, yes, but more than that, I’m protecting myself.

			“This might sound ridiculous, but . . . do you want to meet my family?” Dominic asks into the almost dark. My bedside lamp is still on, and I like the way the shadows hang on his face.

			“What?”

			“They’ve been a little worried about me. On account of the whole not-having-friends thing. So they asked if I wanted to invite my cohost over for dinner.”

			“But they can’t know that we’re . . .”

			“No. They can’t.”

			Bad idea. Bad idea. And yet I can’t stop myself when an agreement tumbles out.

			“Sure,” I say. “I can’t say I’m not curious about how all of this came about.” I gesture down the length of his body, and he smirks, pouncing on me and pressing me deep into the mattress.

			All we do is kiss, pausing every so often to laugh or talk or marvel at how excellent Steve is at managing to push both of us off the bed to make room for himself. I’m going to be exhausted tomorrow, but I don’t care. Maybe I’m a masochist, liking him here in my bed and knowing we cannot be more than this. That even this is stretching the limits of what we are, and it’s only a matter of time before we snap.

			It’s not real.

			But I wonder, if it isn’t, why we fall asleep with his face tucked against the back of my neck, his hand at my hip.

			
				FROM: Yun, Dominic <d.yun@pacificpublicradio.org>

				TO: Goldstein, Shay <s.goldstein@pacificpublicradio.org>

				DATE: May 14, 3:52 p.m.

				SUBJECT: Booth C

				Hi Shay,

				You’ll see on our shared calendar that I reserved Booth C from 4 to 4:15 p.m. There’s something I want you to listen to. I think you’ll enjoy it quite a bit.

				Regards,

				Dominic

				

				FROM: Goldstein, Shay <s.goldstein@pacificpublicradio.org>

				TO: Yun, Dominic <d.yun@pacificpublicradio.org>

				DATE: May 14, 4:19 p.m.

				SUBJECT: RE: Booth C

				Dear Dominic,

				You were right. That was an especially satisfying piece of audio.

				All the best,

				Shay
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			“I want to say we’ve heard so much about you,” Margot Yun says after taking my coat in the foyer of Dominic’s childhood home. “But frankly, we’ve heard almost nothing at all.”

			I paste a smile on my face as I step out of the corn shoes a sponsor sent us a couple weeks ago. “My mom feels the same,” I tell her. “Dominic and I are both just . . . private people.”

			“I think it’s commendable.” Dominic’s father, Morris, stands about five inches shorter than his wife. It’s clear which side of the family Dominic’s height came from. “There’s no need to post everything all over social media. There’s not enough that people keep to themselves these days. Although I did just manage to figure out Snapchat. Tell them, Margot.”

			“He’s been very proud of himself,” Margot says. “He sends me photos from the shop when we’re not working together, but I can’t understand why they go away after only a few seconds. I can never seem to get them back.”

			“I tried to tell you, that’s the whole point!”

			“I don’t have the heart to tell him no one uses Snapchat anymore,” Dominic stage-whispers to me.

			It’s been a long week, and I haven’t been entirely sure how to feel about meeting Dominic’s parents. While I’m sure they’re lovely people, my reluctance is tightly wrapped around my feelings for Dominic. The rest of my life isn’t any easier to manage. Ameena and I haven’t spoken since that night, though TJ has acted as an intermediary, letting me know they flew out to Virginia this morning to look at apartments. As much as I want things to go back to normal between us, I can’t forget what she said. Though I know it’s not my fault she didn’t take that job all those years ago, her words sank their claws into me, stirring up an uncertainty that I come back to whenever work is slow.

			We follow his parents into the living room. They’re a little older than I expected, which I probably should have guessed, given that he’s the youngest of five. Morris Yun is bald, with firm lines around his mouth and a slope to his shoulders that makes him appear even shorter. In contrast, Margot is willowy and regal, her gray hair chopped at her chin, and her clothes expertly tailored.

			If I didn’t already know they owned an antique shop, their house would give it away. It’s a spacious two-story in Bellevue, a wealthy suburb of Seattle that becomes more and more yuppie by the day. Tapestries hang from the walls next to paintings in ornate frames, and every surface is decorated with small statues, vases, mirrors, clocks, and even an old gramophone in one corner. Still, it doesn’t look cluttered. It gives off this museum vibe, but a museum you’d want to live in.

			On the ride over, Dominic talked to me about growing up on the Eastside. “I remember going into Seattle was this exciting thing,” he said. “I’d look forward to it for weeks.”

			“That is so cute,” I said. As a born-and-raised city kid, I couldn’t help teasing him. “Baby Dominic in the big city.”

			Now I sit next to him on the stunning Victorian couch, which looks like something out of a movie from the 1950s, wanting desperately for his parents to like me but not entirely sure why.

			“You have a beautiful home,” I say, and they both look pleased.

			“We’re proud of it,” Margot says from a matching love seat. “It’s sort of a living thing—we tend to change it up every so often when the mood strikes us, or when we find something we can’t bear to give to the store quite yet. Dominic practically grew up there. I suppose you know all of that, even if we don’t know anything about you.”

			“Mom,” Dominic says under his breath, and it sounds like a warning.

			I yearn for the alternate reality in which Margot isn’t immediately on the defensive.

			“You never used to be this private,” Margot continues, smoothing the hem of her gauzy skirt. “He used to post all these updates on Facebook, and he’d get mad when I was the first like. He even called me up in college to ask me politely to stop doing it, since all his friends could see.”

			I have never seen Dominic’s face this red.

			“I don’t do it anymore,” Dominic says. “I can’t remember the last time I went on Facebook.”

			“At least we have the chance to get to know you now,” Margot says. “What does your mother do, Shay?”

			I appreciate that Dominic must have warned them about my dad. “She’s a violinist in the Seattle Symphony.”

			Her faces lights up, and I feel a burst of pride, grateful this has won me some points. “Is she really? We were there last week, for Mozart’s Jupiter Symphony. Incredible. You must go all the time.”

			“Not as much as I used to,” I admit. “But it was interesting, growing up with someone who’s as much of a music snob as my mother. She took it as a personal attack when I started listening to the Backstreet Boys.”

			Dominic cracks a smile at this, and I don’t love what it does to my heart.

			“I could get you comp tickets, actually,” I add.

			“I wouldn’t want to put anyone out.”

			“Really, it’s no problem at all. My mom always has a ton.”

			“Well—thank you. That’s too kind,” she says, softening. “And you’ve been at the radio station for a while?”

			“Since college.” Not a sore subject. Nope. “How often is it just Dominic here?”

			Morris slides his teal glasses higher up on his nose. “We usually see Kristina and Hugo at Christmas, since they’re out of state. And then Monica and Janet usually every other month. But Dominic just can’t seem to get enough of us.”

			“I’m not saying I’m their best kid because I come home more than the others, but . . .”

			His mother winks at him, and seriously, what is happening to my heart? That wink makes me want so badly to be part of this—not as a friend or cohost or a fake anything, but as a girlfriend.

			“Even if it’s under strange circumstances,” Morris says, “it’s good to meet you. You and Dominic have clearly created something special, and even if it’s not exactly something I’d listen to otherwise, a lot of people seem to be connecting with it. And it’s great that the two of you have been able to stay friends.” He gets to his feet. “We’ll be finishing up dinner, if you feel like giving Shay a tour of the house.”

			“Can we help with anything?” I ask.

			Margot waves a hand. “It’s nearly ready.” She grins as she adds, “And, well, we don’t hate showing off our house.”

			“I think I’ll show her my childhood bedroom,” Dominic says. “Just so she can get in a few more laughs at my expense.”

			

			—

			
			“This is a lot of Beanie Babies.”

			I gaze up at them: shelves upon shelves, each of them with their own personal bubble of space, some of them in collector’s boxes. Bears and birds and monkeys and lions and lizards in every color, all with their trademark red tags still intact. And these shelves—they look like they were built for the express purpose of Beanie Baby storage.

			“It’s a sickness,” Dominic says, hanging his head.

			“How did this happen? How does one acquire this many Beanie Babies?”

			“Three hundred and twenty, to be exact. Some of our relatives in Korea gave them to my sister Kristina as gifts when they visited us.” He points to a blue bear with the Korean flag printed all over it. “They were really excited about this one. But Kristina wasn’t into them, so she gave them to me, and for some reason, I loved them. I was one of those people who thought they’d be worth a lot someday. And I was one hundred percent wrong.”

			“Were they even still popular when you were a kid?”

			“Barely. You can see, now, why I didn’t lose my virginity until I was in college.”

			“I’m just . . .” I break off, shaking my head. It’s hilarious but endearing, imagining a young Dominic painstakingly arranging them on these shelves. “I don’t know if I can keep sleeping with someone who owns three hundred and twenty Beanie Babies.”

			“Alas. I knew it would come to this. Well, it was good while it—”

			I interrupt him by pressing my mouth on his, kicking the door shut behind us. He draws me close, his hands on my hips. The warmth of his tongue, the woodsy scent of the soap I told him is much better than his cologne. I’m always waiting for the next moment we can be alone like this, and while we haven’t had any more sleepovers, we’ve been together nearly every night since Orcas.

			We’re familiar enough with each other now to know exactly the ways we like to be touched, and when he goes for the spot where my neck meets my shoulder, I let out a soft moan that I also happen to know he loves the sound of. He’s already hard against me, and it’s always a bit of a rush, knowing he wants me.

			A clang from the kitchen makes us spring apart.

			He drops his fingers from my belt loops and takes a step back. The skin on my neck burns white-hot.

			“Probably for the best,” he says with a sheepish grin, pointing back up at the Beanies. “You’d have nightmares for days.”

			As I catch my breath, I examine the rest of his room. There’s a collage of photos next to his desk, one that likely hasn’t been updated in years. “Aww, was this your senior photo? You were cute in high school. I definitely would have had a crush on you.” I flop down on his bed. “I can’t believe I was out of college when you were still in high school. Way to make me feel ancient.”

			He sits down next to me. “Did you have dial-up? And CDs? What was your CD collection like?”

			“Hmm . . . a lot of NSYNC, Mandy Moore, Blink-182, and a handful of Now That’s What I Call Musics. And I will not apologize for any of it.”

			“Mandy Moore, like, from This Is Us?”

			“Oh my god, don’t even talk to me until you listen to ‘Candy.’”

			My room at home hasn’t been nearly as preserved as his, but maybe that was more of a personal decision than a profound commentary on the passage of time. Also pinned to that corkboard is an old plane ticket to Seoul. A photo of him in front of a gorgeous green-and-red palace.

			“So your mom was born in Korea, and your dad was born here?”

			He nods. “She grew up in Yeoju, which is a smaller city outside of Seoul. Actually, it wasn’t even a city when she was growing up there, just a county. I’ve only been there a few times—shockingly, it’s pricey to do a lot of international travel with five kids. Especially if you’re number five. But they’re both only children, and they wanted a big family.”

			“It seems they’re doing well now,” I say. “Your house really is stunning.”

			“I know my mom appreciated that. And yeah, they are, but it took a while to get there.”

			The next time we kiss, it’s not hard and fast, the way our kisses often are. It’s a soft kiss, a reverent one, and it happens so slowly I’m convinced time stops, too. Then he brushes some of my hair out of the way so he can press a kiss to the shell of my ear. And another. It makes me shiver, the gentleness of his lips on my skin, the brush of his thumb along my jaw. My cheekbone. Like maybe he is memorizing me or even just . . . appreciating.

			It terrifies me. All of this does—his parents and his bedroom and the parts of himself he doesn’t share with anyone else. It makes me wonder if he’s not that wrong for me after all. If he keeps touching me like this, like I am something precious, something delicate, I could really fall for him.

			I might be halfway there already.

			“Come over after dinner?” he says. His voice is honey sweet, tinged with a roughness that leaves no doubt as to what he’s imagining us doing after dinner.

			“I’m not sure if I can.” I try to ignore the bitter sting of regret. “I have some plans with my mom early tomorrow. Wedding stuff.” It’s not a lie, at least.

			His face falls, and the hand that stroked my face so tenderly drops to his lap. “Sure. That’s fine.”

			It’s for the best, I try to convince myself. Space. That’s what we need.

			

			—

			Except . . . I don’t get much space during dinner. Not when Dominic’s foot nudges mine beneath the table, not when his mother admits, “I know you’re not in a relationship, but you really do look cute together,” and not when his parents ask for details about the “dates” we went on back in the fall, eager to know more about this part of their son’s life he kept from them. It’s a perfectly pleasant dinner, but if they knew the truth, I wouldn’t be welcome here. I’m sure of it.

			The low-key panic I’ve been nursing all evening turns into a full-fledged anxiety spiral, and by the time Dominic and I wave goodbye and head to his car, I’m stumbling over nonexistent cracks in the driveway.

			“Thank you for tonight,” I say. “Your parents are great. Your dad cracks me up.”

			“He’s a character.” Dominic swings his keys around his index finger. “You’re sure you can’t come over?” he asks, and there’s so much control in his words that I’m convinced he’s trying not to sound like he’s begging. It kills me. “Just for a little?”

			“I said I can’t.” The edge in my voice is too hard.

			He holds up his hands. “Okay, okay. Sorry.”

			I need some space away from him to sort out my feelings. My work life and personal life are already muddied, now that I’m texting him about my problems and meeting his parents, and I can’t have him in both. Casual has to end now if we have any hope of long-term success for the show.

			When he drops me off after a silent drive, I don’t lean over and kiss him. I don’t look him in the eye. I’m not sure what’s going to come out of my mouth when I open it, only that I’m probably going to regret it, but—

			“I’m not sure if I can do casual anymore.”

			He pulls the parking brake. “What?”

			God, don’t make me repeat it. But I do, and when I feel his hand on my shoulder, I shrink against the seat. I hate how right it feels.

			And that’s the reason I have to end it, prevent something seemingly casual from warping my sense of reality when I fear it already has.

			“Because . . . of my parents?” The confusion in his tone is evident.

			“No. Not that. Well, kind of, but . . . no.”

			I like you too much to keep pretending I don’t. I like you too much not to get attached because I’m already far more attached than I ever thought I’d be, and anything else is going to kill me.

			“That makes a lot of sense.”

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “I—I want to be able to explain it, but I’m not sure I can. With the show, it’s just . . . too complicated.” There. That can be my excuse.

			He looks like I’ve just told him I’m breaking up with him—which, in a way, I am. His face is a mix of confusion and hurt, his brows knit together, his eyes wide. If I look at him a moment longer, I might try to take it all back.

			“Shay,” he says, “let’s talk about this. Please.”

			I shake my head. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I just—can’t.” And before he can say anything, I swing open the car door and head for my house.

			I have to force myself not to look back.
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			Dominic has been a distraction.

			By the end of the weekend, I’ve fully convinced myself of this. Ameena was wrong—it’s not that I’ve outgrown public radio. It’s that I’ve become complacent, letting Dominic and Kent speak for me when I have a microphone, too. I didn’t even stand up for my own idea. That was all Dominic. I was grateful at the time, but it should have been me.

			Now it will be.

			After a soul-replenishing cake tasting, which my mother rescheduled after the unexpected Orcas trip, I dig back into work in a way I haven’t in months. I camp out at a coffee shop, order a soup-bowl-size mug of chai, and clamp on my headphones.

			We had a huge publicity push at the beginning, which I’ll begrudgingly admit was thanks to Kent. Then there was Dominic’s Saffron Shaw connection. I participated in all of that promo, sure. But it’s almost like I was so used to being behind the scenes that once I wasn’t, I didn’t know what to do. We have some loyal listeners, but our early buzz has definitely dipped. Nothing lasts, Kent said. I’ll prove him wrong. I’ll find our momentum.

			He said we had a chance at PodCon—I’m determined to make that happen. The full lineup hasn’t been announced yet, and we sent over a handful of sample episodes last month. I’m going to make us impossible to ignore.

			My social media following has scared me a little; even the blue checkmark by my name is something I’m not used to seeing. Still, I open Twitter and search our hashtag. People are still talking about us, discovering us every day. Our subscriber numbers have continued to climb.

			I tweet out a shameless request for listeners to rate and review us on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, Stitcher. It gets twenty, thirty, fifty retweets within a few minutes, and it’s hard to ignore the thrill of validation that brings me. I add a form on our section of the PPR website encouraging listeners to submit their dating stories, and I tweet that out, too.

			Then I listen back to our most popular episodes, pull quotes from our guests, turn them into graphics for social media that Ruthie can post on our official Twitter and Instagram accounts this week. No—I’ll do it. I schedule the tweets and posts, spacing them out so we don’t bombard anyone.

			I scroll through my friends lists, looking for people who have a connection to something bigger—former Pacific Public Radio employees who got snapped up by NPR, acquaintances with podcasts of their own. I send about a dozen messages. Hell, I even reach out to producers of some of the biggest dating podcasts, and I go back on social media and promote the shit out of their upcoming episodes.

			It’s not glamorous work, but radio often isn’t. We don’t see the people painstakingly stitching audio clips together, waiting for files to upload, refreshing their subscriber numbers. We see the shows that take off beyond anyone’s wildest dreams, the Serials and the My Favorite Murders and the podcasts hosted by whichever celebrity decided to start their own podcast that week.

			Fortunately, I’m no stranger to the unglamorous, to the behind-the-scenes. I’ve been there for ten years. I’m producer-ing the shit out of this, and if there’s anything I know for certain, it’s that I was a damn good producer.

			

			—

			Slowly but surely, my producing works its magic.

			On Monday, we have a few dozen new Apple Podcasts reviews and dating and breakup stories submitted by listeners.

			On Tuesday, we sign a sponsorship deal with a major mattress company. And both Dominic and I get free mattresses.

			On Wednesday, someone at NPR emails me back, apologizing for the short notice and asking if they can simulcast our grief episode this week.

			That one makes me splash hot coffee all over my keyboard.

			“Shit,” I mutter, racing to the break room for some paper towels.

			“Everything okay over there?” Dominic asks when I return.

			I mop up the spill as best I can. “If by okay you mean, is NPR going to simulcast tomorrow’s episode, then yes.”

			He glances up from his computer. We haven’t exactly been doing sustained eye contact this week, and I’ve been immersing myself in the show as much as possible so I don’t obsess over it. As long as I don’t slow down, I don’t have to think about his hands or his hips or his mouth. His scratchy voice in my ear, asking if I’m almost there.

			Yes, of course this is healthy.

			I tell him about NPR, and then we tell Kent and Ruthie and my mother and Phil, and oh my god. This could be it. This could be the thing that gets us to PodCon, the thing that turns us from cute local podcast to one of those massive success stories.

			All we have to do is nail it.

			

			—

			My mother slips on a pair of headphones like she’s worried they might bite.

			“You’re going to be wonderful,” I tell her from across the table. “You go onstage in front of hundreds of people every night.”

			“Yes, but they don’t have to hear me talk,” she says. “And I’m not being broadcast live on NPR.”

			Ruthie pops her head in. “Need anything, Leanna, Phil? Water, coffee?”

			“Water would be great,” Phil says on my mother’s other side. “Thanks.”

			Dominic is sitting next to me, as usual, and it feels like there’s more space between our chairs than on past Thursdays. Don’t think about the way he smells. Or that he’s wearing your favorite striped shirt. Or that it’s rolled to his forearms.

			I wonder if this is how it would feel if we’d actually dated.

			It’s easier to reassure my mother than it is to reassure myself. When we chatted with the NPR producer, a woman named Kati Sanchez, she told us not to change a thing about the show. She’d write intro copy beamed out to member stations to use if they air our segment later. All we have to do is classic Ex Talk, be ourselves and all of that. With the knowledge that our listenership will be quite possibly multiplied by the thousands.

			Ruthie returns with glasses of water, and Jason counts us down after the top-of-the-hour NPR newsbreak. I pile all my Dominic angst into a box at the back of my mind and nail it shut, determined to leave it there for the next hour.

			When Dominic and I introduce ourselves, our voices aren’t as light as they usually are.

			“We’re doing something a little different today,” Dominic says. “We’re talking about what happens after you lose a spouse or partner, and more specifically, stories about finding love after loss.”

			It feels even worse, lying to my mother on the air when she’s sitting right next to me. But this isn’t about me. Or at least, not entirely.

			I take a deep breath and speak as solidly into the microphone as I can.

			“This show is especially personal to me because I lost my dad when I was eighteen. My senior year of high school.” I wait a beat—an unplanned beat because even though it doesn’t feel, sitting here, like thousands of people are listening, I know they will be. They are right now, live, and they will later. Losing him again and again. “My dad is the person who got me into radio. He had this store where he fixed electronics. Goldstein Gadgets. Maybe some of you out there in Seattle remember it. And okay, you know my voice isn’t the ideal radio voice”—I expect Dominic to maybe laugh at this, but he doesn’t. I clear my throat and go on—“but my dad, he had this perfect radio voice.”

			“So if we’re talking about love after loss, I thought, what better person to have on the show than my mother. She lost him, too—in a different way than I did. Um, Mom . . . thank you for being here. Feel free to introduce yourself.”

			Beneath the table, my mother squeezes my leg. “I’m Leanna Goldstein. I’ve played violin in the Seattle Symphony for about twenty-five years. And I’m a Sagittarius.”

			This earns a few soft laughs from the room.

			“Can you talk about how you met my dad?”

			“Dan Goldstein,” she says, and she knew we’d start this way, but nothing about her feels rehearsed. She’s natural but poised in this wonderful way, like she is onstage but better because this is her voice. “We met as his shop. I had this metronome that had been giving me trouble, and I figured it was a long shot, but I brought it in to see if he could fix it. And much to my surprise, he did. And looked pretty damn adorable doing it.” Her expression morphs into panic. “Shoot, is it okay to say ‘damn’ on here?”

			I assure her that she’s okay—the FCC won’t come after us for that.

			“We’re lucky enough to also have Phil Adeleke in the studio, another Seattle Symphony violinist,” Dominic says.

			“That’s me,” Phil says with his usual cheeriness.

			“And you and Leanna have been sitting next to each other for—”

			“Nearly twenty-five years,” he finishes, and he and my mother laugh.

			“Could you tell us about your wife?”

			That cheeriness doesn’t completely fade, but it does diminish a little. “Joy and I met in college in Boston, in a West African students association. We are both Nigerian, both came to the States for college. She was studying history, and I was studying music, and I proposed on our graduation day.”

			He talks about how it wasn’t a perfect marriage because of course no marriage is. They didn’t always have enough money, and her first bout with cancer a year into their marriage almost destroyed them. But she fought it into remission, and for a long time, they were okay. They moved to Seattle, where she worked in a university library and he in the symphony. Four kids. A mortgage. A cat. Unexpected kittens.

			And then the cancer came back.

			“I don’t know how you went through all of that,” my mother says to Phil. Like the two of them are having a conversation without either of us here, and this is where radio really becomes great. “For me, it was sudden. One day Dan was here, perfectly healthy, and the next, he was gone. It was unbelievably unfair, I know that. But my heart still breaks for what you went through.”

			“We don’t have to play tragedy Olympics,” Phil says. “What you went through was terrible. What I went through was terrible. Nothing makes any of it any less terrible.”

			Dominic and I sit back, letting them tell their intertwining stories.

			“I truly thought I was done,” my mother says. “I’d been lucky enough to have one great big love, and that was it for me. I didn’t date. I didn’t make any online profiles or go on any apps, like some of my friends wanted me to. Five years passed, and they thought it was time for me to ‘get back out there.’ Seven years, and still nothing.” She shakes her head, and I want to tell her no one can see her doing that. “There was no getting back out there.”

			“We were sitting right next to each other,” Phil says, “and we had no idea the other person was grieving the same way. For so many years.”

			It’s at that moment that my eyes meet Dominic’s for the first time the whole episode. There’s a jolt in my chest that turns into a pang when he looks away first.

			We take a few listener calls through the end. People want to talk to my mother, to Phil. A woman who lost her husband last month tells my mother how great it is to hear her so clearly happy. She says my mother gives her hope, and I wish we had more than an hour to talk about this. To listen to stories.

			When we have a few minutes left on the clock, I gesture to where my mother and Phil’s violins are already set up and mic’d in the corner of the studio.

			“Since we happen to be in the presence of two of Seattle Symphony’s finest,” I say, “we thought you two could play us out.”

			The music is somber but not hopeless. Maybe I’ve never loved it, but my mother does, that’s clear. We’ll never have what I had with my dad, but we have something else.

			Finally, the RECORDING sign blinks off. There’s a burst of applause from the adjoining studio in our headphones. Ruthie’s eyes are wet, and she asks both my mother and Phil for a hug. They’re happy to oblige.

			When it’s over, I hate that the only person I want to celebrate with is Dominic.

			And I hate even more how quickly he leaves the studio.

		

	
		
			Apple Podcasts Reviews

			Iconic duo

			★★★★★

			I’ve listened to every episode three times, and I can’t stop humming the intro music. My friends are sick of it. My family is sick of it. Do I need professional help? MAYBE! Just give me more Shay + Dom.

			Love love love

			★★★★★

			I don’t know what I love more: Shay’s cautious optimism or Dominic’s endearing cynicism. Regardless, they’re *chef kiss* perfection together. Five hundred stars.

			Insightful and empowering

			★★★★

			Fun podcast, surprisingly insightful. Taking off a star because the live calls sometimes drag on too long.

			Garbage

			★

			I tried so hard to like this, but their discussions are shallow and the hosts aren’t as charming as they think they are. Am I the only one who doesn’t care that they used to date? Why is that interesting? Hard pass.

			otp

			★★★★★

			if shay and dominic don’t somehow get back together, then i don’t believe in love anymore
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			That Friday, we hit the Apple Podcasts Top 100 again at slot number fifty-five, and I’m so relieved, so grateful, so proud that I could cry. I do, a little, in the women’s bathroom at lunch.

			Even better, though, is that PodCon wants us in Austin next month. It’s a last-minute addition to their lineup, but still. We’ll be doing a live show, our very first, and we have a couple more big sponsors interested in coming on board. Dominic went pale when Kent announced it, and I remembered what he said about stage fright way back before our first episode. Well. He’ll just have to deal with it, even if part of me is desperate to reassure him.

			All of it feels unreal, which makes it easier to forget that we built it on a lie. This is what I wanted, wasn’t it? I want to tell Ameena, but we’re still not talking. See? Of course I want this. How can my dad be holding me back if I’m going to PodCon? Maybe if she sees this evidence that proves her wrong, she’ll take back what she said.

			Fortunately, tonight is my friend date with Ruthie. We decided to grab dinner at an Oaxacan restaurant in Ballard, this place with homemade tortillas and seven different kinds of salsa. After working until ten every night this week, I’m utterly exhausted, wrung out, in desperate need of salt.

			“PodCon,” Ruthie says, plunging a chip into pico de gallo. “I can’t believe it. We haven’t even had ten episodes, and we’re going to be at fucking PodCon.”

			“It’s pretty amazing,” I agree. I drag a chip through salsa verde and chew it thoughtfully. Now that the initial excitement has dulled to a buzz, I’m feeling . . . strange. I want Ruthie’s boundless enthusiasm to rub off on me.

			“You look a little off.” Ruthie frowns, as though weighing what she wants to say next. “Can I ask a kind of personal question?”

			“Uh . . . maybe?”

			She laughs. “You can one hundred percent say no. It’s just, I’m around you and Dominic all day, five days a week. And the two of you have been acting especially weird lately.”

			“You’ve noticed that?”

			She nods. “Did you—” She breaks off, shaking her head. “I can’t believe I’m about to ask you this, but . . . has anything happened between the two of you? Since you broke up, I mean?”

			When I’m silent, her jaw drops open.

			“Shay,” she whispers with a shake of her head, but it’s not a judgmental one. “Oh my god. I had a feeling, and not to brag, but I’m never wrong about these things. Never. I swear I won’t say anything to anyone.”

			“Thank you,” I say. “I’m still a little mortified over the whole thing?” But that’s not the right word. I’m not mortified when Dominic pushes a hand through his hair, and I’m not mortified when he bends to pick up his work bag and his shoulders flex beneath his shirt. “But I’m not sure we’re anything anymore.” I think about how Dominic was able to be brave with his childhood friend. If he could do that with someone he had so much history with, I should be able to do it here. “It really only happened a few times.”

			“A relapse,” she says. “Maybe it was bound to happen, the two of you working so closely together. It happened after Orcas, didn’t it? Or on Orcas?”

			I’m quiet again, and she lets out a squeal.

			“Part of me wants to say congratulations because, well, he’s gorgeous. The boy does a good lean.”

			“He does indeed,” I agree.

			“But are you okay about it?”

			Ruthie is too good. I don’t deserve her—not when even this bit of truth is tinged with dishonesty.

			“We’re trying to be professional. I . . . sort of ended things last week. Again,” I add quickly.

			“Do you want to be together?”

			“I’m not sure. No.” Why does everyone keep asking me that, as though it matters? “How do you think people would react? If they knew?”

			“I think it would be great fucking radio, first of all. The show bringing you two back together? People would lose their minds.”

			I hadn’t thought of it that way.

			“But it’s tricky, you’re right.”

			I take a sip of my sangria. “Well, I’m officially sick of talking about myself. Please feel free to talk about you for the rest of dinner.”

			“It’s funny you think I’m that interesting,” she says. “Well, I think Marco ghosted me, but I’ve been texting with this girl Tatum, and it’s been going well . . .”

			I listen. I really do. Ruthie is great, but I want this to be a salve to my loneliness in a way it can’t possibly be. Not when I’m lying to her.

			And definitely not when I’m lying to myself.

			

			—

			By the middle of next week, Dominic isn’t looking great. I mean, yes, he is still a very attractive human male, but he shows up past nine thirty a couple of days, he’s mostly unshaven, and when he smiles—which is rare—it barely touches his eyes. His Koosh ball is immobile on his desk, lonely and sad.

			Truthfully, I’m not doing great, either. I’m crashing hard, a combination of overworking myself, prepping for PodCon, and checking my phone for nonexistent texts from him and Ameena.

			I’ve gotten back into the habit of staying late at work, not wanting to risk ending up alone in the elevator again. So when he approaches me at my desk at six thirty on Wednesday and grazes my shoulder with his fingertips after I thought everyone else had gone home for the day, I nearly scream.

			“Shit, I thought you’d left,” I say, holding a hand to my heart. “You have some seriously light footsteps.”

			“Sorry.” He leans against his desk. And he really does sound sorry.

			“I know our desks are close,” I say. “But sometimes I like to pretend there’s an invisible line between them, and you just crossed into my bubble. I like my bubble.”

			“I’m sorry again,” he says with a sigh. “Wow, okay, this is not going the way I hoped it would. Look, I just really want to talk to you.”

			“Okay. Talk,” I tell my computer screen.

			“Not here.” The ache in his words wrenches my gaze over to him.

			He looks nothing like the business casual stock photo I used to think of him as. His typically pristine shirt is sporting at least three whole wrinkles. If I look at him too long, then I start replaying what we did on the island, in his bed, in mine, on my couch . . . I only have so much willpower. And when he looks at me like that, I feel my resolve weakening.

			“If we’re going to go onstage at PodCon in a few weeks, I’d like to at least be on speaking terms,” he says. “Please hear me out this one time, and if you don’t want to talk after that, then I promise I won’t bring it up again.”

			That’s tough to say no to—so I don’t.

			It’s approaching seventy-five degrees, a Seattle heat wave, so we pack up and head to Green Lake. Everyone else in Seattle seems to have had the same idea, given how many dog walkers, rollerbladers, and stroller-joggers we pass on our way to a bench facing the lake.

			“Everyone’s so polite today,” Dominic says, sliding onto the bench next to me. “It gets above seventy degrees, and suddenly everyone’s smiling. I’ve always liked that.”

			He’s right—the nice weather changes people. Gloomy introversion is so built into our DNA as Seattleites that any bit of vitamin D turns us into strangely social creatures.

			“You’re stalling,” I say lightly.

			“Is it stalling if I tell you I really loved doing that episode with your mom? She seems pretty great.”

			“She is. Thank you. And yes.”

			His leg is jiggling up and down, the way it tends to do when he’s nervous. “I’ve been such a mess lately,” he says after about a minute of silence while we watch a flock of ducks swim farther out into the murky blue water. “I’ve gone over that night at my parents’ house so many times, trying to figure out what I did wrong.”

			“You didn’t do anything wrong.” I’m not entirely sure what he wants here—if he wants to convince me we should do the casual thing again or if we should just forget all of it ever happened, wipe the slate clean. He can’t miss the sex that much, can he? I’m not about to give my bedroom skills quite that much credit.

			“I haven’t been completely honest with you,” he says. “When I told you that sex was a big deal to me . . . it wasn’t just sex. It’s the whole concept of a relationship.”

			“I—I figured that.” It makes sense, but it doesn’t exactly explain why we’re having this conversation.

			“And not just romantically. You know I don’t have a ton of friends here. I mean, thank god for Eddie, who’s even more awesome as an adult than he was when we were kids. I’m just—the idea of getting that close to someone again . . . it’s terrifying.”

			“Wasn’t that the whole point of being casual?” I cross one leg over the other, as though if I look appropriately casual, I’ll be able to talk about it like it isn’t a big deal. “Look, if you brought me out here to tell me that you miss getting off regularly with someone, do me a favor and tell me now, so we don’t have to drag this out.”

			His expression morphs to horror. “Wait. What? That’s what you thought this was?”

			“Well . . . yeah. Kind of.”

			“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss that,” he says, lips curving into a grin that sends a shock of satisfaction through me, “but no. That’s not what I wanted to talk about.”

			“Then I don’t get it!” I throw my hands up, my frustration mounting. “You said you wanted something casual. So I don’t see the problem with going from casual back to nothing. Why can’t we just be nothing, Dominic?”

			Even as I say it, it sounds wrong. My voice cracks and my heart stutters, and the word nothing bangs around in my head. I’m lying now, too. I haven’t wanted nothing in a long time.

			Dominic presses his lips together before letting a sigh slip past. “What I’m trying to tell you is that when we started this . . . it didn’t feel casual to me.”

			And of course that starts the slow-motion replay behind my eyelids. The adrenaline rush of those new touches, the incontrovertible fact that I have never had an orgasm as good as any with Dominic.

			The incontrovertible fact that I have never talked so honestly with any man but Dominic.

			“I only suggested it because you kept pushing to talk about it, and I figured it was because you didn’t want me to get the wrong idea. And I knew how important the show was to you—is to you,” he continues. “I didn’t want to risk ruining the show if I didn’t think you were on the same page.”

			“What same page?”

			“That it’s never felt casual to me.” His fingers dance along the edge of the bench, a couple inches from my thigh. “Not back on the island, and not here. It’s torture, sitting next to you right now and not being able to touch you. You’re whip-smart and sexy and fun, and spending time with you just . . . makes everything else a little less difficult.”

			Now my pulse is roaring in my ears. I’m grasping for any bit of logic, all my defenses up. I want so badly to believe him. “But that time on the show, with that caller—you said you were interested in someone.”

			He rolls his eyes like I am the densest human on earth, and maybe I am. “Yeah. You.”

			A dam inside me breaks. Everything I’ve been holding in crashes out in one big emotional flood. I have been so tired—of making excuses, of lying, of trying to convince myself I can ignore these feelings for him.

			“Oh,” I say, feeling like a complete idiot. “Wow, you are really hard to read.”

			That makes him laugh, but it’s a nervous laugh. His fingers make their way to my knee, thumb rubbing a slow circle.

			“I brought you to meet my family,” he continues. “You’re the first person I’ve been with since Mia. The only person other than Mia. I’ve been giving you sign after sign.”

			“I told you how I tend to get too attached. And I’m older than you, and I didn’t know if you wanted something serious. I didn’t want to get my hopes up, I guess. I told myself that if we were just casual, then it wouldn’t hurt to hear that you didn’t want to be together for real.”

			“Shay. I showed you my fucking Beanie Babies.”

			I can’t help laughing at that. “I don’t know what to say.”

			“It would really help if you told me you like me, too.”

			I bite back a smile and scoot closer, leaning in to cup his face with my palm. “Dominic. I like you so much. I thought it was obvious. I like that the person you show me isn’t the same as the one everyone else sees. You probably already know that I’m ridiculously attracted to you. And you care so deeply about the things in your life that are important to you—work, your family, Steve Rogers Goldstein.”

			“And Shay Goldstein,” he says, adding to the list, and I might never want to leave this bench.

			“It felt too real, being there at your house.” I run my thumb along the stubble on his cheek. “That was why I had to end it. I didn’t want to be there and not be your girlfriend.”

			One corner of his mouth quirks upward. I’ve missed his dimple. “You want to be my girlfriend.”

			“More than I want Ira Glass to personally ask me if I’ll replace him on This American Life.”

			He breaks into a real, full grin then. And we’re kissing, and it’s like I’ve lived my whole life without chocolate and only now, at age twenty-nine, am discovering its sweetness.

			His hands come up to my hair, messing up my ponytail. “God, I missed you,” he says as I settle against his chest, pressing my ear to his strong, steady heartbeat.
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			Breaking news: Texas is hot. Texas in June deserves its own circle of hell. My poor Pacific Northwest body wasn’t made for this.

			It’s been two weeks of keeping the kind of secret that makes me smile at random times: while spreading peanut butter onto a morning bagel, while brushing my teeth, while sitting in traffic on my way home.

			Because most of the time, I am going home to him.

			It’s an early flight, and we luck out that Ruthie and Kent are on a later one. While I downloaded plenty of extra podcasts, I must end up passing out as soon as we get up in the air. When my eyes flutter open, the pilot is letting us know we’ve landed in Austin, where the local time is 1:40 p.m. and the weather is an incomprehensible ninety-five degrees.

			“Were you watching me?” I ask Dominic as I return my seat to its upright position.

			“You mumble in your sleep.”

			“I do not.”

			“It’s cute,” he says with a guilty half smile.

			“I’m sure it would be, but I don’t do it.”

			Because our live taping isn’t until tomorrow afternoon, we check into our hotel, where the station booked two rooms for us, though of course we didn’t tell them we’d only need one. Then we spend the day exploring Austin, since neither of us has been here before. We try the city’s best barbecue, and then when we’re hungry again a few hours later, stop at another place that claims to have the best barbecue, until we’re certain we can’t look at another pork product for as long as we live.

			We hold hands as we walk down Sixth Street, taking in the dive bars and historic buildings. Bands are setting up, music pouring out of live venues. I’m positive we’re not at risk of anyone recognizing us in such a big city, but we wear sunglasses just in case, and Dominic sports a Chicago Cubs baseball cap.

			It feels like we’re a real couple.

			We stop for a while at a bar with outdoor seating, which is much rarer—and possibly less exciting for the locals—here than in Seattle. Here, life can be less complicated. Here, I can stop thinking about not having reconciled with Ameena and her first week of work and TJ packing up their apartment. He’ll meet her in Virginia next week, and while they’ll both be back for my mother’s wedding, I’m not sure when I’ll see them again after that.

			“I had this idea,” Dominic says when we’re on our second beer, pulling me out of my spiraling thoughts. “So the whole appeal of the show is that we’re exes. We can’t suddenly start dating.”

			“Perish the thought.”

			“So . . . what if we got back together?”

			I pause with my glass halfway to my mouth. “Like, publicly?”

			He nods. “Think about it. It would be a real testament to the power radio has to connect us. The listeners would love it.”

			Of course it’s appealing. TJ suggested the same thing after I got back from Orcas.

			“Shay,” Dominic says, poking my arm. “What do you think?”

			“It’s a good idea. But there’s still a lie at the root of it. I know there isn’t a way around it, not at this point, but I still feel shitty about that.”

			“I get it. But we wouldn’t have to keep sneaking around. I like this so much, being with you. We don’t know how long this show will realistically last, and I hate having to hide it, not being able to tell anyone. We’d still be exes. Exes who were brought back together by the power of radio and podcasting. And some shoes made from corn.”

			Maybe he’s right. Maybe it wouldn’t matter that we were exes before—just that we got back together.

			I don’t want to have to choose between the job I never thought I’d have and the guy I might be starting to love.

			“What happens if—if we break up?” The relationship still feels so new, so delicate. I’m certain we can weather a frank question like this, but I hate asking it.

			He’s quiet for a few moments. “I know you’re trying to be rational, but . . . I don’t think we can possibly know that. I can’t keep thinking that far into the future. All I know is that you make me so fucking happy, and not telling anyone is killing me.”

			I reach across the table and squeeze his hand. I want to believe him so badly. I want there to be a way to have this day every day.

			“What if we do it tomorrow? At the festival? At the live taping?”

			Dominic smirks. “Do you think Kent would lose his shit?”

			“All the more reason to do it.”

			“Fair point.”

			“I am going to tell all our thousands of listeners how much I love the mumbling you do in your sleep.”

			“Then I’ll tell them about your Beanie Baby collection.”

			“You wouldn’t dare. The Beanies are sacred.” He pushes up his sunglasses, his gaze both wild and full of longing. “Come here,” he says, and I’m in his lap an instant later, wrapping my arms around him, not caring who sees us.

			There’s this moment, one where my heart is beating so in sync with his that I love you almost slips from my mouth.

			But every other time it’s happened in the past, that’s when it’s gotten messy. I don’t want to risk not hearing it back if he’s not there yet.

			I go with three different words.

			“Let’s do it,” I tell him, aware that once we do, we can’t take it back.

			

			—

			We make it back to the hotel before eight o’clock, and in the elevator up to our floor, I make a joke about being old and having an early bedtime. Except when Dominic shuts the hotel room door behind us, he presses me against it and kisses me for a long, long time, these lazy swipes of his tongue that turn me to melted chocolate.

			Every time I reach for his belt, he bats my hand away. I forgot how much he likes to tease and be teased.

			“Slowly,” he warns.

			My lips are swollen and I got too much sun today, and I’m altogether too dizzy and shimmery to protest.

			He runs a hand up my thigh, beneath my short skirt. A moan escapes my lips as he drags a finger along my damp underwear. I cup the stiff front of his jeans, rubbing back and forth, but he wraps his fingers around my wrist to get me to stop. I let out a frustrated sound and he laughs.

			“I want to ask you something.” Now he’s not laughing. His gaze pins me to the door, his eyes molten black. “Did you ever get yourself off, thinking about me?”

			“Yes,” I say, not even embarrassed.

			“Could you—could you show me?” he asks, his voice low. “It’s kind of been . . . a fantasy of mine.”

			Somehow, I’m already breathless. “I could do that.”

			A beat passes between us, and he withdraws his hand from my skirt. I swallow hard, leading him over to the bed with its perfectly made hotel sheets. With trembling hands, I take off my sandals and skirt, slide my underwear down my legs. I’ve never done this in front of someone else. Something about it has always felt so intimate—more intimate than sex.

			He sits next to me on the bed, fully clothed.

			“You have to give me something,” I insist, tugging at the hem of his shirt, and he obliges.

			I lie down with my head on a pillow, my heart hammering. At first I’m not sure I can actually make myself come in front of him, or if he wants me to go that far. But the intensity in his gaze, the anticipation there, propels me forward. I have never been so open with my body with someone else, but with him, I want to be.

			The entire time, I’m aware of his eyes on me, the way his jaw clenches, as though he’s forcing himself not to react. That somehow makes it hotter, knowing he’s holding himself back. It’s what makes me stop holding myself back.

			“God, yes,” he says, wrapping a hand around my ankle as I quicken my rhythm. “You are so unbelievably sexy.”

			I let out a soft moan at that. I stretch my hand toward his mouth, and he sucks on my fingers before I plant them back between my thighs. The orgasm takes me by surprise, the pleasure cascading up my spine in a hard, fast burst. I’m still riding the waves of it when his mouth crashes into mine.

			“That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” he says, and knowing it turned him on makes me greedy for more. “I need you to see how beautiful you are when you come.” Then he’s pulling me off the bed and over to the full-length mirror, undoing his jeans and stepping out of his boxer briefs.

			He stands behind me, cupping my breasts, pushing kisses into my neck. My skin is flushed and my hair is already wild.

			“We look good together,” I say as his hand drifts down between my legs, and just like that, I’m ready again.

			I watch in the mirror as he slides a finger along my slickness before dragging it up across my abdomen, leaving a wet streak there. The teasing is torture, and I fucking love it.

			“You make me wild,” he says. “I lose my mind when I’m with you like this.”

			When the pressure starts building, building, building, he draws back again. I let out something like a growl. Still, he doesn’t enter me, continuing to use his fingers until I come again, my breath fogging up the mirror.

			“You have amazing self-control.”

			A strangled-sounding laugh. “No. I don’t. I’m dying. I just wanted to see you come at least a few times before I buried myself inside you for the rest of the night.”

			At this point, my legs are gelatinous, so I’m happy to collapse back onto the bed, even happier when he rolls me on top of him. I will never not love how he feels inside me, the heat and the pressure and the silk of him. We go slow for a while, languid movements that stretch me inch by inch, his eyes never leaving mine. Deeper. Despite his fondness for teasing, we never go slow like this, not when we’re connected this way—we’re usually too hungry for each other by that point. This new rhythm we find, it’s torturous.

			“Come with me, baby,” he says, and maybe it’s the command or the term of endearment or both that sends me over the edge with him.

			We hold each other for a long time afterward, as though waiting for aftershocks. It smells like sweat and sex and some kind of pleasant hotel room air freshener, but no part of me wants a shower.

			“That was—” I start, unsure how to verbalize it. I need to know he felt the same intensity I did. That it felt different to him, too.

			He cups my head to his chest. “I know.”

			Eventually, we head into the bathroom to shower together, which takes significantly longer than any shower should and is, on a related note, the best shower of my life. We slip on plush white hotel robes and order room service, then climb into bed and find a bad movie on TV.

			“Tomorrow,” he says, squeezing my hand.

			“It’s only a day away, as they say. Are you nervous?”

			“A bit of stage fright,” he admits. “But as long as I know what I’m doing, and we’ve been planning this for weeks, then I’ll be fine. And I know the show. I feel good about it. You’re not having second thoughts, are you? About telling everyone?”

			I shake my head. “No. This, between us . . . it’s right.”

			His eyes crinkle at the edges, and he says, “I was so mad about hosting this with you at first. Not just because we weren’t being completely truthful, but because you are so fucking cute, and I knew I’d be flustered around you.”

			“Stop,” I say, pounding at his chest. “You did not!”

			“I swear!” He crosses his heart. “You were the cute Puget Sounds producer, and I was this obnoxious reporter who only cared about the news, and you hated me.”

			“Reporter with a master’s degree,” I correct. Then I admit, “Fine, fine, I thought you were cute, too. But definitely still obnoxious, which made it annoying that you also happened to be cute. As soon as you rolled up the sleeves of your shirt, I was done. Toast.” I run my hands along his arms. “Forearms are like . . . unspeakably sexy to me.”

			“Ah,” he says. “If only I’d known sooner. I would have worn short-sleeved shirts to every Ex Talk taping to woo you.”

			“Psh,” I scoff. “I’m not that easy.”

			“No,” he agrees, “but so worth it.”

			We finish the movie and the two slices of red velvet cake room service delivers before shucking off our robes and slipping back into bed.

			“We should go on vacation together somewhere.” Dominic’s fingers play through my hair, lingering on my neck, tracing my spine. “Not for work. Just for us.”

			It suddenly sounds so, so nice, and hearing him suggest it tugs at my heart. “We should,” I say wistfully. “Where would you want to go?”

			“Greece,” he says without hesitation. “Maybe it’s cliché, but I’ve been obsessed with the mythology since elementary school. I went as Hermes three Halloweens in a row.”

			“I’d be down for Greece. Or Spain. Or Australia.”

			“A whole world tour.” He presses his lips to the top of my head. “It’ll be perfect. No email, no internet . . . just you and me, exploring ancient ruins and eating excellent food.”

			“Perfect.”

			The weight of that desire feels heavy, especially with what we have to do tomorrow. I want to stay in this dreamworld as long as we can, this place where we can talk fearlessly about the future and know we fit into each other’s visions of it. This is real. I have to keep reminding myself because otherwise I’m not sure I’d believe it.

			He drifts off to sleep first, his fingers going still in my hair. I lie there quietly for a while, burrowing closer, listening to his breaths. I’m still half unsure how we got here but mesmerized by it nonetheless.

			That love I thought I felt earlier—I’m certain of it now.
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			It doesn’t take long for me to fall in love with PodCon, too. Our live taping is in one of the smaller auditoriums, since our fan base doesn’t come close to matching some of the bigger podcasts’. Still, I’ve never seen anything quite like it, even the year it was in Seattle. Dominic and I wandered the exhibition area with Ruthie earlier this morning, playing with audio gear and other swag the festival sponsors had on display. We met producers and hosts of podcasts I’ve been listening to for years, and all of it was wildly surreal. It’s one thing to scroll through our mentions on Twitter. It’s another to see real live people waiting in line for us.

			All of these people connected by something most of us do completely alone, with headphones on, blocking out the rest of the world—it’s kind of magical.

			“They’re just about ready for us,” Ruthie says, joining us backstage in the greenroom.

			Dominic’s doing some breathing exercises in a corner, and I’m on the couch, reviewing our show notes. Last night, I googled tips to combat stage fright and insisted he eat a banana before coming here, since they can soothe nausea. I also made sure we arrived an hour early. Of course I want the show to go well, but more than that, I want him to be comfortable up there. “I can’t imagine not feeling comfortable with you onstage with me,” he said this morning, and it made me want to tug him back into bed.

			When he spots Ruthie, he heads over to the couch. And he really does look more relaxed.

			“How’s the stage fright?” I ask him.

			He gives me a cheesy thumbs-up. “I should be able to make it through without vomiting.”

			“You both are going to be great,” Ruthie says. “I was going to wait to show you until afterward, but I’m too excited. We have buttons! And T-shirts!” At that, she pulls a stack of buttons and a neon-blue shirt from her bag with a flourish. The shirt boasts the name of the show, plus a line drawing of a man and a woman’s face, a microphone between them. The woman even has my swoopy bangs and glasses. The button has the same image, along with #publicradioturnsmeon, which Ruthie came up with a few weeks ago. “We’re gonna sell them after the show.”

			Dominic points to illustrated Shay. “You look so cute,” he says with a grin, which slips off his face the moment he glances up at Ruthie.

			“It’s okay,” I say quickly. “She knows.” It’s not the whole truth, but these days, what is? It’s close enough, though I should have told him earlier.

			“Oh.” A wrinkle of his brows. “Well . . . good. That’s a relief.”

			“I support this a hundred and ten percent,” Ruthie says.

			“In that case,” I say, gaining more confidence. “We’re planning to tell the audience today. That we got back together.” If Ruthie’s on board, it has to be the right decision.

			Ruthie’s hand flies to her mouth. Her nails are the same neon blue as the T-shirt. “I love it. Oh my god. This is going to be incredible. Where’s Kent? Does he know?”

			“We, uh, haven’t told him,” Dominic says, a little sheepish.

			“It’s our decision,” I say. “Not his.”

			“Okay,” Ruthie says with a firm nod. “I’m with you, then.”

			Dominic squeezes my shoulder, and I can’t help remembering last night. How we were open with each other in a way I’ve never been. How we fell asleep together and woke up together, and how suddenly the idea of waking up without him is too grim to imagine.

			I’m in love with you, I think.

			I might even be ready to tell him after the show.

			The live show is going to revolve around storytelling. We scheduled a few local guests, and then we’re going to encourage audience members to come up to the mic and share their own dating and breakup stories. We’ll cut it up with ad breaks for the podcast later.

			I’m not nervous—or at least, the nerves making my stomach sway are poised on the edge of relief. Once we let everyone know we’re “back together,” we can finally breathe. Finally have a normal relationship.

			One of the festival volunteers knocks on the door. “Everyone ready?”

			Kent’s still not here, though he told me he’d meet us in the greenroom. He must be somewhere in the audience, playing spectator.

			“We are,” I say as Dominic smooths the collar of his shirt.

			An Austin public radio host introduces us, and we wave as we walk out together. The audience isn’t as loud as they were for earlier podcast tapings, but I’m sure my perception up here is distorted. Though the lights are bright, and at first I have to squint, I can tell nearly every seat is filled.

			The stage has two orange chairs in the middle, two microphones angled toward them. The PodCon logo is splashed on a banner behind us.

			We sit down, and I adjust the mic so it’s at mouth level. “Hello, Austin!” I call out. I’ve waited so long for this, and I want to soak up every moment.

			When the audience yells back, I’m convinced they’re not just quieter than other audiences but tentative, too. At least one person in every row is on their phone.

			I flash Dominic a worried glance, but he gives me a small shrug in return. In the wings, Ruthie is staring at us with an odd expression on her face, one that makes my stomach tighten with dread. Ruthie, who is always calm and always levelheaded, who always knows exactly how to reassure us.

			And I immediately know something’s wrong.

			

			—

			The show only gets weirder from there. Onstage, everything goes smoothly—Dominic seems at ease, maybe a sliver less confident than he is in the studio, and our guests, including a food critic who fell for a chef after writing a scathing review of her restaurant, are perfectly charming. But some audience members leave in the middle—just get right up and walk out, though I think this is some of our best material. Others continue scrolling through their phones, like it’s not the rudest thing you can do at a live event like this.

			Earlier, Dominic and I decided we’ll announce our relationship at the very end. We’ll say we spent all these long days together working on the show, it reminded us what we liked about each other. And that we appreciate our listeners’ support but we want to try as best we can to keep our current relationship status separate from the show. Now I have no idea how the audience will respond.

			By the time we invite the audience up to the mic to share stories and ask questions, the knot of dread has climbed up my throat, and Dominic’s hands are visibly shaking.

			One woman springs up from her seat in the third row, stalking toward the mic like she’s on a mission.

			“Yeah, I have a question,” she says. “Did you think it was funny to deceive your listeners like this?”

			A wave of murmurs rolls through the crowd. The woman is unfamiliar, a thirtysomething in a Welcome to Night Vale T-shirt. Dominic looks about as lost as I feel.

			“Sorry, what?” I ask, my voice quaking. I hope she doesn’t hear it. I hope none of them do.

			She holds up her phone, gives it a wave, though of course I can’t see the screen from here. “It’s all over social media. Your little trick. You two were never actually dating—you were just coworkers who teamed up for a cheap gimmick.”

			It’s a mad dash as the audience members not already on their phones dive for their bags and dig through pockets, hundreds of people now furiously swiping.

			Never actually dating.

			Just coworkers.

			A cheap gimmick.

			I grip the arms of the chair. If I don’t, I’m worried I might bolt. I have to anchor myself, have to tell her it’s not true, it’s not true, it’s not—

			“We—uh—” Dominic tries, but he can’t get out a full sentence. All the breathing exercises in the world couldn’t have prepared us for this.

			How the hell did this happen?

			I look to the wings, to Ruthie. Our steadfast producer. I wait for her signal. I wait for her to tell us what to do, the way I signaled Paloma Powers so many times when we were hit with a hostile caller or a boring guest. But she looks stricken as she stares down at her phone, and I realize that whatever’s out there, whatever’s just exposed us—she’s finding it out for the first time, too.

			The audience is in chaos now, others storming toward the mic. The first woman, clearly pleased after her public takedown, returns to her seat.

			A guy who appears to be in his late twenties steps up to the mic next. “I have a question, too,” he says, and I relax a little, some ridiculous part of me preparing for a legitimate question, like maybe there’s still a way to salvage this. “I’m curious, was it for money? Or was it some kind of messed-up social experiment?”

			The audience goes wild again.

			Kent.

			It had to be him. I don’t know why, and I don’t know what he did, but the only other person who knows is Ameena and, by extension, TJ. Even if we’re not currently on speaking terms, she would never do this. And as far as I know, Dominic still hasn’t told anyone.

			“If we could just, um, get the questioning on track,” I say, but no one’s listening to me. They’re talking at us, but they’re not expecting answers. They want the controversy, the outrage—but not the explanation. It’s scary, watching them turn on us.

			“And we fell for your lie,” the next person says, “about being private on social media. And about how you were both so scared about starting a new relationship.”

			“That’s true!” I say, wondering if this means I’m admitting the rest wasn’t.

			“So what if they bent the truth?” the next girl at the mic is saying. “It was good radio, right? It kept us entertained for an hour a week, helped us forget for a while that the world is on fire.”

			Yes, random person, thank you.

			“We bought into the show because of them and their relationship,” someone else says. “Can you imagine finding out that Karen Kilgariff and Georgia Hardstark weren’t really friends?”

			I can’t take this. I can’t have them control the narrative.

			I wrench my mic off its stand and charge to the center of the stage. “Okay,” I say. “Okay. You’re right. Before we started working on this show, we hadn’t actually dated.”

			When I turn to Dominic, his face is ashen. He’s pinned to his chair, unable to make eye contact. Help me, I plead, but it doesn’t reach him, and I can’t help thinking not just about his stage fright but about his journalistic morals, the ones that the past few months have steamrolled and pulverized. This has to be his worst nightmare.

			I take a slow, shaky breath. If I really am meant to tell stories, maybe there’s still some way to spin this.

			No—I’m done spinning it.

			“At the beginning, we were just two coworkers who didn’t really like each other, and it seemed like a great premise for a show. Two exes giving out relationship advice.” I break off to half laugh for a moment, remembering the meeting where I first pitched it. “We weren’t thrilled about the lying component. But what we saw was an opportunity to do something different on public radio, and to help save our station.”

			Maybe, maybe, I’m getting them back. Some of the people who were halfway to the door have paused, returned to their seats.

			“And then, as we started working together, well . . .” I’m sweating in about a hundred different places, but I’m buoyed by a few whoops and whistles in the crowd. “We realized we liked each other. It was a difficult situation, but after a couple months of tiptoeing around it, we’re together now. Officially.”

			Now there’s more applause. It’s scattered, but it’s there. A few people on our side—that feels like enough.

			Dominic was so sure our listeners would be happy for us. I’m not ready for the alternative: that this is over.

			“Is that true, Dominic?” someone asks at the mic, and it’s at this point I realize he still hasn’t said anything. I wanted to fix this for us, but I can’t do it alone. The story doesn’t work if I’m the only one telling it.

			I gesture for him to join me where I’m standing downstage. “Dominic?” I say, forcing more warmth into my voice than I feel. Anxiety is brutal, but I’m suffering up here, too. We are supposed to be a team. He has to realize how important this is. After all, he was the one who suggested going public because he couldn’t bear keeping it a secret any longer.

			Say something, I beg.

			“She’s—we—” he tries. He shakes his head, as though trying to calm himself. “I—” An attempt at a deep breath, a hand pressed to his chest. “The show—”

			The crowd erupts into more shouting, more accusations. We’ve lost them.

			Finally, Dominic gets to his feet. Without a microphone, he utters two words to me, so quietly that only I can hear him: “I’m sorry.”

			And then he rushes offstage.
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			In public radio, thirty seconds is a lifetime. Thirty seconds is long enough for someone to get bored, change the station, switch over to a different podcast. To unsubscribe. Thirty seconds can end a career.

			It took less than thirty seconds for The Ex Talk to collapse.

			Ruthie is the one who finds Kent up in his hotel room. To our shock, he welcomes us in.

			Welcomes us.

			I’m not entirely sure how I made it off the stage. I think Ruthie helped me into a Lyft. I think she directed it to the hotel. Despite knowing that we sucked her into this, Ruthie is still here.

			Dominic is not.

			I shouldn’t be on social media, but I can’t help it. I needed to see how all of this started. It took less than thirty seconds to pull up The Ex Talk’s Twitter feed and find the thread posted before we went live.

			
				IMPORTANT LISTENER ANNOUNCEMENT

				We’re very sorry to say this, but now that the show has taken off, we feel compelled to tell the truth.

				Shay Goldstein and Dominic Yun were never a real couple. They were coworkers who always had a bit of a friendly rivalry, and we thought it would be easy to pass them off as exes to enhance the premise of this new show. Everything about their past relationship was a complete fabrication.

				Once again, our apologies, and we hope to still see you at our live #PodCon taping.

			

			Months ago, I convinced myself lying was okay. It was storytelling, wasn’t it? And now the truth’s caught up with us. I’m not sure what’s worse: that everyone knows we’re frauds or that it’s wrecked Dominic so much that he couldn’t even be part of the conversation.

			He and I had a plan. We were cohosts, partners, allies.

			Onstage, we weren’t.

			I’m sitting on one of the hotel room’s queen beds while Kent leans against the desk in the corner, Twitter frantically updating on the computer screen behind him.

			“Look,” Kent says, finally closing the lid of his laptop. “I just need a moment to explain.”

			I wave my arm. “The floor is yours. Start talking.”

			As though weighing exactly how to explain his betrayal, he tugs on his tie, which today is patterned with tiny microphones, each of them mocking me. Ruthie is cross-legged on the other bed, holding tight to her messenger bag.

			“The show’s been doing well,” Kent says. “You and Dominic are great, and listeners clearly love you.”

			I don’t bother telling him all of that should be in the past tense.

			“The board has had some concerns for a while. It took some sweet-talking to get them interested in the show at first, but I was able to manage it. They were finally excited about getting something new on our airwaves, especially something that had appeal beyond our own little station.” He sighs, pulling at his tie again. “But lately, the board has started to feel as though the show verges on a bit . . . suggestive for the station, for public radio in general. That it’s much better suited as a podcast. We can’t risk an FCC violation.”

			“Then fine,” I say. “Why not just cut the live show and make us podcast only?” I have a hard time believing the board isn’t made up of primarily old cishet white men.

			He shakes his head. “They didn’t want that, either. In their minds, the only option was to completely dissociate The Ex Talk name from Pacific Public Radio.”

			Ruthie speaks up. “But why—” She glances over at me, her eyes uncertain behind her clear-framed glasses. “I can’t get past the fact that Shay and Dominic were okay with the lie from the beginning. That you all brought me onto this show without telling me.”

			“Ruthie, I’m so sorry,” I say. “I know there’s no excuse, but—I wanted to tell you. So many times.”

			“We were friends,” she says, and it hurts more than anything Kent’s said.

			And yet something isn’t quite adding up. “Why sabotage us, though? Why not just take us off the air? Let Dominic go back to being a reporter?” His name is sour on my tongue.

			“There was . . . interest. From some big podcast distributors. I knew they’d be coming for you both and offering the kind of money we wouldn’t be able to match.” He runs a hand over his lined, weather-worn face. “I can see now this was a terrible mistake, but I didn’t want the station to lose either of you. Whatever you’re doing at the station, Shay, whether you’re producing or hosting, you’re an exceptional employee. We don’t have anyone else like you.”

			Funny, he’s never mentioned this to me before, not when I asked about my grief show or back when Puget Sounds was on the chopping block. How convenient that it’s coming up now.

			I wonder if exceptional really means obedient.

			“And you wanted to keep Dominic.”

			A guilty smile. “Well—of course.”

			“So you sabotaged us, right before the biggest show of our careers. You made it so if PPR couldn’t have us, then no one could? That wasn’t your decision to make!” I’ve leapt to my feet, anger pulsing through my veins. I’ve never known rage like this. “How are you that vindictive?”

			“I didn’t know it would happen like this,” he insists. He has the gall to look sheepish. “Shay, I really am sorry. I didn’t think the audience would react the way they did.”

			I don’t believe him. I think he planned for it to happen exactly like this. I’ve always viewed him as well-meaning—a little pushy, but ultimately a good guy. A good guy who wanted the best for his station and the best from his staff. And yet here he is, capable of destroying my career with a single click.

			A single click after months of lying that I barely questioned.

			“You don’t know how rough it is to keep this station afloat,” Kent says. “You think every media outlet is as noble as Dominic wants them to be? You think everyone in this field is motivated by doing good? All people want are clicks. No one wants content anymore. This is how we stay alive, Shay.”

			I stalk toward him, wishing I had at least a few inches of Dominic’s height. “No. Not everyone. I refuse to believe that. That’s not what journalism is.”

			“You agreed to this. If you still have some lofty idea of what journalism is, you’re selling a lie to yourself just like you did to your audience. It’s brutal out there, and all of us are just trying to fucking survive.”

			The show took that integrity away from Dominic, too. And maybe he was complicit, maybe he was backed into a corner, but he went along with it. We both did.

			“What do we do now?” Ruthie asks quietly. I’d almost forgotten she was still here, and I hate myself for it.

			Kent pulls out a chair and sits down as calmly as he can beneath a serene watercolor landscape. If I could redecorate this room, I’d drape it in reds and oranges, take a knife to the fluffy pillows. Tear everything apart. “This is where it gets trickier, and believe me, I hate to do this, but it’s coming from the board. I’m just the messenger here.” Another transparent fucking lie. “I can’t keep all three of you on payroll. Not with the show gone. I could find a way to use Dominic as a researcher, at least until all of this blows over, then get him back on the air as a reporter. But I could probably only use one of you as a part-time producer . . .” His eyes flick expectantly between us.

			I want to burn shit down. Apparently I’m not “exceptional” enough.

			“Sure, you have space for Dominic,” I spit. “Are you serious? You’re saying Ruthie and I can choose who gets your special part-time producer job? I gave ten fucking years to this station, and you’re content to give me a consolation prize, while Dominic gets this cushy job that hundreds of people would kill for? Did you ever think that maybe the station is suffering because of you, Kent, and the way you manage it?”

			“I know you’re a little fragile right now,” Kent says in a level voice, like he’s trying to reason with a toddler throwing a tantrum. “We’re all feeling emotional—”

			“I’m not fucking fragile, and you can take your coded sexist language all the way to hell.” I head for the door. “I’m done. Even if you had more than half a job for me, I don’t want it.”

			Ten years, and I no longer matter to the station. Kent’s never had any allegiance to me.

			I leave the room, ready to unleash my fury on the one person who should have.

			

			—

			He’s in our hotel room.

			He’s in our hotel room, calmly packing clothes into his suitcase like our careers didn’t just implode.

			“Good news,” I tell him, surprising myself with how steady my voice is. “You still have a job.”

			He drops the pair of socks he’s holding and turns to face me. His cheeks are pink and his shoulders are stiff and he somehow looks so small, like he’s folded himself into the suitcase alongside his button-down shirts and travel-size shampoo.

			Last night, I thought I was in love with him.

			Today, maybe the worst thing about all of this is that I still am.

			“Shay,” he says. “I am so fucking sorry. I—”

			“I talked to Kent,” I say, because as badly as I want an explanation, I have to catch him up on the meeting he missed because he fled the stage after embarrassing me in front of hundreds of people. Thousands on social media. “He was responsible for the tweets. Turns out, the board wanted to take the show off the air, and Kent was worried about us getting poached by a distributor. So he fucked us over. But like I said, you’re still more than welcome to stay on board as a researcher, while Ruthie and I get to fight over a part-time producer job.”

			Dominic’s mouth drops open. “I can’t even—what?”

			I head over to my own half-unzipped suitcase on the half-made bed we slept in last night and start throwing things into it haphazardly. I’m too jumbled, too furious to keep anything organized. “That’s not even the worst part. I don’t care about the fucking show.” Tears are stinging the backs of my eyes. “All I cared about was feeling like I wasn’t alone up there while the audience destroyed us. And you could barely say a single word!”

			“I’m so sorry,” he repeats, still looking stricken, losing another inch of his height. As though if he can make himself small enough, he’ll earn my forgiveness. But the apology feels flat, empty. “I really thought I was going to be okay. We had everything planned out, and you were being so great, and then—and then it went off the rails. And I didn’t have a script. I didn’t disagree with anything you were saying. You know that. I froze up. I wanted to say something, but I just—I couldn’t. I couldn’t even breathe up there once the accusations started.”

			“Neither could I!” I shout. “You humiliated me. Last night, we—” I break off, pushing up my glasses and pressing my fingers into my eyes to keep the tears from dripping down my face. “We said we were trying a real relationship. I know you’re kind of new at this, but guess what, partners don’t abandon each other like this.”

			The truth is this, though: Beneath the rage, I might be able to forgive him. Eventually. He is not his stage fright, and the more space I have from PodCon, the more I’d be able to see that. I’d need time to lick my wounds, but maybe we could get back a piece of what we had. We were so good together before today. I was so certain we would last.

			“I could go back, talk to Kent . . .”

			“You’re going to take that job?” I ask. “You actually want to keep working for that piece of shit?”

			And he just looks at me, like not taking the job is something that would never have crossed his mind.

			It’s a look that shatters any hope of reconciliation. This was why I didn’t want to get too deep. I love too much, too soon, and the other person can’t reciprocate. They always let me down. They just keep finding new ways of doing it, those innovative assholes.

			“I—I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe? I can’t think clearly right now.”

			“No, no, you should keep it. You’re the real journalist, right? Go talk to your buddy Kent. Real stand-up guy, that one. He’s always preferred you to me, anyway.”

			“Fuck.” He rakes a hand through his hair, drags it down his face. His hair is the kind of mess I’d have loved to slide my hands into yesterday. “Fuck, Shay, I just want to make it up to you. Please tell me how to do that.”

			“Sure. Why don’t you go run onstage and tell everyone you were part of this too, that I wasn’t the only fucking idiot up there?” When he’s silent, I shake my head. “The worst part is,” I continue as I hurl a toothbrush into my suitcase, unsure if it’s his or mine. “I thought I was falling for you. But I guess that was my stupid heart making me cling once again to someone who isn’t worth it.”

			I watch his face, some masochistic part of me searching for an indication he felt the same way. There’s a flicker of emotion, but I’m pretty sure it’s just sadness. Not love.

			“I don’t know what to say.” He sags onto the bed between our suitcases.

			“Seems to be a common theme with you.” I try to zip up my suitcase, but I’ve arranged everything so awkwardly that it won’t close. “Maybe this was what you wanted all along. You were the one who was so uncertain about the show in the beginning. Now you don’t have to do it anymore.”

			“I might have felt that way at first,” he admits, “but I loved doing the show. I loved doing the show with you.”

			“Even if that’s true, the show was a bad decision from the beginning.” Another shove of my suitcase. Come on, come on, just fucking zip. You have one job. “All of it was a lie. Including us.”

			“You can’t mean that. That we weren’t real. Here, let me help—”

			“I’ve got it,” I say through gritted teeth, heaving all my weight on the suitcase to force the zipper closed, my breath rushing out of me once it’s done.

			I want so badly to tell him that of course I meant everything I said to him. Of course I want to climb back in bed and let him hold me until I no longer feel so utterly, hopelessly lost. Of course we were real.

			But frankly, I’m not sure anymore.

			“Let’s go back to Seattle and give it some time,” he says. “Can we talk about it when we’re both calm?”

			“I’m calm.” I haul my suitcase to the floor with a thump. “And I’m done talking. So I guess the next time I hear you will be when you’re back on PPR.”

			The tears start falling as soon as I slam the door behind me.
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			I don’t remember the ride to the airport, the earlier flight I manage to catch, or the drive home. I’m numb as I pick up my suitcase from baggage claim, numb as I collect Steve from doggie daycare, numb as I refresh social media again and again until finally I have to disable my accounts because it’s all too goddamn much.

			My name is a hashtag.

			I am a joke.

			The laughingstock of public radio.

			Dominic has the nerve to text me.

			
				Shay, I can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am.

				I want to make it up to you.

				Can we talk?

			

			Delete, delete, delete.

			When I flip on the lights in my house, sponsorship products glare back at me from every surface. Those corn shoes, which by the way smell terrible. The custom arch support that felt great for a day but then fucked up my feet. And if I have to look at one more fruit-and-nut bar, I’ll scream.

			I crawl into bed—onto my free and actually somewhat life-changing memory foam mattress—and bury my face in Steve’s fur. He seems to get that I’m feeling down because he’s a muted version of his typically energetic self. I will throw my pity party alone and without shame. No one can judge me if no one knows about it.

			“That includes you, Steve,” I mutter when I catch him giving me a particularly savage side-eye.

			I zombie through the next few days. I ignore texts and calls from my mother and Ameena and TJ and Ruthie, ignore more texts from Dominic. The wedding is next week, and I know I’ll have to see Ameena and explain to everyone how big of a liar I am. But I’m not ready. Not yet.

			I don’t let any of my podcasts update, and I don’t turn on the radio. I know our—their—pledge drive is soon, and I can’t bear to listen to them asking for money. If you call now and pledge a minimum of twenty dollars per month, you’ll get a KPPR T-shirt . . . I used to look forward to each year’s T-shirt design. They’re all in my drawer, from least to most recent, varying levels of softness as a result of countless wash-and-dry cycles. I love those shirts. I’m going to miss them.

			Oh god. How many of those Ex Talk T-shirts will wind up at a Goodwill or in a Dumpster?

			I devoted my twenties to public radio, and it feels wrong for it to have turned on me like this. And yet, the wild thing is . . . when I think about not having to go back to PPR, I feel something a little like relief. Sure, it’s buried beneath the heartbreak and the humiliation, but it’s there. The show is over. My public radio career might be, too, but not having to carry that lie makes me feel like I can stand up a bit straighter. I’ve been working myself to the bone, nights and weekends for years. Zero breaks. Maybe now I’ll have the time to decide what I really want.

			Maybe once the social media backlash fades, once I’m no longer going through a bottle of wine a day, I’ll be able to see that this is actually a good thing.

			After all, it saved me from the biggest relationship mistake of my life.

			

			—

			Day four post-PodCon, I finally turn on my laptop. I drag it over to the couch, push aside a takeout container to make room for another half bottle of wine. Instead of going straight to social media or the work email account I’m sure has been deleted, I open up a file I haven’t touched in forever.

			My dad had all kinds of recording devices, some from this century and plenty that weren’t. We argued about analog versus digital in between recording our many “radio shows.” Eventually, I uploaded everything to my computer, tucked away in a folder simply labeled with his initials, DG. Like only two letters would make it somehow easier to look at.

			The thing about losing someone is that it doesn’t happen just once. It happens every time you do something great you wish they could see, every time you’re stuck and you need advice. Every time you fail. It erodes your sense of normal, and what grows back is decidedly not normal, and yet you still have to figure out how to trudge forward.

			Ten years, and I am still losing him every day.

			At first it’s really fucking hard to hear his voice through my laptop speakers. Our recording equipment was too good—there’s no static, nothing that makes it sound like the audio has aged even remotely.

			“This is Dan and Shay Do the News,” he says in that perfect voice, and I suck down more wine.

			I hear my eleven-year-old self giggle. “No, no, you’re supposed to say my name first.”

			“Whoops, sorry, I forgot. Let’s try that again. This is Dan and Shay Do the—”

			“Daaad, you did it again!”

			“Oh shoot, did I? One more time—”

			He was doing it on purpose, of course. I can hear it now.

			I listen to the two of us spar, laugh, tell stories. It tugs at my heart, it aches, but it doesn’t give me the kind of clarity I was hoping for.

			Fact: I loved doing these shows with my dad.

			Fact: I wanted to grow up and be on the radio.

			I dreamed of telling stories that would make people feel something—the same way radio did for me. For a while, hosting a successful show felt like an answer to the questions I’d had my whole life. It was validation.

			The Ex Talk gave me that, just for a while, but if I’m being honest with myself, I hadn’t felt it on Paloma’s show in a long, long time.

			I keep clicking through files. I’m already at rock bottom, so what’s a little more suffering?

			The funny thing is, my dad would have gone wild for what happened at our live show. Oh, he’d absolutely be disappointed in me, but he loved when radio went off script. He craved those human moments, the times you got to see the people behind the personas.

			Well, here you go, Dad. Here’s how I ruined public radio.
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			My mother gets married in my childhood backyard on a clear July day.

			It’s just shy of eighty degrees, perfect for a Seattle summer, and she’s radiant in her navy jumpsuit, red hair arranged in a sophisticated knot with a few curls tumbling onto her shoulders. Phil is in a charcoal linen suit and navy tie, and neither of them can stop smiling.

			The wedding is small, only about thirty people. My parents were always proud of our backyard—lord knows my dad spent enough time maintaining it. Turns out, there’s enough space for a chuppah, several rows of chairs, and a small dance floor. Everything is adorned with yellow roses and elegant calla lilies, a marriage of my mother’s and Phil’s favorite flowers, and we strung tea lights along the fence. There’s a string quartet made up of their friends from the symphony, and later, the two of them will play, too.

			It hits me that not everyone gets to see a parent so deeply in love like this, and that makes me feel lucky, that I’m privy to this side of my mother.

			That I’ve seen her this in love not once but twice.

			My new stepsiblings and their kids are enough to make a small party feel alive and electric, and while I’m wistful for the quiet celebrations I had with my parents, I think I could get used to, well, fun.

			There’s so much to set up that I don’t get a chance to talk to Ameena and TJ, who arrive close to the start of the ceremony. I know I’ll have to talk to them at some point, but I’m putting it off as long as I can. My mother is my first priority.

			The ceremony itself is short and sweet. My mother and Phil wrote their own vows, and they’re both appropriately sappy. They incorporate the Jewish tradition of breaking a glass—after which we yell out, “Mazel tov!”—and a Nigerian tradition where guests spray money at the bride and groom, which they opt to donate to a cancer charity in honor of Phil’s late wife.

			“How are you doing?” my new stepsister Diana asks after the ceremony, while we’re in line at the small buffet next to the dance floor.

			“Oh—I’m fine,” I say, because we don’t yet have the kind of closeness where I can be fully open about the fact that I’m drowning in self-pity with a healthy dash of self-loathing. But maybe one day we will. “Just . . . job hunting. Shockingly, no one’s knocking down my door begging to hire me.”

			“It’s rough out there. Hey, if you want to babysit,” she says with a waggle of her eyebrows, “we’re in the market for a new nanny.”

			I force a smile. While I like her kids, I don’t think I could be around them for that many hours a day. I still don’t even know if I want my own.

			“Tempting offer, but I’m going to have to pass,” I say, and she snaps her fingers.

			“Damn. I was really hoping we could wrangle some kind of family discount. Nannies aren’t cheap.”

			“Are you trying to trick Shay into becoming our nanny?” her husband Eric says, heading over with a glass of white wine.

			“Yes, and it’s not working. Who are the kids terrorizing now?”

			“They’re calmly eating ravioli. At least, for the next few minutes.” He tips his glass at me. “Shay, can I get you anything?”

			I’ve had enough wine in the past week to power ten weddings, so I probably shouldn’t. “I’m good,” I say. God, they really are so nice. I don’t know why I was ever so reluctant. “Thank you.”

			Since I waited until everyone else had gone through the buffet line to take my turn, I carry my plate of food back to the only table with empty chairs. Of course it’s the one Ameena and TJ are sitting at. She’s in a lilac dress that I remember buying with her at an estate sale last year, and I wonder if she remembers the Capitol Hill boutique where I bought my powder-blue one. Everything else about her is so familiar that I can’t believe it’s been months since we spoke.

			TJ gives her a gentle nudge forward.

			And I just . . . crumble.

			

			—

			Ameena and I venture deeper into the garden to talk.

			“I can’t believe everything that happened,” she says, sitting next to me on a stone bench my dad planted here so many years ago.

			“I can’t wrap my mind around it, either,” I admit. “Sometimes it feels like a bad dream, but then I wake up and nope, I’m still extremely unemployable and extremely embarrassed.”

			She squeezes my shoulder, and I lean into her touch. “I wish I could have been there for you. I don’t hate Seattle, I swear. I was just so eager for a change. Everything I said was completely out of line.”

			“Maybe,” I agree, “but I don’t think you were entirely wrong. The weirdest thing about this is that I feel relieved underneath everything. Relieved I don’t have to keep lying. And a little relieved that I can figure out if there’s a job for me out there that isn’t in public radio.”

			“Shay Goldstein not in public radio,” she says with an exaggerated gasp. “What is the world coming to?”

			That’s the most terrifying part: that I’ve defined myself by public radio for so long that I’ve never wondered who I am without it.

			Maybe the truth is that I’ve been scared to find out.

			Ameena opens up her beaded clutch. “I know it’s not traditional to give the daughter of the bride a gift,” she says. “I actually had these made before our fight. I was going to give you yours before I left, but . . .”

			“Holy shit. You didn’t.” I unwrap a custom-made silver bracelet with WWAMWMD printed on it. “You got me a WWAMWMD bracelet.”

			“So you never forget,” she says with a grin.

			“Tell me you have a matching one?”

			She pulls out a second one and slips it on. “Duh.”

			We continue catching up. Ameena tells me more about her job, about Virginia, about the humidity her hair was completely unprepared for. After a while, TJ finds us and asks Ameena to dance. She lifts her eyebrows at me, and I gesture to her that it’s okay. We’ll be okay, too—or at the very least, we’ll try to be.

			I venture back to the wedding guests, sliding into an empty seat next to my mother.

			“How have you been dancing for two hours and you still look flawless?” I ask her.

			“Oh, stop,” she says, but she’s glowing. “I know you put on an act out there for the wedding, and I appreciate it, but you can be honest with me. How are you doing?”

			I appreciate that she hasn’t judged me for lying on air to thousands of listeners. She must have known I had enough of it from every corner of the internet.

			“I’m not okay,” I admit, running my fingers along the petals of a nearby calla lily. “But I’m trying to be.”

			“And Dominic?”

			“He’s back at PPR. As a researcher.” His apologies must really have been empty if he was okay staying on their payroll, working with Kent. The fact that he’s still there, siding with Kent over me, feels like a tremendous betrayal. If only my heart could realize it. “I think I got so caught up in the idea of the show that it didn’t matter that we were lying to people, that they were giving us money because they bought into the lie, and when you think about it that way, it seems . . . really shitty.”

			“You wanted to make good radio,” she says simply. “You made an error in judgment. From the sound of it, Dominic made the same one.”

			“It would all be fine if I could just stop loving him.”

			“You know how many times I thought things would be so much simpler if I could stop loving your dad?” She shakes her head, and maybe it’s strange to bring him up on her wedding day, but this is the proof that he’s never gone. “All the years of therapy, loneliness, grief . . . if I could flip a switch and just stop, it would have been easier, right?”

			“That would have been awful,” I say. “Easier, sure, but still awful.”

			Now I’m thinking back to all the times in my past relationships I said I love you too soon. I’m certain I meant it, but it didn’t feel anything like loving Dominic. I crave the smallest, simplest things: his rare dimple, the jokes about our age gap, his passion for cast-iron cookware. The way he felt in my bed, yes, but also the way he trusted me with his painful memories, and the way I trusted him with mine.

			Maybe not so small and simple after all.

			The quartet transitions to a cover of “September,” and more dancers rush onto the floor.

			But my mother appears lost in thought. “You know, I used to be jealous of the two of you. You and Dan.”

			“You what?” I say, positive I heard her wrong.

			“It’s silly, isn’t it? Or at least, it sounds silly now. You and your dad had this thing you were both so in love with. You’d fully inherited his passion for it, and it was fun to watch the two of you, but . . . sometimes I wished, just a little bit, that you could have liked music, too.”

			Oh. I had no idea my mother felt this way. It’s reality shattering to hear your parent confess something so . . . human.

			“Mom,” I say quietly. “I—I’m sorry.”

			She waves this away. “It’s not your fault! You liked what you liked. I couldn’t force it on you. You tried piano lessons, and you tried violin lessons, and you tried choir, and you just didn’t click with any of them. And that’s okay.”

			She’s being generous. I was terrible, no rhythm and no patience. Music on the radio, especially the kind of music my mother listened to, didn’t excite me the way NPR did. And maybe I was the only nine-year-old geeking out over Car Talk, but I didn’t care.

			“I loved that the two of you had that special bond,” my mother continues. “But you go into parenting hoping, maybe selfishly, that your kid will love the thing you love, and you can share that with them.”

			“And I let you down.”

			“No,” she says firmly. “Especially now, I’m so, so glad you had that time with him.”

			I lean my head against her shoulder, and she combs her fingers through my hair until Phil tows her back onto the dance floor. I watch the couples as the sun dips low in the sky and the stars blink on, but I don’t feel like the odd one out, the third or fifth or fourteenth wheel. I’m not lonely, exactly. I don’t need someone next to me, and I’m not rushing to fill an emptiness. It’s that I want one person in particular, and it’s the person I don’t know how to forgive.

			I used to think that without my dad, I’d never be whole again. But maybe that’s what we all are—halfway-broken people searching for things that will smooth our jagged edges.
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			Dominic eventually stops texting. I guess it confirms that whatever we had, it’s really over.

			I don’t expect to miss it as much as I do, but the love lingers like a bruise, aching even when I’m not actively thinking about it. My past breakups never made me this miserable. Maybe it’s because I was forcing those guys to fill a space I thought needed to be filled, while Dominic slid into my life so naturally. A want, not a need.

			Every now and then, Ruthie texts to check in. She’s still processing, but she says she wants to be there for me, wants to remain friends. I don’t think I could have forgiven myself if I’d torched that relationship, too.

			I have enough savings to last me through January if I manage to avoid any major crises, but I’m not used to being idle. So I focus on my job search. If Dominic can be content working at Pacific Public Radio, then I can at least send out a few résumés. I don’t know what’s out there for a disgraced public radio host. I try a TV station, a few PR firms, a handful of companies looking for whatever the hell a content creator is. But I don’t get any bites. Maybe I’m unqualified, or maybe they’re googling me and don’t love what they find.

			In mid-August, I get a text from Paloma Powers that nearly knocks me out of my kitchen chair.

			
				Heard what happened. Kent’s a fucknugget. Let me know if you need anything.

			

			Before I can overthink it, I message her back, and just like that, we have lunch plans for the weekend. I’m not sure what I’m going to get out of meeting with her, but I’ve worked with her longer than anyone. The rapidly shrinking optimistic part of me wants to believe she can help.

			

			—

			Paloma and I meet at a new restaurant she claims does the best panzanella in Seattle. It’s such a Paloma thing to say that it comforts me immediately.

			She’s in one of her lighter shawls for summer, and her hair is longer, skimming the tops of her shoulders.

			“I can’t seem to find a producer as attentive as you were,” she says with a sigh between sips of her turmeric juice. “But it’s going well. I thought I liked jazz, but turns out, I love jazz. So that was a relief. And it’s much less stress than what I did on Puget Sounds. That’s the last thing I want in my life at this point.”

			“That’s good to hear,” I say. It’s strange, this lunch with her. When we worked together, I’d never have considered us friends. We never grabbed lunch. It wasn’t that I didn’t like working for her. I respected her, and there was a hierarchy. Or it felt like there was.

			We both order the panzanella, which I’m thrilled to learn is a bread salad. It instantly becomes my favorite kind of salad.

			She steers the conversation like a talk show. “Kent has been a sexist piece of shit as long as I’ve known him,” she says. “He hides it well.”

			“I guess I was always quick to find an excuse for it, or I’d be afraid to say anything because, well, he was my boss.” I think back to the way he trusted Dominic’s opinion over mine, or how he’d ask a woman at a meeting to take notes, never a man. Because the woman was “so good at details.” He made it seem like some special treatment we were getting. “But it was so clear he loved Dominic, and I felt like I was second tier, even though I’d been at the station so long.”

			“That’s how he works, the sneaky fuck. He’s overly nice to make up for the fact that he doesn’t fundamentally respect women. He might not even be aware of it—internalized misogyny is a hell of a drug. But that doesn’t excuse it. I’ve also heard him brag about hiring people of color, like he’s single-handedly solving this industry’s diversity issues.” She leans in conspiratorially. “And did you know that he asked me out once?”

			“What?”

			“Yep. I wasn’t out at work yet, and when I told him I wasn’t interested, he played it off like it wasn’t a big deal. He was head of the news department back then, and I was a reporter, and he started assigning me stories no one else wanted to cover. Stories so bland the station probably shouldn’t have been covering them at all, and then sometimes he wouldn’t even air them. I tried to talk to him about it, but he insisted I had to pay my dues. It went on for a year before I got tapped to host Puget Sounds—by the board, not Kent.”

			“Jesus,” I say. “Paloma, I’m so sorry.”

			“What made it worse was that everyone else seemed to love him so much, respect him so much,” she continues. “And because of that unspoken hierarchy, I couldn’t say a damn thing.”

			Our food arrives, and we’re quiet for a few minutes as we dig in.

			Finally, I find the words to tell her about my own insecurities. “I felt some of that hierarchy when I was working with you,” I admit.

			“You did? Because of me?”

			And she looks so stunned that I want to take it all back, but I push forward. “It’s this strange dynamic between producers and hosts, I think. You’re the ‘talent,’ and our jobs rely on making it easy for you to do your job.”

			I realize I say our like I’m still a producer, like I didn’t just host a successful but doomed show. Maybe at my core, I still am.

			“I’m sorry,” Paloma says after a beat of silence. Then she a cracks a smile. “If it helps, I get my own chia seeds now. I’ve been humbled.”

			“Was it hard to leave public radio?”

			“It was hard getting pushed out,” she says. “I’m sure Kent had been looking for a reason to get rid of me for years. But I think it was time for me to move on, even if I was reluctant to do it at first. I definitely don’t miss the pledge drives.”

			“Wait, you don’t like begging strangers for money?” I say, and she laughs.

			“Public radio doesn’t have to be your identity,” she says. “Ahem, speaking as someone for whom it was their whole identity. You’re still at the beginning of your career, and people have short attention spans. If you want to go back to radio, you can. This doesn’t have to take it away from you. I’d be happy to write you a recommendation, if you think that might help you out. But if you’re not sure, and if you have the ability to do so . . . there’s no harm in taking time to figure out your next step.”

			“I’ve just been doing radio for so long that I don’t know what else I’m good at.”

			She gives me this strange look. “Shay Goldstein,” she says, “if that’s what you think about yourself, then you’re not the person I thought you were.”
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			I slide the WWAMWMD bracelet up and down my wrist. Ameena’s been sending me photos of her new apartment, and yep, it’s much bigger and cheaper than anything in Seattle. We’ve tentatively planned for me to visit in November, once she’s more settled.

			Ruthie’s girlfriend Tatum works at a vegan café in North Seattle, and she supplies us with free food while Ruthie and I send out résumés and commiserate about unemployment. The free food helps. Free alcohol helps even more, but honestly, I should cut down on the day drinking.

			My weekends don’t feel as empty as I thought they might, though maybe it’s because my weekdays are still a bit empty, too. I had a job interview earlier today as a copywriter at a marketing agency, which I was unsure I wanted—they just happened to be the first place that called me. In the middle of the interview, someone knocked on the door and asked to talk to the HR manager, and when she came back in, she was decidedly chillier than she’d been before.

			“You could always come back to commercial radio with me,” Ruthie says, swiping a sweet potato fry through sriracha aioli. “KZYO offered me my old job, but I’m not sure yet if I’m going to take it. I’m trying to see what my options are.”

			I take a sip of my rosé. “Truthfully, I’m not sure I could handle the commercials.”

			“They’re not that bad.”

			She launches into a familiar jingle and Tatum shouts from behind the counter, “Is she singing the pickle song again? Because she’s not allowed to do it within fifteen feet of me, it’s a relationship rule.”

			Ruthie holds a finger to her lips. “It pays really we-ell,” she singsongs.

			“I’ll think about it,” I promise.

			We return to our laptops, the clacking of our keys mixing with the surfer girl pop punk playing through the café’s speakers. The café isn’t busy—in fact, we’re the only two people here, plus Tatum and a cook in the kitchen.

			“If there’s anything I can do to help, you’ll let me know, right?” I ask Ruthie after a couple minutes. It’s still strange, sitting across from her after spending five months lying to her.

			Ruthie’s hands pause on her keyboard, her rings glittering in the afternoon light. “I’ve already told you a hundred times that I forgive you,” she says. “I have a feeling whatever you’re putting yourself through is enough. I don’t need to add to it.”

			“You’re too good for this world.”

			“I know,” she says. “I almost don’t wanna ask, but . . . any word from Dominic?”

			I shake my head. “He was texting for a while, but then he stopped. To be fair, I wasn’t exactly responding.” I let out a sigh. “I can’t talk to him if he’s still working there.”

			“I get it,” Ruthie says. “I’m so sorry. I really was rooting for you two.”

			Suddenly, Tatum gasps from behind the counter. “Oh my god,” she says, racing over to our table, her long dark ponytail bouncing. She shoves her phone at Ruthie.

			“Tweeting on the job?” Ruthie says, shaking her head and making a tsking sound. But her eyes grow wide as she sees what’s on the screen. “Oh my god,” Ruthie echoes. She wrenches the phone from Tatum’s grasp and scrolls down the page.

			I lean forward in my seat, trying to see what they’re looking at. “What is it?” Working in a newsroom, you get used to these kinds of reactions when something terrible happens somewhere in the world: people crouched over a phone, hands over mouths. But the two of them seem shocked rather than upset.

			“Turn on Pacific Public Radio,” Ruthie says, patting my laptop. “My battery’s dying.”

			I spit out a laugh. “No thanks. I’ll just check Twit—”

			“Shay. Turn on the fucking radio,” Ruthie repeats, with so much vigor in her voice that I don’t dare disobey her.

			Begrudgingly, I navigate over to the PPR homepage and click the little microphone icon to start the livestream. Tatum turns down the café’s sound, and we all lean in to listen to . . . An NPR newsbreak, featuring a story about an alligator in Florida that was finally caught after escaping from a zoo earlier this week.

			“Are we . . . into alligators now?” I ask.

			Ruthie rolls her eyes. “Just wait until the end of the newsbreak.”

			Tatum slides into the booth next to Ruthie, and we wait. When PPR comes back on the air, it immediately becomes clear they’re in the middle of a pledge drive, which sparks an odd twinge in my chest. I didn’t even register that it was happening this week.

			“And we’re back, talking about how you can support great local journalism,” says a familiar voice. “Which also happens to be hour number two of my apology tour. If you’re just tuning in, here’s what happened.”

			I can’t breathe.

			“There was this girl,” Dominic says, and I think my heart might actually stop. “That’s the way these stories always tend to start, right? So. There was this girl, and she’s the smartest, most interesting girl I’ve ever met. We worked together at this very station. She’d been at Pacific Public Radio for ten years, and she’s fantastic at her job. She’s basically an NPR encyclopedia. We even got lucky enough to host a show together . . . but that didn’t exactly go as planned. The show was built on a lie—the notion that the two of us had dated in the past and were now teaming up to dole out relationship advice and hear tales of other dating misadventures. But it gets really, really complicated when you start falling for a girl all your listeners think you’ve already dated and moved on from. Especially when your desk is right next to hers.”

			“Shay,” Ruthie says, grabbing my arm. “Shay.”

			“I—oh my god.” The café disappears around me. I have tunnel vision, and it’s definitely not just the rosé. All I see is the microphone icon on my screen, and all I hear is Dominic’s voice. He sounds so natural on the air now, more than he ever has.

			“But I messed up,” Dominic continues, and then breaks off with a half laugh that jolts my heart, gets it beating again. “I’ve always had a little stage fright, and unfortunately, I froze up when she needed me most. I wasn’t there for her, even after we’d promised to be a team. I’m here today to tell all of you that I’m so deeply sorry for the lie The Ex Talk was based on, but more than that, I’m sorry, Shay. I’m so incredibly sorry, and all I want is to talk to you again.”

			This is really happening. Dominic, apologizing on the radio.

			“It’s all over Twitter,” Ruthie says, holding her phone to my face, but I can’t process any of the text on it. “Apparently he was saying something about Beanie Babies earlier?”

			“This is the most romantic thing I’ve ever seen,” Tatum says. “Or heard, I guess.”

			“I don’t know if she’s listening,” Dominic is saying, “but I can’t think of another way to tell her how badly I screwed everything up. If she gives me a second chance, even if it’s one I don’t deserve, I will do whatever I can to make things up to her. And more than that . . . I need her to know that I love her. I’ve been in love with her since the island, maybe even before that. And I’m dying to tell her in person.”

			Another voice comes on the radio, one I recognize as Marlene Harrison-Yates’. “And if you’d like to call in with a donation to keep Dominic on the air, to keep us going, that number is 206-555-8803, or you can donate online at KPPR.org.”

			“Oh my god,” I say again, unsure if I know any other words. My first instinct is to turn it off, shut him down, ignore it all. Insist that he can’t sweet-talk his way back into my life. I close my eyes for a moment, trying to latch onto reality. “He’s still at the station. He’s still working for them. All of this is . . . wow, but it doesn’t change the fact that he took that job after they practically kicked me out.”

			“Don’t you think you owe it to him to hear him out?” Ruthie says.

			Deep down, I know she’s right. If there’s any chance of fixing things between us, I have to talk to him. “He’s still on the air. What should I do?”

			“Go down there and tell him you’re madly in love with him?” she suggests. “I mean, just an idea.”

			“I can’t just go down there. I quit, remember? They practically fired me.” With trembling hands, I pick up my phone. “I’ll—I’ll call.” I have no idea what I’m going to say, but it’s the only option that seems to make sense to my soupy brain right now.

			The number is practically part of my DNA at this point, though I’ve never actually called it. Still, I’m so rattled that I miss a digit the first time.

			“Pacific Public Radio call-in line, what’s your comment?” Isabel Fernandez asks, and it’s such a rush of emotion to hear her voice.

			During pledge drives, they often have listeners call in to share a story about the station and why they support it. I can’t believe I got through right away.

			“Isabel, it’s Shay. Shay Goldstein.”

			If I could hear someone’s eyes bulge on the phone, it would probably sound the way Isabel’s stunned silence does.

			“Shay? Hold on, let me put you through. This is going to be amazing!”

			“No, wait—” I say, but it’s too late.

			It’s odd, hearing the radio streaming from my laptop and then listening through my phone as I wait to be live on the air. And the whole time, I can’t believe I’m doing this, I’m really fucking doing this.

			“It seems like we have a caller on the line,” Dominic says in my ear now.

			“Dominic.” My voice is shaky.

			Ruthie and Tatum are leaning across the booth to listen, Ruthie gripping my arm and Tatum gripping Ruthie.

			Silence on the line. I want to admonish him, tell him dead air is deadly.

			“Shay?” His voice shakes, too. “I didn’t think you’d hear. I mean—I hoped you would, but I figured you’d been avoiding the radio, and . . . wow. Wow.” I try to imagine him there in the studio, pacing back and forth, running a hand through his hair, pushing up the sleeves of his shirt. “It’s so good to hear your voice.”

			I feel my face split into a grin. His voice isn’t enough. I have to see him, and I have to see him now. “Stay there,” I say. “I’m coming down.”

			“Wait,” he says. “Wait—Shay—”

			Ruthie and Tatum are gaping at me. “What is happening,” Ruthie says.

			“Hopefully the most romantic moment of my life.”

			

			—

			I’m too jumbled to drive, so Tatum leaves the cook in charge of the café so she and Ruthie can drive me.

			Ruthie’s car is parked around the corner. I take the messy back seat, filled with receipts and canvas bags and two shoes that do not match and a handful of CDs.

			“You have CDs?” I ask, moving my foot so I don’t step on Hall and Oates’s greatest hits.

			“Old car,” Ruthie says. “That’s all it can handle.”

			“Besides, then she can act all hashtag retro,” Tatum says.

			“I hate that CDs are retro,” I say as Ruthie speeds toward the freeway. It’ll take us probably twenty minutes to get downtown. Twenty minutes of panicking in the back seat.

			“Sorry it’s so messy,” Ruthie says. “But if you find a piece of gum back there, let me know.”

			“Let the girl breathe,” Tatum says. “She just received a public declaration of love.” She turns to me. “Do you want the radio on?”

			“I don’t know.” It feels so personal that everyone’s hearing this. But that’s what we were doing with the show, weren’t we? “If someone could convince me I won’t manage to fuck this up, that would be awesome.”

			And, bless them, they try. By the time we pull up to the familiar building and Ruthie circles the block, unable to find a parking spot, my heart is in my throat.

			“You’ve got this,” Ruthie says firmly. “We’ll be right down here if you need us. Partly because we can’t find a parking spot, but mainly because I think you need to go up alone.”

			“Good luck,” Tatum says. “We’ll be listening.”

			I nod, swallowing hard. “Thank you. Thank you both so much.”

			On wobbly legs, I make my way to the security door, realizing I don’t even know if they’ll let me in if I buzz up. I give the door a pathetic swipe of my key card, but of course, it’s been deactivated. So with a shaky sigh, I hit the buzzer.

			“Pacific Public Radio,” chirps Emma McCormick’s staticky voice.

			“Hey—Emma,” I say, holding down the button. “It’s me, um, Shay Goldstein. I wanted to come up to talk to Dominic. He’s on the air—”

			“Shay, oh my god!” Emma squeals. “I can’t get over it. I wish someone would do something like this for me. You are so lucky. The phone lines have been bananas, and we’ve already crushed our goals for the entire pledge drive. It’s really—”

			There’s a scuffle in the background, and then another familiar voice. “Shay? It’s Marlene Harrison-Yates. I’m letting you up.”

			“Oh—thank you,” I say as the door clicks. Nothing makes sense today.

			Then I am in the hall and the slowest of slow elevators, taking out my ponytail and then putting it back up, wiping the lenses of my glasses on my shirt, trying to make myself look less nightmarish. But Dominic has seen me at my worst, he’s seen me panicked and without makeup and with tears streaming down my face, and he loves me.

			He loves me.

			When I get to the fifth floor, Marlene is holding open the station door. “I’m a sucker for true love,” she says with a shrug. “And Emma wasn’t getting you up here fast enough.”

			Emma offers an apologetic but still peppy shrug.

			I barely have a chance to take in the station foyer with its warm hominess and vinyl-record-covered walls before Kent sprints toward me.

			“Shay!” he says, so falsely cheery that it churns my stomach. “We were wondering if you’d show up. I know it’s a little unconventional, but social media is blowing up. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s really big of you to put all of this behind you and—”

			“I’m not here for you.” God, it feels incredible to interrupt him. I gesture to the hall. “And as much as I used to love this place, I’m not here for the station. I’m here for Dominic, and that’s it. Then I’m gone.”

			Kent’s mouth tightens, and he gives me a curt nod. Marlene’s long skirts flutter as she steps in front of him, and when our eyes meet, a brief understanding passes over her face. “Go,” she urges me, and I dip my head in gratitude.

			My former coworkers seem to have realized what’s happening, and they join us in the hall, staring, openmouthed, as I make my way to the place I used to feel most myself. Deep breaths. One foot in front of the other. I can do this.

			I squeeze my eyes shut, and when I open them, there he is, standing in the middle of the studio like he’s delivering a filibuster. His clothes are crisp but his hair is rumpled, just like I imagined it. Dark scruff along his jaw, studio headphones clamped over his ears. Beautiful and sexy and sweet and kind. The guy I was scared of falling too hard for.

			When his eyes lock on me, his face completely changes. A smile spreads from one corner of his mouth to the other, drawing out his dimple, and then he’s full-on grinning. His dark eyes brighten, and his posture seems to dip with relief. That shift is incredible to watch.

			He heads for the door, and he must forget that he’s wearing headphones because the cord tugs him back toward the table. It’s adorable, watching him fiddle with it, trying to untangle himself.

			“Get her mic’d up,” someone is saying. I don’t even know who.

			And then I am being shoved into the studio with the man who just poured his heart out to me on live radio. Headphones are plugged in and wrangled onto my ears, and did they always feel this heavy?

			“We’re on a newsbreak,” Jason Burns says in our ears. “You have four minutes before you go live again.”

			“Hi,” Dominic says. The word is a breathy exhale.

			“Hi.”

			I thought I’d run toward him, that he’d scoop me into his arms, kiss me passionately. That the outside world would fall away, fade out, end credits.

			Except none of that happens. My feet turn to concrete. We stare each other down, as though we’re both unsure what to do now.

			“You look—you look great,” he says, his voice a little hoarse. I should have brought lozenges.

			“Thanks,” I say, self-consciously running a hand through my hair again. “You—um. You do, too.”

			We still have so much to say, but now that I’m here with him, I don’t know where to begin. Sure, I dreamed of us reconciling, but I never imagined it happening quite like this, with Dominic standing here like he has no idea what to do with his hands.

			“You’ve been . . . okay?” I say. “Since the show went off the air?”

			He nods, but then grimaces. “Work has been . . . you know. Fine. But I have to be honest. I’ve been fucking miserable.”

			And that makes me crack a smile—not because he was miserable, but because I’ve felt the same.

			“Me too,” I say in a small voice.

			“Thirty-second warning,” someone says.

			“I have to go back on the air,” he says.

			Shit. Shit. We’ve barely even had a conversation.

			“Are you—” He swallows. “You want to come on the air with me?”

			We started this on the air. I want to finish it—whatever that conclusion is—on the air, too. “Yes,” I say quietly.

			The rest of PPR has gathered outside the studio, and Kent is scrolling through a tablet. I have to focus anywhere but on him.

			“I’m back with Shay Goldstein,” Dominic says when the RECORDING sign goes on, and woof, the nostalgia hits me with such force that I have to slide into a chair.

			“Hi.” I wave, though I know no one can see me.

			Dominic sits down next to me. “So I’ve kind of been spilling my feelings here for the past two and a half hours.”

			“I’ve heard.” I force a laugh. “I don’t know why I’m laughing, actually.”

			“It’s kind of funny,” he concedes. “We were able to lie that we were exes because we argued so much. Then we fell for each other. And then we hid it from ourselves for a while, and when we finally admitted it to each other, we had to hide it from the audience. But then everything blew up, and now . . . now I don’t know what we are.”

			“When you went silent onstage in Austin, and then when you disappeared afterward . . .” I shake my head, still unable to block out that humiliation. “I’d never felt like that before. ‘Embarrassed’ doesn’t even begin to cover it. I’ve spent the past month trying to figure out if I’m supposed to work in radio, but being back here . . . I might be done with the station, but that doesn’t mean I’ve stopped fucking loving it.”

			Whoops, FCC.

			That’s gonna cost the station.

			I find I don’t care one bit.

			“And you’re fucking good at it,” he says, and I lift my eyebrows at that. He’s the one who still works here, not me.

			“I’ve been here since college,” I say, speaking more to our audience than to him. “And so to have my dream job, to be onstage, and then to see my journalism career end so quickly . . . I wasn’t ready for it.”

			“Your journalism career isn’t over,” he says. “Not if you don’t want it to be.”

			“And I know that,” I say, because deep down, I believe him. “I think what’s been hurting the most is that after everything went to shit, you kept working here. You still had a job, a place here, but I didn’t. That’s what I can’t get past.”

			He nods, letting this sink in. “I wanted to explain. I’ve needed to explain, and I don’t blame you for not responding to my texts because I probably wouldn’t have responded to them, either.” He inches his chair closer to me, his shoe tapping mine, and it reminds me of that late night we spent at the station, creating a history for us. It was one of the first times I realized I might have feelings for him, though I was hell-bent on denying them.

			“I’m not the best in front of big groups of people. I never have been. Doing the show with you in here, that was fine, but I had the worst stage fright of my life in Austin. And that’s only a partial excuse, I realize that. You were going through shit onstage, too. You were being put through the wringer just as much as I was. But it’s the truth. Anxiety made me freeze up, and somewhere deep in that thought spiral, I worried that whatever I said would destroy my journalism career. For the longest time, I wanted to be a serious reporter, and somewhere along the way, I lost sight of that. Except when I came back to work, everything felt wrong. It killed me to accept that job, to keep coming into work every day without you here. Any marginal amount of career success I have feels lackluster if the rest of my life is off-kilter. I embarrassed you, and I’m so sorry about that. If I could go back, I’d stand behind you one hundred percent. No doubt about that.”

			He takes a breath before continuing, and I have to hold a hand to my chest again to still my thumping heart. “My first day back at work, I wanted to quit. But I knew we had a pledge drive coming up, and so I thought this might be my last chance.”

			“Your last chance for what, exactly?”

			A chat pops up on the computer screen next to us. DONATIONS GOING WILD, KEEP GOING! But we’re not doing it for them.

			Dominic’s familiar half smile curves his lips. I want to feel that half smile pressed against my neck, my throat. I want to forgive him. “You know what I said on the air,” he says.

			“Say it to me.” I shift forward so our knees are touching. “Tell me like I’m the only person here. Like there aren’t hundreds of people listening.”

			“Thousands,” he whispers, and I can’t help smiling at that. “I want to try this again. No lies, no pretending. Everything completely out in the open.”

			His fingers graze mine.

			“I have this history of telling people I love them and not hearing it back,” I say. “It’s a problem, maybe—I jump too quickly. But . . . I want to be brave this time.”

			“I do, too,” he says, and then with one swift motion, he reaches forward and unplugs both our pairs of headphones, effectively taking us off the air.

			Outside the studio, our coworkers throw their arms in the air and bang fists against the glass, but no one rushes inside.

			“I love you,” he says only to me, a hand cupping my cheek, thumb tracing along my jaw. “I’m in love with you, Shay.”

			“Dominic.” We’re breathing in time with each other now, as steady as my mother’s metronome. “I love you. I love you so much. I love your radio voice and your cast-iron skillets and the way you wrapped my dog in a T-shirt when he was scared, and I even love your Beanie Baby collection.”

			He plugs his headphones back in with one hand, still holding on to me with the other. “I fucking quit, by the way,” he says.

			And then, because I’m feeling powerful: “Fuck you, Kent.” I say it into the mic, crisp and clear, relishing the strength in my voice. “Enjoy your fucking fines!” Then I rip out the cord.

			“I love you,” I say again to Dominic, unable to stop. I grab the collar of his shirt and pull him close as his hands slide into my hair. “I love you, I love you, I—”

			His mouth meets mine, warm and sweet and certain. My past and my future—because he has always felt like home.

			And even though we’re in a soundproof both, I swear I hear people cheering.

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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			“You can take away my EKTORP and my MALM, but you can’t take away my VITTSJÖ,” Dominic says, wrapping a protective arm around the bookshelf in his living room.

			“It doesn’t match any of my furniture!”

			“No no no,” he says. “The beauty of IKEA’s minimalist designs is that they go with everything.”

			I take a step back, assessing it, and relent. “I guess we could put it in our guest room.” It might actually look nice in there. That room could use some sprucing up.

			Dominic brightens, that lovely smile spreading across his face. He’s been doing that a lot since I asked him to move in a couple weeks ago. “Our,” he says, and it might be my new favorite word. “I like that a lot.”

			It takes us a few hours to load everything into the U-Haul, with a break for some Thai takeout we eat on the floor after realizing we maybe shouldn’t have packed up all the chairs first.

			“Ready to say goodbye to this place?” I ask as we stand in the doorway, giving it one last look. The walls are bare, everything either packed in the truck or donated to Goodwill.

			“Truthfully? I’ve been ready since I moved in.” He hooks his arm around my shoulders, drops a kiss on the top of my head. “But I’m really glad this is the reason it’s happening now.”

			In the truck, Dominic flips through the radio presets, panic flashing in his eyes when one of them turns out to be 88.3 FM. I haven’t been able to listen to PPR since I stormed the offices during their pledge drive three months ago. Not yet. It helps that Kent was let go, but there are still too many grim memories attached to it.

			So I surprise both of us when I say, “Leave it,” before he changes the station.

			“You sure?”

			I swallow around a lump in my throat and nod. It’s the top of the hour, so we listen to an NPR newsbreak. And damn if those NPR voices aren’t still the most soothing journalistic lullaby.

			A few seconds into a local story from Paul Wagner about Seattle’s housing market, I bail. “That’s about all I can handle for today,” I say, switching the station to Jumpin’ Jazz with Paloma Powers. Apparently I like jazz now. Human beings really are capable of change.

			Steve is waiting to greet us, pawing at our legs until he’s received a sufficient amount of pets. Then I give him a new chew toy to keep him occupied while we unload boxes of Dominic’s clothes, toiletries, and cookware.

			“How did you manage to sneak this in?” I ask, holding up a collectible glass box with a Beanie Baby inside. A white bear with a heart on its chest.

			“We hold on to Valentino for a few more years, and we’ve got it made.” Dominic taps the box. “This guy’s gonna put our kids through college. I can feel it.”

			After we’ve emptied the truck, I stand back and take a look at my living room—our living room. We have plenty of rearranging to keep us busy for the next few days, but I don’t hate the moving-day messiness. We swapped my TV for his larger one, draped a fringed blanket of his across the couch. One of Ameena’s Blush ’n Brush landscapes is hanging in the hallway next to a framed photo of Dominic and me hiking on Orcas Island. Even though we’ve taken plenty of photos since then and we weren’t officially together in that shot, it’s still my favorite one of us.

			The guest room, too, is looking much less sad. Along with the VITTSJÖ bookshelf, we added a vintage lamp from his parents’ antique shop, and we have plans to paint the whole house together once we’re a bit more settled. We might host Ameena and TJ or Dominic’s friends from college, many of whom he’s rekindled relationships with, sometime soon. There’s a novelty: guests for the guest room.

			This house used to feel like some adulthood status symbol. Maybe I didn’t have the rest of my life figured out, but I had these walls and windows, these objects without memory. That was all they were: things I hadn’t attached meaning to yet. It became a home long before Dominic and I decided to move in together, and Steve helped, but more than anything, I think I just needed time to learn to love it on my own terms. I grew into that love, into this place, and I can’t believe I wanted to rush it.

			We’re so wiped that we’re in bed by nine o’clock. Our new larger dresser will arrive next week, but for now I like the way Dominic’s clothes live next to mine. All of this is new to me, and I tell him as much when we slide beneath the sheets.

			“It’s going to be good, though,” he says. “I can’t wait to learn all the weird things you do when you’re alone.”

			“They can’t be worse than you wearing a blanket as a cape and pretending to cast spells on Steve.”

			“That was one time! And I really thought you were still in the shower.”

			I snuggle closer, laughing into his shoulder. His arms come around me, a thumb stroking the space between my shoulder blades. It hasn’t sunk in that we get to fall asleep together like this every night, that I’ll wake up next to him every morning.

			“I love you in this house,” I say. “I’ve thought so since the first time you came over. I was too scared to say anything, but you just felt so right here. It was the worst, feeling all those things and not knowing if you were feeling them, too.”

			He grasps me tighter. “I was. I was feeling them so much that it killed me to leave. It killed me to leave every time.”

			Even now, hearing that does something to my heart. “Can you believe we hated each other a year ago?”

			“I think you mean a year ago, we were on our third or fourth date. I believe that was the one where I demonstrated some of my raw sexual energy.”

			“I might need a refresher,” I say, but he’s already rolling me on top of him, his hands on my hips, and together we discover maybe we weren’t that exhausted after all.

			

			—

			The doorbell rings at ten thirty the next morning, while Dominic’s in the kitchen breaking in one of his new cast-iron skillets. A spinach and red pepper frittata. I’ve already canceled my meal delivery service.

			“Sorry I’m early, I was just so excited,” Ruthie says when I answer the door. She sniffs the air. “That smells amazing.”

			“Hey, Ruthie,” Dominic calls. “Help yourself.”

			The three of us settle in at the kitchen table, catching up. Ruthie’s working in public relations and loving it, which is a huge relief.

			“But I’m still not sure if it’s my forever job,” she says.

			I lift my glass of orange juice. “Join the club.”

			“You’re going to find something,” Dominic says with a squeeze of my shoulder. “It’s okay to want to wait for the right thing.”

			And I know he’s right. That’s what I’m doing: taking this time to explore in a way I’ve never done before.

			“You two seem to be nesting quite nicely.” Ruthie stands up, craning her neck to look down the hall. “But are you gonna make me beg to see it?”

			Dominic and I exchange a glance, his mouth slipping into a half smile. “Okay,” he says, and we lead Ruthie into the room that used to be my office. The one I used probably less frequently than the guest room.

			Her hand flies to her mouth. “Holy shit, it’s beautiful.”

			There are twin microphones at the desk, giant headphones connected to a brand-new recording system. Acoustic panels on the walls for soundproofing.

			Our own little studio.

			Dominic ducks out to grab a few glasses of water and the notes we’ve spent the past month working on. Ruthie makes herself comfortable in the chair closest to the computer.

			“Are we ready?” she asks.

			I take a deep breath, my gaze snagging on Dominic’s. The determination on his face makes me brave, and the warmth in his eyes makes me certain. I am. I’m ready because this has always been in my blood. Because for me, radio has never been about the hashtags or the rankings or the fame. It’s always been about the people.

			“Yes,” I say, and then I hit record.

		

	
		
			Relationship Goals, Episode 1

			Transcript

			
				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: So I think we have to start with an apology.

				DOMINIC YUN: We’ve been doing a lot of apologizing lately. I think we’ve gotten pretty creative with it, yeah?

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: That’s true. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to accept another apology from someone unless it’s done on the air during a public radio pledge drive. It’s just not going to feel authentic.

				DOMINIC YUN: But in all honesty, we’re truly sorry to anyone who listened to The Ex Talk and thought we were together. We were part of the lie from the beginning, and we deeply apologize for that.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: The honest truth, since we’re all about honesty now, is that we kind of crashed and burned on public radio. And I realized I’d spent all my life on public radio, when our show had the most success as a podcast. Shout-out to our new distributor, Audiophile, who approached us with this idea for a new show. So this is Relationship Goals, and we’re going to focus on all kinds of interesting relationships, not just romantic ones. We’re going to try really hard to make it up to everyone who was a fan of the first show.

				DOMINIC YUN: In case you want a status update on our relationship, we’ve been together for real for three months, ever since that pledge drive.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: And it’s going well. Dominic actually moved in yesterday.

				DOMINIC YUN: It’s your typical coworkers turned enemies turned fake exes turned cohosts turned real romantic partners kind of love story.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: I know, I know, it’s a little overdone.

				DOMINIC YUN: And we can swear!

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Fuck yes we can! And we have a familiar name helping us behind the scenes. Ruthie, you want to say hi?

				RUTHIE LIAO: Hi, guys!

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Ruthie’s our fantastic producer, and you may remember her from both The Ex Talk and Puget Sounds, a local show she and I worked on back at Pacific Public Radio. She doesn’t like being on the radio, so—

				RUTHIE LIAO: Bye, guys!

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: We’re trying to view this podcast as more of a hobby than a job, which means, yes, I’m still job hunting. Storytelling was always what I loved most about radio, and I’m curious about exploring it in other mediums. I’ve been taking classes, doing research . . . you know, just trying to figure out what to do with my adult life.

				DOMINIC YUN: And I’ve been doing some work for a startup that’s building a new platform for nonprofit fundraising.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: He’s great at it.

				DOMINIC YUN: You are such a suck-up.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: A cute suck-up?

				DOMINIC YUN: Obviously.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: Public radio will always have a place in my heart, but we’re both really excited about this new venture. We hope you stick with us.

				DOMINIC YUN: We’re not sure where it’ll go from here, but I think it’s going to be a pretty good story.

				SHAY GOLDSTEIN: And now, a word from our sponsors.
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