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      Belial — known on this plane of existence as Bill Lisle, general contractor extraordinaire — ran a hand over the antique mantelpiece he’d just installed in his clients’ living room, then nodded. While he had his crew handle most of the mundane stuff such as taping drywall or installing floors, he’d overseen this part of the renovation himself. He didn’t quite trust anyone else to tackle the delicate task of attaching the newly sanded and painted chunk of carved mahogany, which had been rescued from a derelict chateau in the south of France and shipped all the way to Beverly Hills, to the room’s diamond-plastered walls.

      He was currently the only person in the living room, as the rest of his team was hard at work finishing up the kitchen by installing the hand-painted tile backsplash and brand-new Jenn-Air appliances. Their voices carried to him where he was dealing with the mantel, but faintly, since the house was nearly six thousand square feet and a lot of open air filled the space between the spot where he stood and the kitchen, which was located at the back of the house.

      “You’re looking well, Belial,” came a not entirely unfamiliar man’s voice, and the former demon turned away from studying his handiwork to focus on the stranger who’d suddenly appeared a few feet away.

      Well, not really a stranger. Belial knew Who the elderly man was, even though He looked unassuming enough. Middle height, shabby brown tweed coat, dark eyes that were friendly and all too sharp at the same time.

      Unlike his former compatriots, the demons Asmodeus and Beelzebub, Belial decided he didn’t want to frustrate himself by attempting to find any hidden meanings in his Creator’s words. Smiling wryly, he reached up to brush a hand against what he knew was a seriously mussed head of dark blond hair and said, “If You say so.”

      His unexpected visitor came a step closer. “True, you don’t exactly look ready to walk the red carpet, but I still think this world — this life — is agreeing with you.”

      Belial wouldn’t dispute that observation. He’d been living here in Los Angeles for almost a year now, and he’d found himself more than satisfied with the life God had provided for him after deciding to shut down Hell and send all the demons who’d worked there topside to live out their lives as mortal men. How his Creator had known that a demon who’d once been not much more than Beelzebub’s functionary would enjoy a beachfront house in Venice and a new vocation as a general contractor, Belial didn’t know for sure, but he had to admit he’d been happier these past eleven months than an imp from Hell probably had any right to be.

      “Very much so,” he agreed, then paused to make sure the sounds of his crew working in the kitchen had continued and there was little risk of any of them coming in here and spying this unexpected arrival.

      Then again, God was very good at disappearing from the scene when He needed to, so Belial guessed his workmen wouldn’t see anything out of the ordinary even if they did take an unexpected break to come in search of their boss.

      “So…to what do I owe the honor?” he asked. After all, he hadn’t seen hide nor hair of his Creator these past eleven months, not since the fateful day when God had descended to Hell and made His pronouncement that He was moving to reincarnation as a means of refining human souls, and so there was no longer any need for an underworld. That was when He had approached Belial, handed him a satchel that turned out to be full of everything he needed to get started on the mortal plane — driver’s license and Social Security card, bank information, the deed to a house in Venice Beach — and told him to make the best of his new life.

      That God had shown up now out of the blue was, if not cause for actual alarm, still an occasion Belial thought deserved increased scrutiny.

      “No real reason,” the Divine replied, looking singularly unconcerned. “I was in the neighborhood and thought I should drop by. Checking on the others, you know.”

      By “others,” Belial assumed God meant Lucifer, Asmodeus, and Beelzebub. They all resided in Los Angeles as well, although the former demons were scattered across the city, with Lucifer in a huge Italianate mansion in Hancock Park, while Asmodeus lived in a modern home in the Hollywood Hills and Beelzebub had taken up residence in a large Victorian house in Angelino Heights, one of L.A.’s oldest neighborhoods.

      What had happened to the rest of Hell’s demons, Belial wasn’t sure. He had to believe that God had provided for all of them as well, but he knew they hadn’t been settled anywhere in the greater Los Angeles area. Many of their demonic powers had been stripped from them after they were given these human bodies, but he could still sense when he was in the presence of another of his kind, and he hadn’t gotten the slightest whiff of any other demons while he was living this new life of his.

      Probably for the best. It was easier to forget what he’d been when he was surrounded by humans.

      “They’re all doing well?” he asked politely.

      “Very well,” God replied. “Nicely settled down.”

      In other words, all three married to human women. Lucifer had struck a deal to become mortal if he could get a human to fall in love with him, and Asmodeus had somehow wheedled their Creator into offering him much the same sort of deal. This hadn’t surprised Belial too much — Asmodeus already had a reputation for chasing mortal women whenever he had a chance to visit this plane — but Beelzebub’s descent into domestic tranquility had been something of a shock. It took a lot to rile Belial, but even his patience had been tried on more than one occasion while working as that singular misanthrope’s underling.

      Was God trying to hint it was Belial’s turn to settle down as well?

      Possibly. Belial hadn’t exactly lived like a monk since relocating to this plane, but he’d always made sure those encounters were with women who also seemed to be seeking only a few transitory moments of pleasure and who obviously had no intention of looking for anything more permanent. He’d been focused on learning how to live this sort of life, on making sure he did well by the people who were his clients.

      How he’d acquired such a singular set of talents, he really had no idea. Before coming to Southern California, he’d never even held a hammer in his hand — Hell was sort of short on building projects, as the whole place had sprung fully formed from Lucifer’s mind — but Belial seemed to instinctively understand all the intricacies of home construction, from laying a foundation to estimating costs and knowing which vendors would give his clients the best value for their money.

      All God’s doing, he supposed. Surely anyone who could create a duck-billed platypus and the rings of Saturn wouldn’t have too difficult a time making sure one of His newly mortal charges had all the necessary knowledge zapped into his brain.

      “That’s good to hear,” he said, his tone neutral. “But if there’s nothing else — ”

      Belial sent a significant glance toward the fireplace, which still needed its new slate surround and hearth installed.

      God smiled. “No, nothing else. I’ll just wish you a Merry Christmas, and a very good year to follow.”

      After delivering those words, the Creator promptly winked out of existence, leaving Belial to frown slightly.

      Was there some subtext to God’s farewell that he was missing?

      At once, though, he brushed away the suspicious thought. After all, the holiday was now only three weeks away, and he’d been hearing “Happy Holidays” from store clerks and bank tellers since Thanksgiving.

      At least this house would be done in another day, and he could hand the homeowners the keys and offer them the same sort of felicitations.

      By then, he would have earned some well-deserved rest. The past eleven months had blown by in a whirlwind of projects, and he was all too happy to think of the empty few weeks that would stretch from tomorrow to the first week of January, a time he could fill by sitting back and relaxing, or getting in some more surfing if the weather allowed. He tried to be out on his board whenever he wasn’t needed on-site at some horribly early hour, but those days had been few and far between lately. Work came first, of course, but what was the point of having a house where he could walk to the beach if he couldn’t actually enjoy the place whenever he wanted?

      Soon enough, though, he’d have all the time in the world. Surfing after he’d slept in a bit, and then feet up later in the day as he drank a beer — or two — and watched a football game. He still hadn’t mastered all the intricacies of human sports, but he did find them diverting.

      Yes, he was definitely looking forward to some peace and quiet….
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      I stared at Harry Silva, the general contractor for my house remodel, in consternation. He couldn’t be dropping this bombshell on me now.

      He just couldn’t.

      “What do you mean, you can’t finish the job?” I demanded.

      His brown eyes wouldn’t quite meet mine. He was short and stocky, barely five foot seven, and so our gazes should have been pretty much level, thanks to the heels I wore to compensate for what I’d always considered an annoying lack of height.

      However, I could tell he didn’t dare face me squarely, not after the unwelcome news he’d just dumped in my lap.

      “I’m very sorry, Ms. Donaldson,” he said, still gazing off somewhere in the middle distance past my right shoulder so he wouldn’t have to meet my eyes. “But I couldn’t turn down Mr. Nouri’s project.”

      Hands on my hips, I glared at my traitorous contractor. “Yes, you could,” I snapped. “Considering you signed a contract with me first. I can sue you for breach, you know.”

      “I know,” Harry said, and gave a little shrug, as though the thought of being sued really wasn’t a big deal to him. “You’re within your rights. But either way, me and my team won’t be here tomorrow. We’ll finish up what we can today, but….”

      The words trailed off, and he stopped staring past my shoulder so he could glance over his, at the sheet of heavy-duty plastic that divided the livable part of the house from the section that looked as though a bomb had gone off inside.

      Okay, the chaos was a little more organized than that. Still, the back half of the home I’d bought for a Beverly Hills bargain price of 1.5 million dollars a few years ago was now not much more than frame and foundation, thanks to the ambitious addition Harry and his crew had started a couple of months earlier. I’d gotten the house cheap because it was small by the neighborhood’s standards — around twenty-five hundred square feet — and because it needed a lot of updating and expanding. The first order of business had been to build a large, detached garage, since the house didn’t have one when I bought it, and I’d already remodeled the master bedroom and bath, and also expanded the second bath upstairs, the one next to my daughter Olivia’s room, so it would be as lovely as the one I used.

      It had always been my goal, though, to add on to the back of the place, to vastly enlarge the kitchen and entertaining spaces. Luckily, the lot the house sat on was a little over a third of an acre, and there was plenty of room between the original rear of the structure and the swimming pool, and so I’d hired an engineer and architect to make my vision of the home a reality. The Beverly Hills permit process being what it was, it had taken months and months to get everything set in motion, but now we were only a few weeks away from the finish line.

      Or at least, I’d thought we were…until Harry’s defection.

      An angry flush heated my cheeks, although I knew that blowing a gasket and really letting my general contractor have it with both barrels wouldn’t solve a damn thing. Mohammed Nouri, the man who’d stolen Harry and his crew away from me, was buoyed up by the kind of oil money a lowly fashion designer like me could only dream of. Sure, I could take Harry to court and would probably win, but that little shrug he’d given a moment earlier had already told me everything I needed to know.

      No matter what kind of judgment I might get against my contractor, Mr. Nouri would simply pay it, just because he’d decided that his own remodel project took precedent over mine.

      Still, I thought I might as well try appealing to Harry’s sense of fairness. It was the only weapon I had left in my arsenal.

      “You know how important this remodel is to me,” I said, exerting every speck of willpower I had to keep my voice firm but cool. If I allowed too much desperation to seep into my words, the cause would be lost before I’d even gotten started. “I specifically told you that I’m hosting a very important event here on the twenty-third, and it’s too late to cancel it now.”

      Maybe the slightest hint of compassion seeped across Harry’s blunt features. Unfortunately, the only reply to my plea was another lift of his shoulders.

      “I’m real sorry about that, Ms. Donaldson,” he said. “We’re actually not as far from being done as it looks. You just need someone to come in and put up the drywall and lay the floors, finish the kitchen. The hard stuff is already done.”

      My left eyebrow went shooting up before I could stop it. Considering it looked to me as though a whole bunch of things needed to happen before my house would even begin to resemble a real home, I thought Harry was being just the slightest bit optimistic.

      Arguing would be a further waste of breath, so I didn’t bother. Instead, I set my hands on my hips and replied, “I don’t suppose you know of anyone who might be available to finish the job.”

      He shook his head. “Nope, sorry. This time of year, most people are booked up. But you might be able to find someone.” A pause, and he added, “I need to get back so I can help the guys get as much done today as they can. Thanks for understanding.”

      And before I could retort that I didn’t understand at all, that I’d happily see his traitorous ass in court — even if I knew it wouldn’t do me any good — he went over to the heavy plastic curtain and pushed it aside, then headed toward the skeleton of what was supposedly going to be a kitchen one day.

      A day that looked as though it was going to be far, far off in the future, unless I could find someone to finish what Harry and his team had started.

      I expelled an angry breath, counted to ten, and reached into my dress pocket to get out my cell phone. Pockets were something I’d added to some of the dresses in my better sportswear line a few years back, and the garments with that handy addition always sold better than the ones without.

      A single second’s pause before I touched the button for my assistant Melanie Price’s contact info, and then I put the phone on speaker.

      “Mel, we’ve got an emergency,” I announced before she could even say “hello.”

      “What kind of emergency?”

      “Harry’s bailing out on the construction project, and I need to find a general contractor with a team who’s available to finish it by the twenty-third.”

      A second of stunned silence, and then Mel said, “I’m on it. Do you want me to get bids, or — ?”

      “I don’t have time to waste on soliciting a bunch of bids,” I cut in. “Just find someone with good references. At this point, I can’t worry about the cost.”

      “Got it,” Mel replied. “Give me some time, and I’ll see what I can do.”

      “You’re a godsend,” I told her, then ended the call.

      Phone back in my pocket, I surveyed my surroundings and allowed myself to utter a curse. Most of the furniture downstairs had been moved into storage to protect it from all the construction dust, but I’d held back one love seat and one side chair that were probably going to get donated anyway, along with a small round table and a couple of folding chairs in what was currently the dining room but would get turned into a study-slash-library once the addition was complete.

      If it was ever finished.

      Right then, I was just glad that Olivia was over at her friend Harper’s house, supposedly studying but probably really watching TikTok videos or possibly surfing Netflix or HBO. I couldn’t really get too mad at her about wasting her time on her phone or watching TV, since she always maintained straight As no matter what else might be going on in her life…up to and including having the back of her house demolished for months at a stretch.

      Not for the first time, I wondered how she’d managed to turn out so utterly stable, considering what a flake her father had been. The second I’d told him I was pregnant — well, okay, the day after — he’d begun the process to transfer from USC to UC Irvine, apparently thinking that if he got himself far enough away from my orbit, I wouldn’t bother to pursue him.

      Which I hadn’t. He’d shown what a coward he was, and no way in the world was I going to tie myself to someone so utterly useless, even as a scared, pregnant twenty-year-old. No, I found some other girls my age in a similar situation, and we’d shared an apartment and babysitting duties while we all worked our asses off to get through school. We’d all sort of drifted our separate ways after we finished college, with Taylor relocating to San Diego and Marla ending up in Seattle after landing her dream job at a tech firm there, but we still exchanged Christmas cards and the occasional comment on a Facebook post, although that tended to be the extent of our interactions these days.

      Despite sharing the costs of an apartment with my two friends, it hadn’t been easy, but I’d managed to get by. I was alone in L.A., since I’d left my family behind in Ohio so I could come to Southern California and pursue my dream of working in fashion by getting a degree from the Fashion Institute of Design and Merchandising — FIDM, for short.

      And I had. I soldiered through with a patchwork of grants and scholarships and loans, and right after graduation, I got my big break by being hired to work for Mack Sellers, a better-sportswear designer who’d been a staple at high-end department stores for decades. When he retired, he shocked the fashion world by leaving the business to me, since he didn’t have any children of his own.

      Which was why I’d been able to buy the house, and why I was living a life that twenty-year-old me could never have imagined. Dreamed, sure…I’d always had big dreams. I just hadn’t been certain they’d ever become a reality.

      Of course, my dream house was currently more like a nightmare. That party on the twenty-third was everything — I was doing great as Max’s successor, continuing to create the high-end workwear that was the company’s bread and butter — but I’d always dreamed of having a separate line of couture designs under my own name. I’d been quietly working toward that goal for the past two years, holding shows at both L.A. and New York’s respective fashion weeks, and had just landed a contract with Bellman’s, a New York–exclusive department store that wanted to carry my sustainably made and sourced evening wear.

      All great…except for the part where I’d decided to celebrate by hosting a holiday party at my newly renovated house, a party that was supposed to mingle stars from both the Los Angeles and New York fashion scenes, including some of the execs from Bellman’s, an event where I planned to launch a new line of sustainably sourced and created evening wear.

      A launch that might not happen now, thanks to Harry bailing out on me because he got a better deal.

      My phone rang, and I immediately pulled it from my pocket and stuck it to my ear without even looking at the screen. Very few people had access to my private cell number.  “Callie Donaldson.”

      Mel, her voice now almost quivering with excitement. “I think I found someone.”

      “That fast?” I replied. True, about fifteen minutes had passed since I’d called her and explained my predicament, but I hadn’t expected to hear back quite so quickly.

      I couldn’t see Mel’s grin, but I visualized it anyway, bright and cheery, with its usual frame of MAC Russian Red lipstick. “You know I know people.”

      “True.”

      “Anyway, his name is Bill Lisle, and he finished his last project ahead of schedule, so he’s actually available. Really good references, too — he did the remodel on the Feldmans’ house.”

      A remodel I’d actually seen for myself, since Gloria Feldman’s son Jacob was a year ahead of Olivia in school, and I’d attended a parents’ meeting there. The Feldmans’ home had been a fairly unremarkable split-level built in the late 1960s, and the remodel had turned it into a mid-century showpiece. Not my precise style, but I could appreciate all the work that had gone into giving it character, from the clean-lined alder cabinets in the kitchen to the marble terrazzo floors that stretched throughout the ground floor.

      “Sounds perfect,” I said, making a mental note to give Mel an extra-large holiday bonus this year. “When can he come and take a look at the house?”

      “Tomorrow morning,” she replied. “I figured it would probably be better to wait until Harry and his crew are out of there.”

      That was for sure. No, it wasn’t as though I expected a fight to break out between the two contractors or anything, but there was no reason why Harry needed to know I’d already found someone to pull my fat from the fire. A little stewing in his own guilt would be good for him.

      “Perfect,” I said. “Can we do eleven? I’ve got that meeting with the buyers from Nordstrom at nine-thirty.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Mel told me. “It kind of sounded like he’d planned to take the next couple of weeks as a little vacation.”

      And here I was, coming in and making him work when he hadn’t planned to. But then, if he really hadn’t wanted to take on the project, he could have just said no.

      “Great,” I replied. “Let me know if anything changes, but otherwise, I’ll expect to see Mr. Lisle here at the house at eleven tomorrow.”

      “Will do.”

      We ended the call there, and I reflected for about the millionth time how lucky I was to have Melanie Price as my assistant. She’d come to work for me three years earlier, a recent graduate of my alma mater, but she didn’t have any ambition to be a designer herself. No, she was interested in the nuts and bolts of the industry, of being the one to keep track of all the minutiae I didn’t have room for in my head…not if I wanted to use those brain cells to design clothes, anyway.

      Speaking of which, I needed to get back to work. I had a studio down on Beverly Boulevard where I did the majority of my designing and where I interfaced with the rest of the team, but I also had an office here at the house, upstairs next to Olivia’s room. Since I knew she’d be over at her friend Harper’s until right before dinner, I had an hour or so to get some work done.

      And I knew I needed to accomplish as much as I could while I still had the time, since I honestly had no idea what might happen once Bill Lisle and his team took over the project.
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      “Harry seriously quit?” Olivia asked after she’d swallowed her bite of mu shu pork.

      “Basically, yes,” I responded. My daughter and I were sitting at the small table in the dining room and eating Chinese takeout, since Thursday was my housekeeper Lupe’s day off. She usually didn’t do much with those days except relax in the apartment above the garage, but she needed her downtime, and I was careful never to intrude during her precious free hours unless it was a dire emergency. “But it’s okay — Mel found someone else to take on the job.”

      “Without even coming to look at the house first?” Olivia said, which I thought was a pretty perceptive question for an eleven-year-old to ask.

      “He’s coming tomorrow morning,” I said evenly, and bit down on an egg roll. Most of the time, I tried to avoid carbs, but I figured the stress of the day had probably been enough to help me burn off any unwanted calories.

      Olivia looked out through the dining room doors toward the heavy plastic sheeting that didn’t do much to conceal the chaos at the back of our home. “Maybe he’ll look at the house and decide he doesn’t want to do it after all.”

      My daughter, the pessimist. But no, that was being unfair. She’d always been the type to analyze a situation unimpaired by either rose-hued glasses or a glass-half-empty perspective. No, she always saw things for what they were, not what she hoped they would be…but she also wasn’t the kind of person who expected the most negative outcome, either.

      I’d never been one to put much stock in astrology, and yet when I looked at Olivia, born firmly in the middle of September and therefore supposedly a practical, down-to-earth Virgo, I had to wonder whether there might be something to it, especially since I was almost a stereotype of the hard-driving, Type-A Capricorn.

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what Bill has to say,” I told her. “Really, the house looks a lot worse than it actually is.”

      Olivia wrinkled her nose. Her wide cheekbones and pointed chin were much like mine, as were her dark eyes, but she’d definitely inherited the dark brown wavy hair from Mason Ives, the unfortunate fling of my freshman year of college. “It looks like the final scene from The Avengers.”

      Despite myself, I had to chuckle. No, I didn’t think the construction site precisely resembled the aftermath of a bunch of superheroes having it out with an army of otherworldly invaders, but it also didn’t look like it was going to be ready for a spread in Architectural Digest any time soon.

      “Well,” I said lightly, “I guess we’ll just have to see whether Mr. Lisle is the kind of superhero we need.”
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      As it turned out, Bill Lisle would have made a damn good Thor.

      No, he didn’t resemble Chris Hemsworth all that much, but he was a solid six foot three or four of what appeared to be pure muscle, with dark blond hair, piercing blue eyes, and a blond beard to match. His bicep strained against the sleeve of his gray T-shirt as he reached out to shake my hand.

      “Morning, Ms. Donaldson,” he said. No Australian accent, although I couldn’t allow myself to be too disappointed, since his voice was a nice, mellow baritone.

      “Callie is fine,” I managed, finding myself a little more off balance by meeting this apparition than I would have liked.

      Not that anyone could have really blamed me for that. I’d worked with a lot of contractors over the past couple of years during the various upgrades I’d had done to the house, and none of them had even remotely resembled a Norse god.

      Bill nodded, giving me a grin that was a flash of white, perfect teeth.

      Out-of-work actor? God knows L.A. was littered with them.

      But Mr. Lisle appeared pretty securely set in his current vocation, so I pushed that theory aside. No, he was just another one of those perfect specimens who seemed to be thicker on the ground in this part of the world than they might have been elsewhere.

      “Want to show me the work site?” he asked, and I gathered myself.

      “Of course. This way.”

      We’d been standing in the foyer during this exchange, and so I turned and led him back to where the kitchen had been framed out, since it was the part of the remodel that would require the most intense labor. Harry Rivera — probably trying to redeem himself — had couriered over a folder containing the architect’s drawings and plans, as well as all the permits for the project, and I’d gone ahead and left the manila folder on the big worktable that was sitting roughly where the island would be once the kitchen was done.

      Thor’s — I mean, Bill Lisle’s — eyes went immediately to the thick folder. “Those are the plans?”

      I nodded. “And the permits. We’ve already had the city inspector come by twice in the past couple of weeks, so I don’t think you’ll need to worry about proving everything here is on the up and up, but they’re there just in case.”

      He nodded and opened the folder, then pulled out the architect’s drawing that was on top of the pile and unfolded it so he could spread it out on the worktable. A few moments of silence while he scanned the contents of the drawing, and then he nodded. Another pause while he unfolded the next drawing — this one a more detailed sketch of the kitchen — and then another nod.

      “Okay, got it,” he said. “Mind if I walk through the addition and see for myself where everything’s at?”

      Since Olivia was at school, having him wander around wouldn’t be a problem. Not that I expected him to misbehave in front of her or anything like that. He seemed quiet and polite, intent on the project ahead of him and not much else.

      No, it was more that my daughter would take one look at this impressive specimen of manhood and immediately start plotting how to get the two of us together.

      “Take as long as you need,” I told him. “I’ll just wait here.”

      Bill inclined his head toward me and then headed out of the “kitchen,” still nothing more than bare wood framing and a slab, and toward the space that would be the new dining room and living room, with their twenty-foot ceilings and wall of windows looking out on the backyard.

      Since I didn’t know how long I’d be waiting, I pulled my cell phone out of the bag I had slung over one shoulder — I had it with me because it was the easiest way for me to have my phone right at hand — and scanned my messages. Mel was holding down the fort at the studio while I was here at the house, but I still needed to make sure there were no fires I needed to put out.

      Luckily, it didn’t look as if any crises had popped up since I left work twenty minutes earlier, which surprised me a little. Even though we were heading into the holiday doldrums, there were still a few bits and pieces of leftover business regarding the summer collection whose samples I’d just sent off to the various retailers, but it looked like everyone was pleased. Well, that or they were saving up their critiques for Monday morning, since it was already afternoon on the East Coast.

      Lupe had gone shopping, so I knew she wouldn’t be back for at least an hour. When she bought groceries, she was slow and methodical about the task, making sure she chose the freshest veggies and fruit, the choicest cuts of meat. No bakery goods, though; she made all that from scratch, even though I’d told her more than once that we really needed to limit how many carb-heavy foods we had in the pantry.

      Like me, she’d be more than relieved once the construction was done and she could return to cooking in the main house rather than in her apartment over the garage. I visualized the three of us in the kitchen making Christmas cookies together, even though I had a feeling the remodel was going to extend until the very last minute and Lupe would be heading out on Christmas Eve morning to visit her kids and her grandkids in Phoenix. She had three children — two sons and one daughter — but all of them had decided to leave Southern California to raise their families in Arizona. Every Christmas and every spring break, she went to visit them for as long as a week, and I’d told her I could hire extra help for my party on the twenty-third if she needed to leave town before then.

      “No, Callie,” she’d replied at once. “I can fly out on Christmas Eve morning. The flight is only an hour, after all.”

      Which was true. Traveling from LAX to Phoenix’s Sky Harbor, you barely had enough time to reach cruising altitude before you’d already begun to make your descent. And I’d hired a Town Car to pick her up at the house and drive her straight to the airport. She had a vehicle of her own — a Ford Explorer I’d bought for her a couple of years earlier — but it was much easier to get chauffeured to your flight than have to deal with long-term parking.

      She’d be gone until the day after New Year’s, a span of time I had no doubt would feel interminably long to me. Not that I wasn’t looking forward to spending some one-on-one time with Olivia, but after having Lupe cook for us for the past five years, I knew I was just a little bit rusty when it came to fixing a proper meal.

      Well, that’s what takeout was for. And even I could manage a ham and some scalloped potatoes for dinner on Christmas Day. A nice Honey-baked one, something that was one of Olivia’s favorites because we only ate it once a year.

      Bill came back into the kitchen while I was still musing. At once, I stuck my phone back in my purse and sent him an expectant look. “Well?”

      “It all looks good,” he said. “Plumbing and electrical is fine, and all the subfloors are level and ready for the wood flooring to go in.”

      While I wouldn’t exactly let myself expel a relieved breath in front of him, I had to admit hearing the news made me feel a little better about the situation. There hadn’t been any reason to doubt the quality of Harry Silva and his crew’s work — they’d built the garage and the apartment above it several years earlier, which was why I’d hired them to do the expansion on the main house — but the way he’d bailed on me to go work for Mohammed Nouri had left a bad taste in my mouth.

      And I didn’t ask Bill how he’d known which flooring was being installed where, since all those details would have been included in the paperwork I’d given him earlier.

      “So, you can get started right away?” I asked.

      Now he hesitated a bit, although nothing changed about the slight smile he wore. Even though I’d only just met him, I got the impression it would take a lot to dislodge that smile.

      “Well, I can come in and get started in the living/dining area,” he said. “I figure I can get the drywall installed and mudded — if that’s where you want me to start. There’s more work to do in the kitchen, but — ”

      “No, those rooms definitely take priority,” I cut in. Yes, it would be a nightmare to have the kitchen still unfinished when the party rolled around, but we’d deal with that if we had to. The living room and attached dining room were nonnegotiable, though. “I have a very important function I’m hosting here on the twenty-third, so the public areas of the house are what need to be done first.”

      “Got it,” Bill replied, although I noted how he didn’t ask me what kind of function. Maybe he didn’t think it was any of his business, or maybe Mel had outlined some of the details in order to impress on him how important it was to get the project done on time. “Anyway,” he went on, “I’d already given my crew the rest of this week off when I heard from your assistant, so I figured I’ll do what I can today and over the weekend, and then they’ll be here first thing on Monday to really kick things into high gear.”

      I wasn’t sure whether I liked the sound of that. By skipping the weekend, Bill’s crew would only have ten working days to complete all the necessary work on the house. “You’re sure they can’t come in over the weekend? I’d be happy to pay them overtime.”

      His smile widened a little. However, his tone was serious enough as he replied, “No, I promised them the time off. A lot of them have families, and they’ve got Christmas shopping and other stuff to do. I can manage just fine here on my own.”

      The words slipped out. “You don’t have a family?”

      Was that a glint of amusement in his bright blue eyes? “No family,” he said cheerfully. “Just me and my surfboard.”

      Somehow, it didn’t surprise me that he surfed. He did look a little too bronzed for someone who spent most of their days indoors. As for the rest….

      It doesn’t matter that he’s single, I told myself. It just matters that he’ll get the project done on time.

      Hoping I sounded brisk and not at all like someone who’d been inspecting his bronzed biceps just a moment earlier, I said, “Okay. What time can I expect you tomorrow?”

      The laugh lines around his eyes deepened a little. “What time is it okay to start banging away down here?”

      Good question. I was one of those people who tended to be up with the sun, even on weekends, but my daughter was the polar opposite. If allowed, I had no doubt she’d sleep until noon on Saturday morning.

      But because I rarely allowed her to indulge herself that way, I figured it was safe to reply, “Nine o’clock?”

      “Nine o’clock it is,” Bill said. “See you then.”
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        * * *

      

      Since Olivia had been living with the remodel for several months now, my announcement that she’d need to be up early on Saturday morning so the new contractor could get to work only made her heave an exaggerated sigh before she said, “Okay, fine.”

      “The sooner he’s here, the sooner he’ll be done,” I told her, and her mouth pursed.

      “I guess so.” Then she perked up a little, adding, “Harper wants me to spend the night tomorrow. Can I?”

      “You may,” I said, putting my usual emphasis on the second word. This was an exchange I’d had with my own mother on numerous occasions, but the lesson seemed to have stuck better with me than it had with Olivia.

      But I certainly didn’t have any issues with my daughter staying at her best friend’s house for a sleepover. Harper’s parents were very hands-on — a little too helicopter-y, in my opinion — and so they’d make sure the girls didn’t watch anything too gruesome on Netflix or HBO, and would also keep watch to ensure their charges didn’t stay up all night. All their hovering still wouldn’t keep Olivia and Harper from whispering to each other from inside their sleeping bags, but having done much the same thing when I was eleven, I wasn’t about to deprive my daughter of the experience.

      “Awesome,” Olivia said. “Can I text Harper and let her know?”

      “After you’ve finished your dinner,” I replied.

      And because we were eating some of Lupe’s amazing chicken enchiladas, Olivia didn’t even bother to argue with me…although I noticed she gulped down the last few bites double time before putting down her fork.

      “May I be excused?”

      “You may,” I said gravely, doing my best not to smile.

      She lifted her napkin from her lap and put it down on the table, then pushed out her chair and hurried upstairs to her room. On more than one occasion, she’d complained that I wouldn’t let her bring her phone to the table, but that was where I put my foot down.

      “I don’t care what the other kids do,” I’d told her. “Our house, our rules.”

      To do her credit, Olivia hadn’t argued with me about the phone after that…maybe because she was worried I’d take it away entirely if she pushed too hard. Most of the time, I considered myself a fairly lenient parent, but I had to draw the line somewhere.

      I finished my own enchilada — I justified the carbs and calories by knowing I’d be doing one of my intermittent fasts the next day, and so wouldn’t eat again until tomorrow night — then took both our plates into the kitchen. Lupe had already returned to her apartment over the garage; when she’d first started working for me, she’d insisted on staying through our meals so she could clean up afterward, but over the years I’d managed to wear her down. Yes, she took care of all the pots and pans and the detritus of the food prep before going back to her place, and so there wasn’t much clean-up to do right now, considering we’d been eating on paper plates for the past couple of months. Not for the first time, I thought longingly of the lovely hand-painted stoneware I used for everyday dishes, currently locked away in the same large storage unit that held our furniture…or at least, the furniture I’d decided to keep. A lot of brand-new stuff was on order and scheduled to be delivered on the twenty-second.

      If Bill Lisle didn’t come through for me….

      A breath, and I shoved the unwelcome thought aside. He’d been highly recommended and seemed to know what he was doing. And he was coming to work on the house over the weekend. By himself, true, but a lot of contractors I’d known wouldn’t have made even that offer.

      It would be fine.

      It had to be.
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      He really hadn’t expected her to be so beautiful…and so young. Callie Donaldson’s assistant had mentioned an eleven-year-old daughter, and so he’d imagined his new employer as someone maybe in her early forties, a typical Beverly Hills divorcée with highlights and a little too much Botox.

      Nothing could have been further from the truth.

      Very put together, of course, from the perfectly cut black dress she’d been wearing to the three-inch heels on her slender feet, but with minimal makeup, just mascara and glossy red lips that had made him want to stare at her mouth. Her big dark eyes were a contrast to her honey-blonde hair, but he guessed her coloring must be natural, since he hadn’t detected any noticeable roots.

      Somehow, he’d managed to resist the impulse to goggle at this vision, had told himself to be cool and professional. That task had been made a little easier by the realization that even though Callie’s former contractor had left her high and dry, the work Harry Silva and his crew had done was top-notch, and Belial’s worries about discovering a thousand little mistakes he would have to fix seemed to have been for nothing.

      All the same, he couldn’t let himself be entirely easy about the project that lay ahead of him. The work itself shouldn’t be too difficult, and yet….

      And yet, he had to hope he could manage to be his usual casual self around Callie Donaldson. In general, he wasn’t the type to let himself get too worked up about a woman…his earthly liaisons had been laid-back in the extreme…but he also had to admit that the girls he’d hooked up with so far were an order of magnitude different from the woman he’d met in the framed-out shell of what would soon be a state-of-the-art kitchen.

      How had someone her age gotten to a place in life where she could afford a remodel with a budget somewhere north of half a million dollars, let alone the house itself? It was older, true, but it sat on a large lot on a very desirable street, and was definitely worth millions.

      Belial hadn’t bothered to look up anything about Callie before their meeting, mostly because he didn’t see any reason to pry into a client’s private life. Their relationship should have been purely transactional — he offered a service she required, and that should have been the end of it.

      Still….

      He went into the bedroom he used as an office, and where his laptop sat on a table. No point in having a real desk when he didn’t spend a lot of time on his computer; he rolled over a chair that had been sitting in a corner, opened the laptop, and did a quick search. It didn’t take long to find what he was looking for.

      Well, no wonder Callie Donaldson didn’t seem to be lacking in ready cash. She was the designer and owner of Mack Sellers, a fashion line that looked as though it was offered in a bunch of the types of high-end department stores where maybe Asmodeus and Lucifer might shop, but definitely not the kind of places that sold the Levi’s, T-shirts, and board shorts Belial had adopted as his everyday attire.

      And there was an article saying Callie was launching a new couture line based on free trade and sustainably sourced fabrics and embellishments, one that would be sold at Bellman’s in New York starting in the spring.

      She hadn’t said as much, but Belial had to guess that the all-important “function” at her house had to do with the launch of her couture line. And while he honestly didn’t see what the big deal was about clothing — to him, it had to be functional and wear well, and that was about it — he could tell this party meant a great deal to her.

      No wonder she’d panicked when Harry Silva bailed out on her, and had her assistant immediately make some phone calls. Callie Donaldson definitely needed a knight in shining armor to salvage her holiday gathering.

      And if said “knight” actually turned out to be a former demon with a knack for hanging drywall?

      Belial thought he’d be okay with that.
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      “You never told me he was cute,” Olivia said in accusing tones.

      “What?” I asked. I’d been working in my office upstairs most of the morning, and had admonished my daughter to likewise stay on this floor and out of Bill’s way.

      Clearly, she’d decided to ignore those orders.

      “The contractor guy,” she replied, with the sort of condescension in her tone that could only be delivered by an eleven-year-old. “You know, the one who’s working downstairs in the kitchen?”

      “Oh, right,” I said, and returned my attention to my MacBook Pro’s screen. Mel had gotten a lead on some gorgeous silk fabrics made right here in the U.S., and I was perusing the vendor’s online catalog. Too late for my debut couture collection, of course, but maybe for next fall….

      “Mom,” Olivia said, now sounding more irritated with me than ever. “It’s Saturday. You shouldn’t be working. You should be downstairs talking to Bill.”

      Oh, so they were already on a first-name basis? I had to admit that my savior seemed like the sort of easygoing guy who wouldn’t have any trouble carrying on a conversation with a sixth-grader, but….

      “I’m doing exactly what I’m supposed to be doing,” I said crisply. “I’m working, and Bill is working. If I interrupt him, he might not get the remodel done on time. Or would you rather have the house be torn up like this on Christmas?”

      Olivia made a face, the sort of scrunched nose and pursed-up lips that told me I’d scored a point, even if she had no intention of backing down quite so easily. “No, of course I don’t want it torn up,” she replied. “But even a workaholic like you has to take a break sometime, right?”

      Well, that was true enough. And if the house hadn’t looked like a war zone, I would have taken the time to go downstairs and pour myself some iced tea from the pitcher I usually kept in the fridge.

      But the new refrigerator was sitting in a warehouse somewhere, and Olivia and I had been getting by with a mini-fridge I’d shoved into a corner of my office. It was fine for keeping some juice and milk handy, although it couldn’t really accommodate the big glass pitcher I preferred to use for tea, and I’d been limping along with little six-packs of Téjava to keep me going.

      “I’ve only been working for a little over an hour,” I said, which was the truth. Bill had shown up right on time, and we’d gone over a few priorities before I headed upstairs to my office. “But tell you what — we can go to The Nosh for lunch, okay?”

      My daughter tilted her head just a little, telling me she’d recognized the bribe for what it was. But she also apparently decided it wasn’t worth the argument, so she shrugged and said, “Okay. Come get me when you’re ready…as long as it’s pretty close to noon.”

      She left after that, leaving the unspoken threat hanging in the air that she’d be just fine with coming upstairs to fetch me if I got buried in my work and forgot to resurface at the correct hour. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      In response, I offered her an overly sweet smile, and she just shook her head and not-quite-flounced back to her room.

      As soon as she was gone, though, my smile faded.

      Part of me really did want to go downstairs and check on Bill, even though the logical side of my brain told me that was a stupid idea. He was working and didn’t need me sticking my nose in the middle of his business. After all, the more I interrupted him, the greater the chance that he wouldn’t be able to finish the remodel on time.

      And that just wasn’t an option.

      Jaw set, I returned my focus to my laptop’s screen, even as various sounds that might have been Bill installing drywall drifted their way up the stairs. I’d left my door open in case he needed to call up to me for something, or maybe even come up the stairs to talk to me face to face, but it sounded as though he was pretty well occupied. And since he’d brought along a big brown bag and a Thermos with an improbable green and black plaid pattern decorating its sides, it looked pretty obvious to me that he only planned to break for lunch long enough to get some sustenance inside him before returning to work.

      In a way, I found the physical evidence of his dedication to the project reassuring. He might have drawn the line at making his crew come to work on a weekend, but he clearly intended to make the most of his solo presence here.

      I flipped through the silk vendor’s online catalog, making notes on a separate text document I had open on my laptop, copying over URLs for the patterns and fabrics I thought would work best for my next couture line.

      Assuming there would be a second one, of course. There was more and more interest these days in sustainable fashion, in trying to get away from the sort of disposable clothing that was choking landfills and creating waste the world couldn’t handle, but so much was riding on this launch at Bellman’s this spring. The whole thing could be an enormous flop, and I’d be stuck creating better sportswear for female execs and ladies who lunch until the end of my days.

      As soon as that thought slid its traitorous way across my brain, though, I did my best to stomp on it and send it to the outer darkness. In my gut, I knew how incredibly lucky I was to have gotten the chance to work for Mack Sellers at all, let alone have the company basically handed to me on a silver platter when he decided it was time to hang up his measuring tape and sketchbook, and enjoy a healthy and happy retirement. He’d sold his house in Bel-Air and was now living the life of Riley in Ibiza with his husband, a happy ending to a long and extremely prosperous career…the sort of ending I might look forward to in another thirty years or so.
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