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Now

UNFORTUNATELY, THE TWO glasses of wine I guzzled at the hotel bar downstairs didn’t really help calm my nerves. And I don’t even like wine. My brain is a little fuzzy, but I’m not terribly concerned with logical thought at the moment.

I raise my fist to knock on the door, but it opens before my hand makes contact with the wood.

“I thought you’d never get here, baby,” Corinne practically purrs. She grabs my hand and leads me into the foyer of the not unfamiliar space. Her shiny black pumps click against the marble floor. My nerves have not subsided, but I have no fear.

The ensconced lights above me are dim, and the music is turned down to a low hum. I recognize it as Camille’s Le Fil. Just as I requested.

She’s also wearing exactly what I asked her to: a tight black pencil skirt and an equally form-fitting black blouse, her breasts practically spilling out, the outline of the corset visible underneath. She’s wearing the glasses—thick black frames. Her dark silky hair lies artfully over her shoulders. This woman is a goddess.

She stops us in the middle of the hallway that leads to her bedroom.

Without another word spoken between us, she pulls me against her, wraps her arm around my waist, gripping the back of my neck with her free hand. I’m breathless. My entire body hums.

While I stare directly into her fierce dark eyes, she runs her nose along my jaw and whispers into my ear, “Are you ready?”

I’m shaking from a combination of anxiety and excitement. I try to calm myself, but her proximity makes it impossible.

“Yes,” I whisper back.

“Good. Now, strip.”




Then

TODAY HAS TO be a new record for me. Forty-five minutes late for work and I’m sitting in the Dunkin’ Donuts drive-thru behind a line of cars at least a half mile long. One might think I have no respect for punctuality. And they’d be right. I’ve been on a losing streak lately with my alarm clock. It tries so hard to wake me up with the beeping and the screeching.

I have to have my coffee before I meet the day head-on, though. Therefore, I wait. Might as well be productive while I sit here. I text Helena, asking her if she’s seen my Tumblr post with the new pictures of Charlize Theron. She’s cut all of her hair off, and it’s sexy as fuck. Maybe she did it for a new movie role, maybe just to torture me. It’s hard to say.

Helena replies back, “Duh, Mallory. Of course, I’ve seen it.” She immediately saved it to her hard drive for safekeeping. This is why we are friends. Unfortunately, though, she lives on the other side of the ocean so most of our conversations are in the form of emails and texts.

I don’t really do so well with live humans unless I’m getting paid to customer-service them. I’m perfectly content with the friends that live inside my computer as far as my personal life goes. Helena gets me, and I make her laugh. Works out perfectly.

A few more cars move, and I’m almost to the ordering screen. I check the clock. 9:15 a.m. Yikes. This is super late, even for me. Silently, I pray that my boss isn’t in this morning—still traveling or has tripped on her kids’ Legos and sprained her ankle.

“Mallory, I’m sorry, but I’m not going to make it in today. You’ll be able to hold down the fort without me, right?”

“Absolutely, Shelly. You can count on me. I’ve been here for hours now. Everything is going smoothly.”

“Perfect. You’re an amazing employee. I’m definitely giving you a raise and maybe even an expense account. Also, I think you should take a month-long vacation when I get back. Honk.”

HONK. HONK. HONK.

The person who’s waiting behind is obviously super pissed by my delayed response.

“Sorry!” I yell from inside my car where no one can hear me. I wave, hoping they forgive my idiotic daydreaming.

Quickly, I pull through, order my coffee and the bagel I swore to myself I wouldn’t get.

When I make it to work, I realize that my daydream was exactly that. There’s a sticky note lying on my desk from Shelly.

 

See me when you get in.

 

There’s no “Thanks!” or her name with a smiley face. She knows that I’ll be aware of exactly who wrote the note. And she knows that I’ll be aware of exactly what I need to see her about.

The sense of dread I feel at moments like this never motivates me to do the right thing (i.e. show up on time), but only serves to remind me of how much I suck at life. That nasty little voice in my head is chanting “loser alert!” over and over.

Staring at the note, I take a minute to contemplate my next move. I could fake the stomach flu, invoking her pity. Well, at least temporarily. I’ll have to face the facts at some point, and that some point might as well be now. Sucking it up, I throw my things on my desk and do the walk of shame to her office.

I could easily walk through this maze of dull gray cubicles with my eyes closed. I’ve done it so many times. The chatter of twenty different people on the phone, scheduling apartment viewings, fills the air. Ben’s giant pair of green foam Hulk hands sit atop his bookshelf. I give them a fist bump. Ben glances up from his phone call, nods, and winks. He’s the only tolerable human here.

Almost every desk has one or two framed pictures of loved ones, boyfriends, kids, husbands. A candid of a group of friends at a wedding taunts me as I walk past Tracy’s desk. She also has a Post-it note holder in the shape of a red high-heeled shoe. She thinks it’s cute, and I think it’s hideous.

Each time I have to make the trip from my desk to Shelly’s, I’m forced to think about the absence of pictures and mementos on mine. Yeah, I could frame a picture of my brother or of my childhood dog, Scrabble, but I don’t actually want anyone here to know that much about me.

Peeking around the corner, I check to see if the boss-lady is on the phone or possibly reaming some other poor soul a new asshole, in which case I can hightail it out of here. No such luck. She peers up from her desk, her face the picture of annoyance. She extends her hand, waving me in.

“Hi, Shelly! You wanted to see me?” I ask cheerily.

“Save it. Sit down. We need to talk.” Her tone isn’t angry, just fed up. Honestly, this makes me feel even worse. She used to like me. And she’s stuck her neck out for me more than once. I’ve disappointed yet another person in my life. I might need to start a spreadsheet in order to keep track.

Awkwardly, I take a seat across from her, trying to work out if I should cross my legs or leave them uncrossed. Which leg position makes a person seem less like a failure?

“Listen,” she says, sighing deeply. “I know this isn’t your dream job. Nor would I expect you to treat being a leasing agent as such. But I do expect that you show some respect for me. I don’t make office hours for shits and giggles, Mal. You had an appointment this morning with a client. She sat in the lobby waiting for you for almost an hour.”

Fuck. Me.

“Exactly.”

I didn’t realize I’d said that out loud.

“Apparently, she likes you, because she was happy to reschedule. Wasn’t angry or anything. I told her you’d find a way to compensate her for her time.”

The height at which she raised her right eyebrow was almost unnatural.

I struggle to think of a way to make myself not seem like a huge slacker. There isn’t one. “I’m so sorry, Shell. I’ll fix this.”

“Excited to hear it, Mallory. Don’t get me wrong, I like you, but I won’t hesitate to fire you if my business ends up with a bad reputation. Do we understand each other?”

The entire time she’s talking, I’m staring down at my hands, fiddling with the ends of my T-shirt. I nod in agreement. “We understand,” I say.

“Great.” Immediately, her tone and expression change. There’s an actual smile on her face. “I’ll see you later then.” I wonder if she thought the conversation had the potential to turn ugly. I also wonder exactly how close I was to being fired.

As quickly as I came in, she sends me back out into the wild that is Gold Coast Condos. My job is to find filthy rich transplants temporary digs while they build or search for an even more expensive house in the city. It sounds glamorous and does have its perks, like paying the bills and then some, but is hardly my life’s passion.

And don’t ask me what that is, because I do not know. Like a Toys “R” Us kid, I don’t wanna grow up and make a silly decision like, oh, I dunno, what to do with my life.

Don’t get me wrong, I do like my job sometimes. It’s a nice perk to be able to drive around the city (when it’s not snowing buckets) visiting amazing apartments (except when they’re up four flights of stairs and with no elevator in sight) and eating my lunch in the park if that’s what I feel like doing (unless there are one million bees).

Anyway, it’s great. Sometimes.

If you ask me, condo is really just a fancy word for apartment. For most of the people I meet in this job, it’s all about social status and keeping up appearances. I suppose that’s the pressure you face when you’ve got enough money to feed a small country.

Our sales and development department finds the spaces and settles the contracts with the condo owners. I make sure they’re up to par (i.e. stylish and trendy), show them to our clients, making them feel special and loved. Most of the time, I close the deal, which is probably the only reason I still have a job.

Considering that I came extremely close to losing said job five minutes ago, I’m determined to be the model employee today. I’ve got a lot of boring paperwork to catch up on and I most definitely need to appease my missed appointment.

I wasn’t surprised to see that it was Ms. Ibori who had been here waiting for me. We’d been exchanging emails for several weeks. She was moving to Chicago from Los Angeles and living in a hotel this last week while we finalized her condo search. She found a few she liked on our website but we’d yet to schedule viewings. She was an interesting client.
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