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ALLISON LEANED BACK and stared at the screen, but the view was the same as when she’d been hunched forward, her fingers poised over the keyboard, fruitlessly waiting for inspiration to strike: there was nothing but a blank document, the cursor blinking at her over and over again.

“Goddammit,” she muttered.

“Something wrong?”

Allison couldn’t help jumping the tiniest bit at the sound of Zoe’s voice. She was still getting used to the idea of having a personal assistant around, and she had frankly forgotten for a moment that she wasn’t alone in the house. “Ah, it’s just this new book,” Allison said. “I’m still having trouble getting it started.”

Zoe nodded soberly. She surely understood the implications. The book deal meant more money for Allison, which meant a job for Zoe. Thus, no book, no job.

“I know just the thing you need. Caffeine,” Zoe said, giving her a sunny, wide smile before heading for the hall. “I’ll make you some tea.”

Zoe was right, Allison realized as she listened to her footfall on the stairs. She could use a cup of tea. Zoe had only been working for her for a few weeks, but she had already demonstrated that she knew exactly what Allison needed, when she needed it.

At the moment, however, it wasn’t her general usefulness that Allison was thinking about. Instead, the image of her smile had stuck in Allison’s mind. Zoe really was quite a beautiful young woman, so much so that Allison would have been jealous, if she hadn’t looked so similar. Ten years earlier, anyway. Zoe had the flawless skin and trim figure of a twentysomething college student; she had perfect cheekbones, raven hair, and deep, dark eyes that gave her a warm, exotic flair. When you put it all together with a warm, friendly smile, Zoe was a real knockout.

The thought made Allison feel odd inside, like she had butterflies weakly fluttering in her tummy. That’s weird, she told herself, then brushed the thought away. Probably just nerves. It wasn’t like she didn’t have plenty to worry about lately. There was no escaping the fact that every day she didn’t write brought her closer to her deadline with nothing to show for it, and that would mean more than refunding the advance, which she’d already half-spent. It would mean bye-bye, sequels. Bye-bye, cable TV options. Bye-bye, merch sales. Hell, it could mean bye-bye, career. No pressure, she thought as her throat grew tight.

Allison glared at the computer screen like it was simply a matter of will, but the story stubbornly refused to write itself. She placed her hands on the keyboard, halfway hoping that the words would appear by themselves, like on a Ouija board, but she was disappointed. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. I don’t even have a title yet. Fuck me. She could feel a wave of desperation welling up inside her, and she was happy to hear Zoe’s footsteps as she returned with the tea.

As soon as Zoe stepped into the room, holding a tray with a teapot and mugs, Allison caught a whiff of the fragrant steam of the Earl Grey-and-vanilla tea. It was a special blend that Zoe had picked out at Steep, the tea shop downtown. Steep was the kind of place that was full to bursting with fancy stuff that Allison was unfamiliar with and therefore, as an awkward introvert, she shunned. But for Zoe, it was nothing at all to go into a new place and actually talk to people. To strangers. It was pretty fucking weird.
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