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Good versus evil.


Comic books make it look so easy. One guy wants to destroy the world. Another wants to save it. The bad guy has a scar and is cruel to his girlfriend. The good guy has a jawline that could cut glass and gives half his dinner to the stray dog in the alley.


Real life is more complex. Sometimes the bad guy is hiding a heart of gold under that scarred exterior. Sometimes they both have a nice jawline and you often don’t know what you’ve signed on for until it’s too late.


Except when you’re invited to work for Satan...then it’s fairly clear what you’re in for.


The offer has come over coffee with my friend Jonathan, on a pleasant patio where palms overhead filter Santa Monica’s bright morning sun. “Let me tell you how much it pays before you say no,” he adds, which is exactly the sort of suggestion you’d expect from Satan’s head of personnel.


I should clarify that Hayes Flynn, Jonathan’s boss, isn’t technically Satan—as in, he does not rule the underworld or have horns. While he might own a pitchfork, I assume based on those custom Tom Ford suits he wears that he has a guy for all his pitchfork-related needs.


And Satan is my nickname for him, not Jonathan’s, but still an apt one. First, because he’s a plastic surgeon to the stars, which is exactly the kind of job you’d expect of Satan, were Satan for some reason unable to practice law.


Second, because he’s British. It's common knowledge that any extra-suave British male who is not James Bond is a bad guy, or so I assume based on Jane Austen novels and the one James Bond movie I’ve watched.


And finally, because he’s slightly too perfect, which points to some kind of black magic at work. Too tall, too fit...square-jawed and dark-eyed and lush-mouthed in a way that makes him a danger to others. Just ask all these poor actresses he takes out once or twice, leaving them behind to post sad pics and vague quotes about loneliness on Instagram. I can’t guarantee they’re about him, but he’s certainly pretty enough to inspire plenty of self-pity in his wake.


Not that it’s a problem for me. My superpower, acquired over the course of this very difficult year, is that I’m immune to beautiful men. My sister would say broken, not immune, but she’s been with the same guy since she was fourteen, so what does she know?


“What would I be doing?” I ask, leaning back in my seat. The question is mostly a formality. Given my financial situation, I’m not in the position to say no to much at present. “I assume since it’s Hayes we’re discussing, it must involve some human trafficking or heroin.”


He laughs, leaning back in his chair, weary and amused in the same moment. “Nothing quite that bad. I want you to replace me while Jason and I are in Manila.”


I set my coffee down with a thud. The hunt for Jonathan’s temporary replacement began months ago, the second he and Jason got the heads-up their adoption was approved. “What happened?” I ask. “I thought you found someone.”


He shakes his head. “It wasn’t a good fit.” Which I assume is code for Hayes is being an asshole, or Hayes slept with her during the interview. Though Jonathan’s never said a bad word about his boss, thanks to TMZ and DeuxMoi, I know better. He makes my ex look like a choirboy. “Anyway,” he concludes, “it occurred to me I should just hire you. He needs an assistant. You need money. It’s perfect.”


Jonathan deals with demands: celebrities expecting to be slid into Hayes’s packed schedule on a moment’s notice, or Hayes requesting sought-after reservations and exotic foods. The job calls for tact, diplomacy, and the ability to make the impossible happen. Saying I’m the perfect choice is like setting up a sixteen-year-old boy with a ninety-year-old female and insisting it’s perfect because they’re both straight.


“So you’re desperate and can’t get anyone else to take the job.”


He looks up from his egg-white omelet, his mouth twitching. “No, Tali. You’re discreet and I think you’d be good for each other. Also, it pays four grand a week.”


My eyes go wide. I knew he did well—certainly better than I do working at Topside, a bar specializing in Jimmy Buffett and bandannas worn as headgear—but not that well. Four grand times the six weeks he’ll be gone won’t solve my problems, but it will make them a hell of a lot smaller.


“You probably should have led with that,” I tell him, and he breaks into my favorite Jonathan smile, sweet and surprised, like a child who’s been paid an unexpected compliment.


“That was easier than expected, given how you feel about Hayes,” he says, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “And I want you to know...I still think you’re going to finish the book. But I thought if you could stop panicking about paying back the advance, it might take some of the pressure off.”


He has more faith in me than I have in myself, then. The book—for which I received a hefty advance I’ve already spent—has remained only half done for the past year and is due in a matter of months. If selling my soul to the devil was an option at this point, I’d probably take it, so I’m not going to turn down merely being on his payroll.


But it all feels too easy. This is Hayes we’re discussing, after all. “So that’s it? I mean, don’t I need to interview or something?”


A shadow passes over his face, a tiny curl of worry. “You’ll need to sign a contract and a non-disclosure agreement, but that’s about it. Hayes trusts my decisions. It’ll be fine.”


I’m not so certain about that, I think, remembering the one and only time Hayes and I have stood in the same room. I still don’t know why he was in Topside, sticking out like a sore thumb in his expensive suit, or why—for one long moment—he was watching me with something that seemed like interest. But he hadn’t even reached the bar before that thing in his face changed, turned cold and resigned, and the next time I looked up he was gone. Perhaps it had nothing to do with me, but it doesn’t seem like the most auspicious start to our working relationship.


“I just have one request...” Jonathan says. He leans forward, arms of his suit pressed to the table, hands flat. “Don’t sleep with him. Please. If you jump into bed with him the day I leave, I’ll have to come straight home.”


I laugh loudly enough to draw stares from the neighboring tables. It’s appalling that Jonathan, my oldest friend, would even suggest it.


“Give me some credit. I would never have sex with someone like Hayes. I’m done with untrustworthy men.”


His shoulders sag as he scratches his forehead. “I worry you’ve got an idea about Hayes created entirely by some bullshit gossip and your vivid imagination.” His eyes fall on me, full of sympathy now. “And Matt never seemed untrustworthy. We were all as surprised as you when that went south.”


My chest tightens. There’s nothing reassuring about what Jonathan just said. I’d prefer to hear where I’d gone wrong, to have him point out the signs Matt was going to fail me the way he did, but even now all anyone can say about my ex is but he was such a great guy.


Jonathan reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “It’s gonna get better, Tali. When the right guy comes along, your walls will recede.”


I sort of doubt that, given my plan is just to avoid men altogether.


But either way, Hayes Flynn won’t be touching my walls, or anything else.
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I pull into the circular drive and glance over the schedule Jonathan gave me:


•    7:30 Arrive at the Starbucks on Highland. Order one venti latte (whole milk) three sugars.


•    7:45 Let yourself in using code. Disable alarm. Place coffee and papers on kitchen counter.


•    If Hayes is not downstairs by 8 AM, text him. If that fails, you’ll need to go wake him up. Warning: he may have company.


I’m worried I’m missing something, and in truth I’m not even sure I’ve gotten those first few instructions right. The latte has already sloshed on my skirt and I don’t know if I’m supposed to add the sugars myself or if The Dark Lord can actually do that much on his own.


I could check with Jonathan if I really had to, but he’s currently in route to Manila, and I should probably save harassing him for the bigger questions. God knows they’re likely as the day unfolds—if I even last that long. Sitting here in front of Hayes’s Hollywood Hills mansion, I’m starting to feel a little uncertain on that front.


First, because I already hate my boss, which is always a bad sign.


Second, because I really hate his house. I’d expected something more like Hayes himself: clean lines and beautiful angles with pops of lush, unexpected beauty. Instead, it’s the house you’d buy if, perhaps, you got famous off a YouTube song about farting—large enough to house a sizable village and replete with far too many tacky flourishes: fountains, columns, arching windows, turrets. And in a climate where flowering trees and bougainvillea flourish, his only landscaping involves some neatly trimmed hedges and a single, stocky palm, which hints at the exact sort of soullessness I’d expect from someone with his tabloid history.


I put my shoulders back and take one deep breath before I exit the car. Whether I like him or his house is irrelevant. This job is a means to an end for me, the first decent break I’ve had in a very hard year, and I’m not going to mess it up.


No matter how awful he clearly is, I don’t have to like him to hold my tongue and do his bidding. It’s only six weeks, after all.


Juggling the papers and the coffee and my bag, I manage to open the door and silence the alarm. My heels echo against the floor as I walk through, deeming the interior every bit as disappointing as the exterior: marble floors, lots of huge wood furniture, two winding grand staircases leading to separate wings of the house. I’m lonely sleeping by myself in a studio, so I can’t imagine how I’d feel in a space this vast. Then again, Hayes undoubtedly doesn’t sleep alone often.


I pull out the two cell phones I’ve inherited from Jonathan—one for Hayes’s normal calls and one for emergencies—and am about to arrange the newspapers when I hear him coming down the stairs. My heart begins to beat—overfast, nearly audible. Dealing with patients and running errands will be the bulk of my job. That I can handle. The one thing I’m not prepared for is meeting the man himself.


I glance in the mirror across from me, confirming that the new silk blouse is still tucked in and the spilled coffee stain on my skirt isn’t too obvious. Everything about me screams “pocket-sized and nonthreatening”—hair pulled back in a high ponytail, mascara and lip balm on my face and nothing more—aside from my eyes, which remain a trifle, um, defiant. I need them to say I’m here to serve, and at present they say something more like I’m carrying pepper spray, or I know gang members.


Before I can correct it, he appears, dressed in a crisp white shirt and black suit, even taller than I’d realized—and even prettier. Dark hair gleaming, damp and pushed off his face, a slight flush to his sharp cheekbones, still warm from the shower.


It’s a face that would force you to look a second and then a third time. A face that makes you brace for the sound of his voice...undoubtedly low and rough as gravel, the kind of voice that plucks a chord at the base of your stomach, makes you squeeze your thighs together in anticipation. Or would, were he not looking at me as if I’d just broken into his home.


“Is this a joke?” he demands. His voice is exactly as I imagined. Too bad he had to ruin it by being him. He must have known I was coming, and I haven’t done anything wrong yet.


“No,” I say, suddenly grateful the counter separates us. “I’m Tali. Jonathan asked me to fill in for him while he was gone. I assumed you knew.”


A muscle flickers in his jaw. “He told me my replacement was named Natalia,” he says, blowing out a tight breath. “Not his friend, the bartender.”


He says “bartender” as if it’s synonymous with racist or pedophile. I’d think a guy who drinks as much as he does would have a great deal of respect for my profession.


“Is there a problem?” I ask. My voice is probably more threatening and less conciliatory than is called for—no bad situation I can’t make worse. But I quit my job for this, so I’m not going down without a fight.


“I need to speak to Jonathan when he lands,” he says, pressing the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. “There’s obviously been a misunderstanding. I mean, do you even have any experience?”


Do I have experience answering the phone and picking up dry cleaning? Yes. Loads. I truly can’t believe Jonathan worried I’d sleep with this guy. Granted, I’d like to do plenty of things to him, but they mostly involve spit, and not in a sexy way.


“Yes,” I reply, folding my arms beneath my chest. “Last I checked, answering phones didn’t require an MBA from Harvard.”


“Which you clearly don’t have,” he says.


I could counter that I’ve attended grad school, but referencing something I quit probably won’t help my case.


He grabs the coffee, sighing as he glances at the sugars. Apparently, he is too busy and important to tear his own sugar packets. Lesson learned for tomorrow, not that it appears there will be a tomorrow.


“I’m calling Jonathan,” he says, already walking away. “Don’t get comfortable.”


The door slams and my breath leaves me, slowly and thoroughly. What the hell even happened? I’d understand if he disliked me after getting to know me—he wouldn’t be the first—but he was being a jerk before I even opened my mouth.


I lean against the marble counter and press my face to my hands, the disappointment sinking in at last. I’ve already quit at Topside and on very little notice. They won’t be hiring me back, which means unless I find something else quickly, I’m heading home to Kansas with my tail between my legs, just the way my ex-boyfriend predicted I would.


What’s hardest is that this job felt like a sign—that things would be fine, that I was going to be able to dig my way out of this hole I’m in. But every bit of luck I ever had evaporated the minute I accepted that advance. Why would this be different?
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EVENTUALLY I MAKE MY WAY TO JONATHAN’S OFFICE, JUST TO the right of the kitchen. It’s small and sunny and Zen-like in its austerity. Aside from the desk and chair, the only décor is a single bright green fern and two framed photos—one of Jason and one of the three of us, laughing in the breeze with the Santa Monica pier lit up behind us.


I sip my cold coffee and begin to take down the weekend’s messages, waiting to be fired. I’ve almost, almost, accepted the idea, by the time he calls midday. But my stomach still drops. I’ve never been fired before. Nor have I ever lost this much money in one fell swoop.


“This morning,” he begins stiffly, “I was…surprised. I just want to be sure you know what you’re in for here. It’s not an easy job.”


Relief hisses through my blood, like steam escaping a valve. I’m not sure what changed his mind, and I don’t really care. “That’s okay.”


“You’ll be working long hours,” he says, “and you’ll have to do...other things as well.”


I sink into my chair. “That sounds like the sort of vague thing Harvey Weinstein would suggest,” I say with an awkward laugh.


This is greeted with utter silence. Apparently, I’ve once again derailed a conversation with one of my misplaced attempts at humor.


“No,” he finally says. “But there may be things about my life-style you find distasteful.”


“You mean the turrets?” It just comes out. I internally cringe at my lack of filter. I need a muzzle. “Never mind. I don’t care about the distasteful stuff. It’s fine.”


“Okay,” he says on a heavy, disappointed exhale. Clearly, he was hoping I’d walk away on my own. “You can stay on until Jonathan gets back. And I’m sure he told you this, but let me reemphasize: no one gets my personal number. No one.”


Jonathan already explained this to me, with the urgency of someone discussing nuclear codes. I’m to take messages if anyone calls, and forward any texts that seem pertinent, personal or otherwise. But the only people who actually have Hayes’s number are his friend Ben, Jonathan, and now me…so he’ll know who’s to blame if it gets out.


“Make sure people leave you alone. Jonathan told me.”


“Exactly,” he replies. “Yourself included.” And then he hangs up without another word.


I heave a deep sigh and close my eyes. It’s going to be a really, really long six weeks.
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There is, I’ve discovered, no day so bad that passing my ex-boyfriend’s new billboard can’t make it worse. As I weave past hipster coffee shops and organic grocers on the way to work, Matt’s pretty face smiles down at me from the side of a ten-story building, conveniently positioned so I can’t avoid it without taking my eyes off the road entirely.


Matt’s first big break was in this Vietnam-era movie, Write Home, playing a young soldier whose death had viewers weeping. His pretty face is what first caught people’s attention—the lush lips, the blue eyes, the perfect features. But I think what won people over is that he’d basically played a version of himself: sweet, earnest, well-intentioned. A simple guy who cared about those around him and just wanted to return to his girl back home.


It’s the face I still see when I look at that billboard: The high school sophomore who fell, inexplicably, for a bookish fourteen-year-old. The sweet boy who took me to prom, who got almost every “first.” Shouldn’t I see the lie in him when I look up and see his face now? I really hate that I don’t. Because if I still don’t know where I went wrong with Matt, how will I ever know with anyone else?


I arrive at Hayes’s house. Newspapers are gathered, the alarm is turned off. I’m not letting Matt ruin my day.


Hayes’s coffee is placed on the counter with the sugar already added. Wouldn’t want him to tear and stir it on his own, like an asshole.


I brace myself when I hear him coming down the stairs, anticipating more of that sour attitude I got the day before, but he barely glances at me when he enters the kitchen. In spite of his obvious exhaustion, he is hard to look away from and I respect myself less because of it. Those broad shoulders and pouty mouth of his don’t make him a decent human being.


He takes a sip of coffee and closes his eyes. “Advil,” he demands. “Drawer to the left.” He speaks at half-volume, his voice raspy.


Once upon a time, I might have felt some pity for him. But I’m a little focused on keeping my pity for myself at present, and he’s old enough to know what happens when you drink yourself into a stupor.


I find the bottle and slide it to him. “How did you get home?” I ask.


His eyes narrow. “Unqualified and judgmental. Such a winning combination,” he mutters, pouring way more pills in his hand than he should. “There’s a service that will bring your car home if you’ve been drinking. Where’s the schedule?”


I cross the room to pull it off the printer. Though Hayes generally has one surgery day and one in-office consult day a week, his claim to fame—the part not involving his dick, anyhow—is what occupies every weekend and any free weekday: house calls. Celebrities don’t want to risk getting photographed with a bruised and bloody face, so Hayes goes to them, making home visits like some pioneer doctor, albeit one who focuses more on inflating lips than amputating limbs.


He frowns when I hand it to him. I have no idea if that frown is my fault or the schedule’s, but Jonathan did warn me Hayes is extra cranky on house call days.


Which are almost every day of his week, so Jonathan could have just said he’s always extra cranky, for the sake of efficiency.


He rises. “There’s a woman upstairs. Make sure she leaves after she gets up.”


My jaw falls open. I suppose this is one of the things he referred to so obliquely yesterday. “You don’t want to, you know, say goodbye to her?”


He raises a single, imperious brow as he reaches for his coffee. “Why would I, when I’ve got you to take care of it for me?”


“And how exactly am I supposed to get her out of your house? Is there a firearm available, perchance?”


I hear a soft grumbly noise which may be a laugh or is perhaps his way of saying shut the fuck up without actual speech. “Just take her to breakfast,” he replies, like a man who’s done this a thousand times before. “It’s best to never end things on the property, in case they refuse to leave. Oh, and send her some flowers.”


My eyes roll so far back I’m worried they’ll get stuck that way. “What should the note say?”


He shrugs, rising. “I don’t know. You’ll come up with something, I’m sure.”


“Don’t expect a call,” I suggest.


He rubs his forehead. “How silly of me, thinking you might be able to handle that one detail without guidance. Just thank her for a lovely evening or something.”


“Fine. What’s her name?”


He stops in place, staring at me while he thinks, as if he expects the answer to appear on my forehead. “Lauren?” he suggests. “Or Eva?”


“Are you seriously telling me you don’t even know the name of the woman you inserted your penis in last night?”


His gaze lands on my mouth for one long moment and then flicks away as he releases a slow, controlled breath. “Are you seriously telling me I can’t ask you to do one goddamn thing without hearing your opinion about it?”


I guess he has a point, but I can’t seem to let it go. “I just can’t imagine you don’t actually know her name.”


“I only date women who know to expect nothing from me,” he says, turning to leave. “Learning their names would create false expectations.”


“I’ll make sure she’s gone,” I reply, frowning as he walks away. It’s exactly the kind of bullshit I’d expect him to say. I just didn’t expect him to sound quite so…unhappy about it.
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THE HOUSEKEEPER, MARTA, ARRIVES AN HOUR LATER. WE MET yesterday but didn’t have the lengthiest conversation, given my knowledge of Spanish is entirely gleaned from watching Dora the Explorer with my niece, which isn’t particularly useful in my current situation. I don’t recall a single episode where Dora has to tell Boots the Monkey there’s a naked woman upstairs.


“Senorita,” I say, pointing toward the second floor before I mime sleep, pressing my face to a pretend pillow. “Dormir.” She seems to understand. Odds are, it’s par for the course around here.


I give Lauren/Eva a few hours to sleep, hoping she might leave the house all by herself, but when that fails, I give up and go to Hayes’s room. Unlike the rest of the house, his bedroom looks pretty lived in right now, between all the clothes on the floor and the completely naked blonde in his bed. I step carefully in her direction—I really don’t know what I’d do if I stepped on a used condom. Amputate my foot, most likely.


“Hey,” I say when I reach her. “Lauren? Eva?”


There is no response.


“Abby? Gwyneth? Dame Judy Dench?”


I clap my hands. There is still nothing. I start to wonder if she’s dead, which is when my writer’s brain runs away from me. I see it all flash before my eyes: realizing she’s stiff, reaching for the phone to dial 911 and having Hayes’s voice answer on the other end. “I knew you couldn’t be trusted,” he’d say, as a gate comes down, locking me in. “I warned Jonathan you’d fail the test.”


I reach out and shake her shoulder, increasing my volume until I’m practically yelling.


She finally raises her head. Makeup is smeared all over her face and Hayes’s expensive sheets.


“Why are you yelling at me?” she murmurs.


Her head starts to sink into the pillow again. Who the hell sleeps this hard in a complete stranger’s home? “I’m sorry,” I reply. “The cleaning lady needs to get in here. It’s ten thirty.”


Her eyes go wide and suddenly she’s springing out of bed, snatching her bra off the ground. “Shit, shit, shit. I’m due in court. I don’t have time to get home.”


She picks up the tiny red dress on the floor. “I’m trying a sexual assault case today. Oh, Jesus, this is bad.”


I’m still processing my shock—I’d assumed anyone who came home with Hayes would be on the wrong side of the law—when her eyes flicker to my brand-new, purchased-for-this-job outfit.


Please don’t ask, I think. Yes, I’ll earn twenty-four grand if I make it the full six weeks, but even that won’t quite cover what I owe if I don’t finish the book.


“Can we trade?” she pleads. “I’m begging you. Please trade clothes with me.”


“I can’t wear, uh, that all day,” I reply, flinching. “I just started this job and—”


“But isn’t he at work?” she asks. “He’ll have no idea.”


I want to say no. I’m never getting my clothes back, especially once Hayes fails to call her again. But she looks so worried—and I’ve had enough times in my life where a small mistake felt like the end of the world—that I reach for the red dress.


It’s not like anyone’s going to see me anyway.
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“I NEED YOU TO MEET ME IN MALIBU,” HAYES SAYS EXACTLY fifteen minutes later.


It’s a plot turn I should have absolutely predicted, given the way my year has gone.


“Umm…okay?” I look down at the red dress, which barely meets my thighs.


“Is there a problem?” he asks. We haven’t exchanged ten words and he’s already put out. “Or the better question might be is there any part of this job with which you won’t have a problem?’”


“No problem at all.” Unless you have an employee dress code. “I’m on my way.”


I gather the supplies he’s requested and get in my car, wondering as I weave through the city how the hell I’m going to explain why I’m wearing what amounts to a sexy nightgown.


Despite the coming humiliation, something eases in my chest as I turn north on the Pacific Coast Highway. How could it not with the ocean to my left and the cliffside jutting toward the sea ahead of me? With my windows down and a warm breeze blowing in the scent of salt water and sage scrub, all feels right with the world, even if it’s a world in which I am mostly naked.


I meet him in front of a beach house that probably costs more per year than I’ll earn in my lifetime. I pull the requested cooler of filler and Botox from the back and turn to find him standing rigidly beside his car, staring at me.


“Are you...are you wearing my date’s dress?” he asks, horrified.


The silver lining to having nothing left to lose is that...I have nothing left to lose.


“Do you like it?” I whisper, raising nervous, hopeful eyes to him. “I disposed of her, just like you asked.”


He’s frozen. There’s confusion in his gaze, and the tiniest seed of dawning terror.


“What?” he barks.


I bite my lip and clasp my hands together like a penitent child. “I thought you’d like it. Now we can be together forever.”


His mouth hangs open and I can read his thoughts so clearly—This can’t be happening. Oh my God, what has she done?


I want to keep it going but I sit back against the hood of my car and start to laugh instead. “Holy shit. I wish you could see your face. Your guest was late for court and asked to wear my clothes.”


A low breath escapes him. “Bloody hell.” He runs his hands through all that pretty hair, making a mess of it. Man, I’d love to do that to his hair just once. “Wait. She asked to borrow your clothes, and you said yes?”


I shrug. “She was really freaked out.”


He stares at me as if he’s awaiting further explanation, and when it doesn’t come, he reaches between us to grab the cooler. “That was nice of you,” he says, his face tight with displeasure as he walks away.


Weirdly, he seemed more comfortable back when he thought I might be a murderer.
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I like to think of myself as someone who puts family first, but when my older sister’s name appears on my phone, I consider letting it go to voice mail. Until my father’s death last summer, Liddie was my closest friend. Now, however, it feels like the impasse between us is so wide it can’t be breached, and the last thing I need after a long day at work is one of her inevitable lectures about Matt.


“Everyone makes mistakes,” she says each time we speak, because to her, Matt is family—her husband’s best friend, a fixture of our adolescence. She says it feels like something’s missing when we’re all together, minus Matt. I wonder if it’s ever occurred to her that it might feel like something’s missing for me too. That when I watch her and Alex together, playing happy family with their daughter, I’m seeing where ten years with someone was supposed to wind up.


I’ve barely said hello before she launches into her latest ovulation/pregnancy update, yet another source of irritation for me. Not that I mind her trying to get pregnant, but her single-minded obsession with it irks me. Sometimes it seems like she didn’t even mourn our father—the funeral was barely over before she was flipping through a book of baby names, as if she’d simply washed her hands of the whole thing.


“I thought I was ovulating but I did this test and it says I’m not,” she tells me. I climb onto my bed with a cup of ramen noodles. Matt thought he was being generous, letting me keep all our shitty old furniture, but I had to downsize after he left. Our king-size bed takes up so much of the room there isn’t space for anything else, and therefore serves as couch, desk, and dining room table all in one. “But you know, they say when your cervical mucus gets thick—”


“Liddie, I’m eating,” I say. “And you know how I feel about the words cervical mucus. Have you talked to Charlotte?”


Our youngest sister, now in her fourth month at a residential care facility, claims she isn’t lonely there. Liddie tends to take her at her word, for reasons I can’t begin to understand. Charlotte is the same kid who told us she was fine, again and again, before swallowing an entire bottle of aspirin.


“Not this week. I’m so busy with Kaitlin during the day, and it’s hard to catch her at night. How’s the new job?”


Because she insisted this job was a terrible idea, I’ve got no choice but to claim it’s going well, though that may be a bit of a stretch—Hayes clearly didn’t think today’s stunt was quite as funny as I did. “I’m seriously being paid four grand a week to answer phones.”


“With the mouth on you, I wouldn’t count on it lasting,” she says. “I still don’t see why you had to give Mom your entire advance.”


My eyes close tight. Liddie isn’t able to help ease my family’s financial woes in any way, but she sure doesn’t mind criticizing me for trying. “I didn’t realize I wasn’t going to be able to write the book,” I reply, the words clipped. I gave my mother the advance to pay her mortgage. If I’d known I’d wind up putting all of Charlotte’s treatment on credit cards I can’t pay off, I might have thought better of it.


“You’d still have time to finish the book if you hadn’t taken the stupid job,” she says. I hear the clink of flatware in the background. “And you wouldn’t need to if you’d just ask Matt for the money. Talk to him. He’s family.”


My teeth grind so hard she can probably hear it all the way in Minnesota. “No. He’s not.”


And even if I were poisoned and Matt was the only one with the antidote, I wouldn’t take his help. If I were drowning and he threw me a flotation device, I’d use the last of my energy to give him the finger. That half of what he said at the end appears to be true doesn’t lessen my rage. I remember the fire that burned through me after we split up—I’ll show him, I said a hundred times a day. That fire is still there, but whenever I see him in a magazine or being gossiped about online, it feels as if he’s already won.


“Let him try to fix things,” she begs.


“The things he broke can’t be fixed.” Not by him, anyway. Probably not by anyone. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him throw money at the rest of it to absolve himself of guilt.
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H ayes is just getting downstairs when I arrive the next morning. It’s his in-office day: consult, filler, consult, Botox, consult…all day long, in fifteen-minute increments. He appears to have prepared for it by drinking large quantities of alcohol and getting little sleep. I’m only three days in, but I already expected nothing more.


“You look terrible,” I tell him.


“Was judging me on the list of your job duties?” he asks, pressing his fingers to his temples as he slides onto a barstool. “I can’t quite recall.”


I set two Advil next to his coffee and slide him the schedule. One of these days I’m going to attach a pamphlet on functional alcoholism.


“You saw the message from your, uh, new lady friend? Keeley?” I ask.


His eyes remain on the schedule, but he nods. I still can’t believe he gives these women his assistant’s number. It’s wrong in so many ways.


“So, there’s really no one who gets your number?” I probably sound more exasperated than I should, given that he’s called me judgmental every single time we’ve spoken.


“No one,” he says, “and I mean no one. Not the President. Not the Pope. Not even my own mother.”


A startled laugh escapes me. “You’re not serious? About your mom?”


He lifts one tired brow at me. You’re being judgmental again, that brow says. “If she calls, just pass me the message. But have a nice little chat with her if it bothers you.”


“Excellent. I’ll use that time to work on my British accent,” I reply. “Top o’ the morning to you, guv’ner.”


My accent could use some work. I sound like a pirate on a children’s cartoon.


“No one has said that in England for, roughly, a century.”


“Throw another shrimp on the barbie. Oy, the quidditch pitch is in a right state, innit?” I cock my arm and swing it jauntily, as if I’m Captain Jack Sparrow, leading the boys in song.


There’s a small twitch of his mouth, a flicker of that dimple I’ve seen in photos. “I hope you’re not auditioning for the part of a Brit anytime soon.”


“I’m not auditioning for any part, obviously. I was living the dream as a bartender, and now I’m living the dream kicking women out of your bed and, I hope, conversing at length with your mom.” He’s already gathering his stuff, preparing to forget me for the day. I wish I hadn’t derailed the conversation about his mother with my juvenile attempts to make him laugh.


“I know it’s none of my business—” I begin.


He sighs heavily. “That seems unlikely to stop you.”


“What happened with your mom?”


He regards me long enough that I’m certain he’s about to tell me to fuck off, but shrugs instead. “She threatened to cut me out of her will if I didn’t break up with my girlfriend,” he says. “I failed to comply. Clearly, an error of judgment on my end, as my mother turned out to be right.” The word girlfriend hits me like a hammer. I never dreamed I’d hear him utter it, unless in jest.


“You had a girlfriend.”


I’m waiting for the punchline, but instead he sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “Believe it or not, I was a serial monogamist most of my life. I have, obviously, seen the light on that one.” I hear a hint of regret in his tone, see it in the lost look in his eyes, blinked away as soon as it appears.


How do you go from being a serial monogamist to being…Hayes? What has to happen to change someone that dramatically?


“And she really cut you off?” I ask.


He shrugs again, as if it was meaningless.


“I was already out of med school at that point and didn’t need her money. But then I moved here, near my father, and she never forgave me for it.”


I kind of hate his mom a bit too, now. “I guess I don’t have to ask which parent you’re closer to, then.”


A shadow passes over his face. “You’d think so,” he says, rising to leave, “but that’s because I haven’t told you what my dad did.”


He walks out and I find myself left with a small ache in the center of my chest. To look at him, you’d think he has every last thing a man could want: looks, wealth, women throwing themselves at him right and left.


But he also has a despicable mother, a father who may actually be worse, no siblings I know of, and a girlfriend he gave everything up for...one who is no longer around. Who does he turn to when things go wrong? Where does he spend holidays? He seems to keep himself so busy there’s barely even time for him to wonder if his life feels a little empty without any family. If he was anyone but Hayes Flynn, seducer of a thousand shattered actresses, I’d wonder if that wasn’t the entire point.
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THE SMALL, SUNNY OFFICE NEXT TO HAYES’S KITCHEN IS MY happy place. Or might be, if I didn’t have to do my job.


Today, as always, I sit with the schedule open on the laptop in front of me, sinking further and further into my chair as I listen to rich, beautiful women list their flaws. It’s disheartening at best. Money, in my view, only seems to have bought them more time to discover what they hate about themselves, leading them to call in near tears lamenting crow’s feet and lines above their upper lips. There’s nothing wrong with plastic surgery, but what bothers me is their desperation, their sense of urgency, as if nothing else matters. I make their appointments wishing I could instead say look, it’s gorgeous outside, you can do anything you want. Stop weeping to a stranger about the symmetry of your nostrils.


When the calls are complete, I print invoices, then rush out to make his purchases for the day: a razor sold at a ridiculously overpriced store on Melrose, crisps and Marmite from a shop in the San Fernando Valley.


By the time I get back to my studio—which is a glamorous name for a room the size of a storage unit, and with about as much natural light—I’m exhausted.


I make a cup of ramen and finally settle down to what I consider my real job. The one I appear to be incapable of.


The first hundred pages of the book flew from my fingers. Aisling and Ewan are young lovers who’ve climbed through a hole in the wall separating fae from humans. It’s supposed to be temporary, because Aisling has a younger brother to care for, but the wealth and opulence of the fae kingdom is more compelling than they expected. When Ewan refuses to leave—having changed in ways he doesn’t recognize—Aisling has to save him from himself and get back through the hole before it closes for good.


I didn’t realize, at the time, that I was writing about me and Matt, that the small ways he changed when we got to New York bothered me far more than I was willing to admit. I was too busy being horrified by the fact I was writing it at all. In my masters of fine arts program, we were expected to pen things that were dreary and very real, like a day in the life of a secretary thinking of killing herself, or five people stuck on an elevator together, slowly unraveling. Writing a fantasy romance at night was my most shameful secret for a long time, and the thing I enjoyed most. Now that I’m supposed to write it, I no longer want to.


When the words fail to come, when I find myself thinking just give up, I close the laptop and change into running clothes. I don’t love running at night in LA, but it’s necessary. My frustration with the book is often too much to bear, and running is the only method I’ve got to shove it away.


I take the winding beach path leading from Santa Monica to Venice, dodging panhandlers and drunk tourists the entire way as I mull over the story. Why can’t I finish it? The book dies at the point where Aisling is supposed to step up and save Ewan from himself, and I can’t seem to move past it.


I increase my pace until my lungs burn and my legs are heavy. Would things have been different if I’d stayed behind to finish my degree? Would the book have come easily? Would Matt have taken me for granted a little less than he did?


Except Matt had his first big role in LA and wanted me here with him, and I’d just gotten the book deal and needed time off anyway. The choice seemed obvious to me at the time.


Like Hayes, I moved here to be close to someone who didn’t deserve me, and I gave up things that mattered for a person who’s no longer around. I guess it makes sense that he leads his life as if nothing in it truly matters.


I’m starting to feel the same way about my own.










[image: illustration]   6   [image: illustration]



On the way to work the next morning, I call Liddie to remind her about the Zoom birthday party that evening for Charlotte.


Liddie groans. “Why are we doing it so late? That’s right at Kaitlin’s bedtime, plus I’m ovulating, so, uh, Alex and I have plans.”


“Because it isn’t late where I am, and one of us has to work. Also, gross.”


I pull into Hayes’s circular drive just as a woman who looks a lot like my sister walks out his front door.


“Your doppelganger is leaving Hayes’s house,” I tell her.


“Is it you?” she asks with a laugh. I suppose I set myself up for that one. All three of us Bell girls do look a fair bit alike. “Maybe you should ask yourself why he’s fucking someone who looks just like his assistant.”


“Given how many women Hayes sleeps with, it was bound to happen eventually,” I reply as I hang up.


Hayes is already at the counter, waiting. “Your date looked just like my sister,” I say, placing his coffee in front of him. “Except my sister would still be here telling you what you’re doing wrong.”


He takes his coffee and sniffs it, as if assessing for poison. “It doesn’t surprise me at all to learn a relative of yours is full of unsolicited advice. But if I did to your sister what I just did to the woman who left, she’d be too exhausted to talk.”


A rusty muscle in my stomach clenches, but it’s been nearly a year since Matt and I broke up, and pretty much that long since I had sex, so I refuse to feel any guilt about my body’s innate response to Hayes…as long as I never act on it.


“I can see where a night with you would indeed be exhausting,” I reply as he rises. “I bet you don’t say please or thank you once.”


“Yes, because men who say please and thank you during sex are generally referred to as customers.”


I fight hard not to laugh. A hint of a smile slips forth but I snatch it back quickly.


He hands me a Post-It note. “I need this taken care of.”


He walks out—no please, no thank you, not even a goodbye. I go to the office, drop my bag on the floor, and ignore the ringing phone long enough to read the Post-It he handed me.


Much to my relief, he doesn’t ask me to remove a naked female from his bed, but he does want a reservation for Friday at a restaurant that books out a month in advance, needs me to fix the car he just drove away in, and asks about “brochures” without giving me any hint what brochures he’s referring to.


I give in at last and call Jonathan. I’ve been trying to give him his space, but I have no idea how to proceed here, and I’ve been dying to hear about the ten-month-old girl they’ve already named Gemma. He promised me photos when he left and I haven’t gotten a thing.


“Have you met her?” I demand immediately, bypassing all niceties.


“Not yet,” he says with a frustrated sigh. “The orphanage is putting up one road block after another.”


Poor Jonathan. He and his partner waited on an adoption list for years before this came through. “I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can do?”


“No,” he says, “but we may end up here longer than planned. I hope that’s not a problem on your end?”


I laugh ruefully, leaning back in the office chair and propping my feet on the desk. “It might be a problem on your boss’s end. He hates me. Every time I speak, he has this look of utter contempt on his face. It’s seriously making me wonder why we helped England out during World War Two.”


“Well, there was the whole bit about the Holocaust, and Hitler dominating Europe,” he says. “Maybe he’s like a boy with a crush, pulling your pigtails.”


“A guy who’s slept with half the actresses in LA isn’t that awkward with women, nor would he be interested in me in the first place.”
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