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Chapter One


The dryer was full of clothes.


Goddammit.


Esther Abbott blew her bangs off her forehead and glared at the offending clothes with her hands on her hips. She hated touching other people’s clothes. Laundry was an unpleasant enough task without having to manhandle a stranger’s grungy socks and intimate underthings. But it was either that or wait for the offender to retrieve his own laundry. As much as she disliked touching other people’s stuff, she valued her own time and convenience more.


She plunged her hands into the dryer, grimacing. Ugh. It wasn’t even warm, which meant it had been in there for a while. At least it was dry laundry. It would be even grosser if it was wet clothes that had been left in the washing machine all day.


Esther knew exactly who the guilty party was. The abundance of plaid shirts was a dead giveaway. There was only one person in the building who wore this much flannel.


Jonathan Brinkerhoff.


The guy in apartment six, right next door to her. The guy with the annoying wind chimes on his balcony that kept her awake whenever it was windy. (Spoiler alert: Los Angeles was always windy.) The guy who liked to sit on said balcony and smoke, sending noxious clouds of cigarette toxins drifting into her apartment whenever she left her balcony door open. The guy who couldn’t park his stupid Lexus between the lines of his assigned space next to Esther’s, which made parking her Prius a feat of heroic dexterity.


Everything about Jonathan annoyed her, from the stupid knit beanies he always wore to his vintage-framed glasses and dumb scraggly beard. But she particularly hated the way he left his clothes in the laundry machines for hours at a time, as if he were the only one in the world who might need to use them. As if he didn’t live in an apartment building with eighteen units all sharing the same two machines.


One of the other, nicer neighbors—like Mrs. Boorstein, the fifty-something accountant in twelve—might have folded Jonathan’s clothes for him and left them in neat piles on the table. But Esther wasn’t nice. Not to people who didn’t deserve it. She had no patience for incompetence or selfishness. People who broke the laundry room social contract shouldn’t get free laundry folding as a reward for their bad behavior. The dude should consider himself lucky she was only dumping his clothes on top of the dirty machine instead of straight onto the floor. And how much did she hate that she now knew what brand of underwear he wore? A lot. She hated it a lot.


“Oh, hey, those are mine,” Jonathan said, walking in right as Esther was hugging an armful of his boxer briefs to her chest.


Of course.


She felt a flush of embarrassment, which made her even more irritated. It was his fault she had his underwear in her hands. If you left your laundry lying around for hours, you deserved to have strangers pawing through your underdrawers. Those were the rules of the laundry room. Everyone knew that.


“Lemme just grab those,” Jonathan said, advancing on her.


Esther dropped his briefs on the dryer and stepped out of the way so he could retrieve the rest of his clothes.


“I got caught up writing and totally forgot about these,” he explained, dropping a sock on the floor as he scooped his clothes out of the dryer. He hadn’t brought a basket with him, so he had to pile everything awkwardly in his arms. What was wrong with him? How could one person be so bad at everything? “I’ve been working on a screenplay, and when I’m in the zone I lose all track of time.”


Esther’s molars ground together. She already knew he was a screenwriter, because he’d worked it into the conversation every single time she’d talked to him. It wasn’t as if they even talked that much. They’d had maybe a half dozen conversations, and this was the third time he’d mentioned he was a screenwriter.


Esther was an aerospace engineer—literally a rocket scientist—but you didn’t hear her bringing it up at every opportunity with every random person she happened to interact with. Even though being a rocket scientist was way cooler than being a screenwriter. Los Angeles was crawling with screenwriters. You couldn’t spit out a wad of gum without hitting two of them.


He wasn’t even a real screenwriter. He was in the graduate screenwriting program at UCLA—a fact he’d mentioned twice before—so he was just a student. If he’d ever sold a script or had anything produced, he for sure would have brought it up in conversation by now. Probably several times.


“All yours,” he announced, like he was being magnanimous by not parking his laundry in the machine the rest of the day. He collected his clothes from the top of the dryer, dropping another sock in the process, and started for the door.


“You dropped some stuff,” Esther said.


He stopped and spun around, looking helplessly from the precarious bundle of clothes in his arms to the socks on the floor. “Do you think you could, uh . . . ?”


She stooped to grab his socks off the floor—more ugh—and balanced them on top of the laundry he was holding.


“Thanks,” he said. “You know you shouldn’t use fabric softener.”


“What?”


He indicated her bottle of fabric softener with his chin. “The waxy buildup that stuff leaves behind affects the fabric’s natural ability to absorb moisture. I use a chemical-free laundry powder that’s biodegradable and doesn’t leave a residue.”


Unbelievable. The guy who didn’t even know basic laundry room etiquette was lecturing her about her fabric softener.


She gave him a thin-lipped smile. “You know everything’s a chemical, right? Even water. There’s no such thing as chemical free.”


His forehead creased, making his eyebrows draw together. “I meant bad chemicals. Like the stuff they put in commercial cleaning products.”


“Okay.” At this rate, Esther’s molars were going to wear down to the size of Tic Tacs. “Thanks for the tip.”


“See ya,” Jonathan said, looking pleased with himself as he left.


Rolling her eyes, she cleaned the lint trap on the dryer—because of course he hadn’t done it—and transferred her wet load out of the washer. She fed four quarters into the ancient machine and as it rumbled to life she set the timer on her phone for forty-five minutes. Because she was considerate of the other people she shared the laundry facilities with, and she knew how to use a damn clock.


As she was letting herself back into her apartment upstairs, her phone started blaring “Pocketful of Sunshine,” the ringtone she’d assigned to her best friend.


Jin-Hee Kang, known as Jinny to everyone but her Korean parents, was the only person Esther knew who actually liked to talk on the phone anymore. The rest of her friends communicated via texting or social media. Not Jinny though. She liked to chat.


Esther kicked her apartment door closed behind her as she fished her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans. Her apartment reeked of cigarette smoke again. Jonathan must have come upstairs and gone straight onto his balcony for a smoke. “Hey, what’s up?” she said into the phone as she trudged over to the balcony door and slammed it shut.


“What are you doing today?” Jinny asked.


It was Sunday, and the only thing Esther had on the agenda was laundry, cleaning out the cat litter box, and maybe burning through some of the TV shows stacking up on her DVR. She regarded her reflection in the glass door: the dull brown hair twisted into a messy bun, the zit forming on the tip of her long nose, the stretched-out tank top and cut-off jeans shorts that made up her laundry day uniform. “I’ve got high tea with Prince William and the King later, but I can push it if I have to.”


“I need a pool hang. Can I come over?”


“Sure.”


Esther lived in the Palms neighborhood of Los Angeles, in an older courtyard building with a pool. Jinny lived nearby in Mar Vista, in a newer, bigger building that didn’t have a pool or a courtyard, so when the weather was nice she liked to come over to Esther’s and hang out. The weather was nice about eighty percent of the time in Los Angeles, which meant they spent a lot of weekends sitting by the pool in Esther’s courtyard.


“With mimosas,” Jinny added.


“Uh oh. What happened?” Whenever one of them was having a crappy week, they’d make up a pitcher of mimosas and sip them from champagne flutes by the pool.


“I’ll tell you when I get there.”


Esther pulled open her fridge to take stock. “I’ve still got a bottle of champagne left over from last time.”


“Good,” Jinny said. “I’ll be there in thirty with the OJ.”










Chapter Two


Jinny showed up at Esther’s apartment exactly thirty minutes later in a blue sundress and matching flip-flops, carrying a jug of Simply Orange and a box of doughnuts.


“Oh god,” Esther said, lifting an eyebrow at the doughnuts. “Is someone dead?”


Jinny plopped her things on Esther’s Ikea dining table. “Only my self-respect.” She was twenty-four, like Esther, but her small stature and flawless complexion made her look much younger. She was always being carded at bars and hit on by creepy guys who thought she was a high school student.


“What does that mean?” Esther asked.


Jinny’s lips pursed into a Cupid’s bow. “If I tell you, you have to promise not to be mad.”


“Why would I be mad?” Esther asked with a feeling of dread.


“I sort of kinda slept with Stuart.”


“What?”


Stuart was Jinny’s ex-boyfriend—her very recently ex-boyfriend. They’d only broken up a week ago, and it had been all Esther could do to refrain from throwing a party to celebrate. The guy was a grade A dick, and he’d been a dick even before he’d cheated on Jinny.


Esther had tried to like him. She’d even managed it for a while. He was charismatic and attractive, and even if he wasn’t exactly Jinny’s intellectual equal, it was easy to see what she liked about him. At first.


Then Esther had begun to notice little things that set her teeth on edge. Like the habit he had of resting his hand on the back of Jinny’s neck and steering her around in front of him. It was trivial, but it rubbed Esther the wrong way. Like Jinny was a child or a pet he was parading around. Then she started to notice how he was always asking Jinny to get him things—another drink, something to eat, the phone he’d left in the next room—but never reciprocated. And how often he talked over Jinny, and the way he’d put her down subtly with backhanded compliments he always passed off as jokes.


The first time Esther saw him tell Jinny to lighten up after she got annoyed by one of his little “jokes” at her expense, Esther knew. Stuart was Bad News.


Maybe he wasn’t abusive—yet—but the potential was there. He had all the makings.


The only fight she and Jinny had ever had was a few months ago when Esther had told her what she thought of Stuart. That he was a narcissistic, emotionally abusive asshole who would end up hurting her if she didn’t get the hell away from him.


To say it hadn’t gone over well would be an understatement. Jinny had told Esther to mind her own fucking business and refused to speak to her for an entire week. The fight had only ended when Esther apologized and promised to be nicer to Stuart. It had seriously rankled to do it, but what other option did she have? Abandon Jinny to that asshole? You couldn’t tell people things they didn’t want to hear. Jinny had been too infatuated to see what kind of man he really was.


Until she’d found out he was cheating on her with one of the women he worked with. Esther had been proud of how quickly and decisively Jinny had kicked him to the curb. Only, apparently it wasn’t so decisive after all.


Jinny shook her head. “I knew you’d be mad.”


Esther took a breath and did her best to sound calm and supportive. “I’m not mad. But I do have questions. Number one: how do you sort of sleep with someone?”


Jinny’s eyes skated away, embarrassed. “You regular-sleep with them and then kind of regret it after but not totally.”


This was bad. Very, very bad. “But he cheated on you. I thought you were done with him?”


“I was. I mean, I am. I definitely am. Done with him. For good.” She bobbed her head, trying to seem convincing. Unconvincingly.


“Except for the part where you slept with him.”


Jinny turned away to examine the doughnuts. “Yeah, except for that part.”


“So again I ask, what happened?”


Jinny sighed as she picked up a chocolate-glazed. “You know how he’s been texting me?”


Esther scowled. “I told you you should have gotten a restraining order.”


“He was being all sweet and apologetic!” Jinny said around a mouthful of doughnut.


“You didn’t fall for that, did you?” Of course she had; she always fell for that. Stuart had played her like a bass guitar.


“No! I was very firm with him. But then last night his texts started getting all sexy, and we may have ended up sexting a little bit—”


Esther squeezed her eyes shut. “Gross.”


“And it got me all worked up—”


“Double gross.”


“And then he showed up at my door and—”


“Okay, fine, I get the gist. No need for further details.” Like a bass guitar. Stuart was a parasite. He’d always find a way to attach himself to his host.


Jinny stuffed the rest of her doughnut in her mouth and went to the fridge for the champagne. “Look, he can be really convincing, okay? It’s hard to say no to him.”


“But you’re going to say no the next time, right?” Esther said as she got down two champagne flutes.


“Absolutely. Grab the OJ.” Jinny shouldered the tote she kept packed with pool-day essentials—towel, sunglasses, sunscreen, and trashy magazines—and picked up the box of doughnuts.


Esther perched her sunglasses on top of her head and carried the OJ and champagne flutes out of the apartment. “If you take him back, he’ll cheat on you again. Once a cheater, always a cheater.”


Jinny followed with the champagne and doughnuts. “I know.”


Esther regarded her with a healthy dose of skepticism. Jinny was a recidivist. She’d keep going back to Stuart every time she felt lonely. If someone else didn’t come along to distract her—fast—she might very well give in and take Stuart back for real. She’d done it before, with her last boyfriend. That one had taken three tries to shake, and he hadn’t been nearly as beguiling as Stuart.


“How did you leave things with him?” Esther asked as they clomped down the stairs.


Like a lot of the older buildings in the neighborhood, the apartments were all on the second floor, arranged in a rectangle around a central courtyard. Underneath the apartments were the laundry room, mailboxes, storage, and off-street resident parking. The courtyard was by far the nicest part of Esther’s building—thanks entirely to the efforts of Mrs. Boorstein, who liked to garden and kept the beds full of attractive flowers and vegetation at no cost to their cheapskate landlord.


“I made it clear it was just a one-time thing,” Jinny said as they emerged into the courtyard.


Sunlight reflected off the surface of the pool, which was a cloudy aquamarine color today. They never actually got in the water, because the last person who’d swum in it had come down with an ear infection. Even if the two things weren’t related, Esther wasn’t taking any chances.


She set the glasses and OJ down on a rusty metal table in the shade. While Jinny dragged one of the lounge chairs closer to the table, Esther filled the two glasses half full with champagne and topped them off with orange juice. She passed one to Jinny. “Do you want him back?”


Jinny accepted the glass, avoiding Esther’s eyes as she settled into the lounge chair. “We were together for six months. I love him.”


“Enough to forgive him for cheating?”


Jinny looked down at her lap, frowning as she rearranged her skirt over her legs. “Did I tell you he cried when I broke up with him?”


“No.” Good. The asshole deserved to cry. Esther hoped he cried himself to sleep every goddamn night.


“Yeah, I almost felt bad.”


“Don’t you dare feel bad. He cheated on you. Also, he was a jerk.”


Jinny tugged the hair elastic off her wrist and fastened her shoulder-length black hair into a ponytail. “He wasn’t that bad.”


Esther stared at her over the top of her champagne flute. “He missed your birthday to go surfing in Mexico.”


“That was one time. And he felt really bad about it.”


“He didn’t do anything for you for Valentine’s Day either. And when he won those free concert tickets, he took one of his surfing buddies instead of you.”


Jinny sighed and sipped her mimosa. “Yeah, okay. He kind of sucked.”


At least she was admitting it. Esther slipped off her flip-flops and pulled another chair closer so she could put her feet up on it. Her stocky legs were cadaverously pale, an effect that was only enhanced by the blue polish on her toes. “You can do so much better,” she said, pulling her sunglasses down over her eyes.


Jinny scowled as she fished a magazine out of her tote bag. “That remains to be seen.”


For such a beautiful, awesome person, Jinny had crazy low self-esteem. It didn’t help that Stuart had zeroed in on her insecurities with expert precision, feeding them for his own purposes. She hadn’t been able to see how badly he treated her, because on some level she didn’t seem to believe she deserved to be treated better.


Esther really hated that guy. “You were always way too good for him. Honestly, I never understood what you saw in him.”


Jinny peered at her over the top of her sunglasses. “Um, he’s a total hottie?”


“You are a hottie, friend. You basically had nothing in common, beyond the fact that you’re both good-looking.”


“We both work in tech fields.”


Esther snorted into her mimosa. “The Apple Store does not count as a tech field.”


“He totally fixed my iPad!”


“He’s into all this outdoorsy stuff like cycling and hiking and camping, and you hate the outdoors.”


“I don’t hate the outdoors.” Jinny waved her hand, encompassing the courtyard around them. “I’m outdoors right now.”


“Lounging by a pool drinking mimosas does not count as outdoorsy.”


“Whatever.”


“All I’m saying is don’t go for second best, baby.”


Jinny raised her sunglasses and squinted at her. “Are you quoting Madonna at me right now?”


“It’s a very appropriate song. Madge knows what’s up.”


“Your buddy Madge was married to Sean Penn, so let’s not pretend her judgment is infallible.”


A door slammed overhead, and they both glanced up as Jonathan came out of his apartment. Awesome. How many times was Esther going to see this guy today?


His footfalls echoed around the courtyard as he plodded down the stairs. When he saw them, he halted and offered a half-hearted nod. “Hey.”


Esther nodded back, just as half-heartedly.


“Hi!” Jinny called out, waving.


Jonathan nodded again, plunged his hands into his pockets, and continued on to his car.


Esther had never once seen the guy smile. The closest he’d ever come was a pained sort of grimace.


“He’s cute,” Jinny whispered when he was out of sight.


Esther gave her a sidelong glance. “Who?”


“Him. Your neighbor. Whatshisname.”


“Jonathan? Ugh. No. He’s not.” Pretentious, beanie-clad, farmers’-market-shopping hipsters weren’t Esther’s type. Objectively, she supposed he might be considered attractive—so long as he didn’t open his mouth and start talking. He was just so damn annoying, it was impossible to separate his looks from his personality.


“Yeah, he is,” Jinny insisted. “He looks like a young Jake Gyllenhaal. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed.”


“He does not look like Jake Gyllenhaal.” Esther didn’t even like Jake Gyllenhaal, but she felt this was an unfair aspersion against him that required her defense.


“Come on, he’s got that great, thick, wavy dark hair—”


“Which is always covered by those dumb beanies he wears.”


Jinny sniffed. “I like a man in a beanie.”


Of course she does. Stuart wore beanies all the time. So did half the men in LA under thirty, but still. Esther felt justified in her loathing of them.


“Plus, he’s got those soulful blue eyes,” Jinny added.


Soulful? What was she talking about? Esther wrinkled her nose. “You can’t even tell what his eyes look like under those hipster glasses.”


“I love those glasses! Guys in glasses are super hot. Oh!” Jinny reached over and smacked Esther on the arm. “You know who else he looks like? Dev Patel.”


Esther stared at her. “Dev Patel is Indian.”


“I know that. Duh.”


“And looks nothing like Jake Gyllenhaal or Jonathan, both of whom are white.”


Jinny laid her magazine aside and leaned back, crossing her legs. “It’s the hair. Jonathan has the same great hair Dev Patel has. The kind you want to run your fingers through.” She wiggled her fingers for emphasis. “And that beard. God, I love a beard.”


Stuart had a beard. Although his hair was golden brown instead of Jonathan’s darker, almost-black-brown.


Esther’s eyes narrowed as she tried to decide whether Jinny was actually interested in Jonathan or projecting Stuart onto him. “How long have you felt this way about my neighbor?”


Jinny shrugged and reached for her mimosa. “I’ve always thought he was cute.” Her phone vibrated beside her, and she picked it up. “Ugh. I wish Stuart would just leave me alone.”


Esther frowned. “What does he want?”


Jinny set her phone down without replying. “Forgiveness. Reconciliation. More sex. Take your pick.”


“I’m telling you, you should get a restraining order.”


“Thanks, your honor, but I don’t need a restraining order. It’s just Stuart.”


Stuart, who’d been gaslighting Jinny for the better part of six months. Who had her convinced she was dating above her level and should be grateful for his half-assed attentions. Who steered her around like a child.


Esther eyed her suspiciously. “You’re considering it, aren’t you? Taking him back.”


Jinny didn’t say anything.


Jonathan reappeared in the courtyard with a forty-pound bag of mulch balanced on his shoulder. He skirted around the edge of the pool and dumped it onto the ground by Esther’s chair, next to a bed of freshly planted begonias.


“What are you doing?” she asked, peering at him over her sunglasses.


“Mrs. Boorstein asked me to pick up some mulch for the new plantings.” He wiped his hands on his jeans and headed back toward the carport.


Jinny leaned over and smacked Esther on the arm again. “He helps little old ladies with gardening? That is so sweet!”


Esther wasn’t sure Mrs. Boorstein would appreciate being called a little old lady, but she had to agree it was kind of sweet.


They heard the sound of a trunk slamming, and Jonathan reappeared with another bag of mulch hoisted on his shoulder. He dropped it next to the first one, then bent over to slide it a few feet to the left, spacing them out at either end of the bed.


His backside was right in Esther’s eyeline, and she had to admit it wasn’t the worst view she’d ever seen.


Fine. So he had a decent body. He irritates the hell out of you, remember?


Jinny smacked her on the arm a third time and Esther jerked her gaze away, flushing slightly.


“Nice ass,” Jinny mouthed silently, tilting her head in Jonathan’s direction.


Esther shook her head, recovering herself enough to roll her eyes. “I didn’t know you helped with the gardening,” she said when Jonathan straightened, removing his ass from her field of vision.


“Just with the heavy stuff. Mrs. B doesn’t trust me to touch the plants.” He reached up to brush a piece of mulch off his shoulder. “She said she’d be down in a bit to spread the mulch. Will you tell her I’ll be upstairs if she needs any more help?”


There was another piece of mulch caught in his beard. Esther considered pointing it out to him, but decided against it. “Sure,” she said.


He gave another nod and shuffled off, up the stairs and into his apartment.


Jinny’s phone vibrated with another text message. She picked it up and stared at the screen, frowning.


“Stuart again?” Esther asked with a feeling of unease.


“Yeah.” Jinny powered the phone off and shoved it inside her tote.


“You should ask Jonathan out,” Esther said.


Jinny gave her a quizzical look. “I thought you hated him.”


“I didn’t say I should date him. You’re the one who thinks he’s cute.” He might be annoying, but as far as Esther could tell, he wasn’t a manipulative bastard. He’d definitely be an upgrade from Stuart.


Jinny shook her head. “I’m not asking him out.”


“Why not?”


“Because he doesn’t even know who I am. I’m not walking up to a total stranger and asking him out on a date.”


“I could set you two up.”


Jinny’s expression darkened. “Don’t you dare. You know how I feel about blind dates.” She’d spent her high school years only being allowed to go on dates arranged by her mother, and it had permanently soured her on being fixed up.


The timer on Esther’s phone went off, and she fished it out of her pocket to silence it. “Gotta grab my laundry.” She stood up and pointed her phone at Jinny. “You know what he looks like, so it wouldn’t be a blind date.”


“Arranged dates. Whatever.” Jinny made a face. “You can’t force love. You have to let it find you.”


Esther rolled her eyes as she headed to the laundry room. “If you say so.”


Jinny was a romantic, but Esther didn’t buy into any of that crap. She didn’t believe in fate or love at first sight or happily-ever-afters. There was no such thing as soul mates, no fairy godparents watching over anyone, and no prince coming to sweep you off your feet. She reserved her faith for things that could be measured with empirical evidence and behaved predictably, according to the laws of nature.


Fairy tales were all well and good in books, but it was dangerous to put your faith in fiction. Look what had happened to Esther’s mother. She’d thought she was living a perfect, fairy-tale life until her prince had up and left her, and she’d been completely unprepared to cope with reality. Fifteen years later, she was still drifting along, waiting for the next prince to show up and save her.


Forget princes. You had to make your own luck in life. If you wanted something, you couldn’t sit back and wait for it to fall into your lap. You had to go out and make it happen.










Chapter Three


Two days later, Jinny was still waffling on Stuart. Esther knew she was still texting with him. Who knew how much longer she’d be able to hold out with Stuart wheedling her and tempting her with the power of his magical dick? Esther had a sinking feeling they’d be back together by the weekend.


She’d been racking her brain for a way to keep them apart, but so far she’d come up empty. If she pushed too hard, Jinny might get pissed and dig her heels in. That was what had happened the last time Esther had tried to talk some sense into her about Stuart. It needed to be handled delicately—and quickly, before it was too late.


Esther was still musing on it when she got home from work on Wednesday. As she walked past Jonathan’s apartment, she heard his deadbolt unlock and quickened her steps, digging around in her bag for her keys. Maybe she could get inside before he came out and tried to start up another conversation—


“Hey,” he said, stepping out of his apartment behind her.


Dammit.


Esther threw a polite smile over her shoulder. “Hi.”


Was it too much to hope that he had somewhere to be and no interest in chatting? She fumbled for the key on her key ring and shoved it into the lock.


“Hey, I’ve got something for you,” he said.


She froze with her hand on the doorknob. So close.


Pasting a smile on her face, she turned around. “Oh, yeah?”


“Hang on,” he said, holding up a finger, and disappeared inside his apartment.


Great. What was this about? She couldn’t think of anything he might have that she wanted. And how long was she supposed to stand out here in the breezeway waiting on him anyway? All she wanted to do was go inside her apartment, kick off her clunky oxfords, peel off the tights she’d been wearing all day, and drink a beer. Was that too much to ask at the end of a long, annoying work day?


He had another five seconds, and then she was going inside.


Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . .


Jonathan reappeared, holding a handful of envelopes and a magazine. “Here, the mailman put some of your stuff in my box by mistake.”


Oh. He was actually being neighborly.


“Thanks.” Feeling a little ashamed, Esther shuffled forward to accept the mislaid mail. She’d been wondering where this month’s Astronomy magazine had gotten to. It was nice of him to hang on to her mail for her; plenty of assholes would have dumped it in the trash to save themselves the trouble of redelivering it.


“Not exactly light reading.” He shoved his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. “Are you like an astronomer or something?”


“Aerospace engineer. Astronomy’s just for fun.”


He nodded. “That’s cool. You must know a lot of science, then.”


“A little, yeah.”


He nodded again and shifted his weight. “Could I ask you favor?”


Nooooo.


“So, you know how I’m a screenwriter . . .”


Please, no.


“I’ve been working on this sci-fi script for one of my classes, and I’ve got the essence of the story all laid out, but I could really use some help with the science aspects. Just to make it more realistic—well, not realistic, exactly, but plausible, at least.”


Why was she being punished? What had she ever done to deserve this?


“Would you mind taking a look at it for me? And maybe giving me some notes? Just on the science part. What do you say?”


Shit. Was there any way to get out of this without being rude? “I don’t really know anything about writing movies,” she hedged. “Isn’t there someone in your program . . . ?”


He shook his head. “You don’t need to know anything about screenwriting, I’ve got that covered. But the only person I know with any science under their belt is my buddy Greg, who was pre-med for a semester before he switched to English. He’s shit with physics though, and I need someone who knows about things like gravity and propulsion and asteroids. That’s you, right?”


Esther swallowed. “Um . . .” She felt her phone vibrate in her bag—thank god, an interruption. “Sorry,” she muttered. “I just need to check . . .”


It was a text from Jinny: Stuart’s begging me to take him back. Tell me not to get back together with him.


“One sec,” Esther said to Jonathan, mashing her thumbs against the screen as she typed her reply.


DO NOT GET BACK TOGETHER WITH CHEATING JERKFACE STU.


“Everything okay?” Jonathan asked.


“Yeah. Just trying to avert a catastrophe.” Esther looked up from her phone, into Jonathan’s eyes.


His soulful eyes.


Jinny thought he was cute. Jinny liked him.


If he asked her out, she’d say yes. And if she went out with him, maybe she’d forget about Stuart. She’d remember there were other men in the world, and she didn’t have to settle for one who was an asshole.


Jonathan was awkward and a little irritating, sure, but he actually seemed pretty nice. She’d never seen him say or do anything purposefully unkind, and he didn’t have the social skills to be manipulative. A lot of his mansplaining seemed to be his clumsy way of trying to be helpful, which could be considered sort of sweet from a certain perspective. He was the kind of guy who helped old ladies with gardening. How bad could he be?


“So, about my script . . .” Jonathan said, rubbing the back of his neck.


“I’ll do it if you do something for me,” Esther told him.


His eyebrows scrunched together. “Okaaay. What?”


“You have to ask my friend Jinny out.”


His mouth opened and then closed again. His eyebrows had joined into a solid stripe, like a dark, furry caterpillar. “Um . . .”


“You don’t have a girlfriend, do you?”


“No, but—”


“Jinny’s really nice and totally normal and beautiful.” This was all true. Socially awkward writer boy would be lucky to go out with someone as great as Jinny. And it would do Jinny good to date a guy as nice as Jonathan seemed to be.


He looked skeptical. “Then why does she need you to get dates for her?”


“Because she just broke up with a jerk and I’m afraid she’s going to take him back.”


“Isn’t that her choice to make?”


A noble sentiment, but this was a desperate situation that called for desperate measures. “I’m not trying to take away her choice. I’m trying to give her another choice. To show her there are other guys out there who like her, and she doesn’t have to date a creep.” Esther narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re not a creep, are you?”


“No!” he said, then frowned like he wasn’t sure. “I mean, I don’t think so?”


She pointed a warning finger at him. “I know where you live, remember, so if you hurt her—”


He held up his hands, palms out. There were black ink stains all over his fingers. “I haven’t agreed to go out with her yet. I don’t even know who she is.”


“She’s the one who’s always hanging around the pool with me. You saw her last weekend, remember?”


“Oh, yeah.” His mouth curved into something that almost resembled a smile. “Yeah, she’s cute.”


Got ya! It was perfect. Jinny liked him, and he liked her. She was doing them both a favor by setting them up. She was being a good Samaritan. “So you’ll do it, then?”


He frowned again and rubbed his hand over his jaw. Up close, his beard looked a lot less scraggly. And his eyes actually were a gorgeous shade of blue. “It seems kind of sketchy. Why do I have to ask her out? Couldn’t you just fix us up on a blind date or something?”


Esther shook her head. “She hates blind dates. She’d never agree to it.”


“But I don’t even know her. Won’t she think it’s weird that a stranger is asking her out, out of nowhere?”


Clearly, this guy did not get out much and had no idea how often men propositioned women they didn’t know. Which, again, was sort of sweet. Naive, but sweet. He was like a character from a Jane Austen novel who needed a formal introduction before he could commence his courtship. “You’ve seen each other around plenty of times. It’s not weird.”


“What if she says no?”


She nearly had him on the hook. He just needed a little nudge. “She won’t say no, because she thinks you’re cute too.”


“Really?” His eyes lit up like a Christmas tree, which was pretty damned adorable. Fine. Jinny was right. He was cute.


“Yes, really.”


“She told you that?”


“She told me that.”


Doubt crept into his expression again. “It still seems weird.”


Oh, my god. What was it going to take to get him to say yes? Blackmail? Because Esther could do blackmail if she had to. “Do you want me to read your script or not?” The carrots weren’t working; it was time for a little stick.


His frown deepened. Then he nodded. “Yeah, okay. I’ll do it, I guess.”


Yes! Not as much enthusiasm as Esther would have liked, but it was good enough. “You have to take it seriously and give her a real chance though. No blowing her off after one date.”


He scratched the back of his head. “What constitutes a real chance?”


Esther pursed her lips as she considered the question. How much dating did Jinny need to do to get over Stuart? A single date might not be enough. It had to be enough to put Stuart out of her mind for good. “Three dates,” she finally decided.


Jonathan’s eyes widened. “Three? No way.”


“That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.” If it was only one date, he might half-ass his way through it. But if he knew he had to go out with her two more times, he’d make more of an effort. Theoretically.


“I’ll do two.”


“Three,” Esther repeated. Now that she’d gotten him to agree to the plan, she had the upper hand. She wasn’t budging.


His mouth settled into a scowl. “You have to give me real help with the script, then. Not just scribble down a few notes, or mark the stuff that’s inaccurate. You have to work with me and help me come up with ways to make the science work with the story.”


Lord. The things Esther was willing to do for Jinny. She’d better appreciate this. “I’ll science the shit out of that script for you. Do we have a deal?”


“Yeah.” He nodded. “Okay.”


Esther stuck out her hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Jonathan took it.


It was official. They were doing this.


“We have to move fast,” she said, “before Jinny goes back to Stuart.”


“How fast?” Jonathan asked.


Esther grinned at him. “What are you doing tonight?”


All the color drained out of his face. “Tonight?”










Chapter Four


It took a bit of finagling to pull it off.


Jonathan couldn’t just call Jinny to ask her out, because he didn’t have her number. As far as Jinny knew, he didn’t even know her name, much less her phone number. So he had to ask her out in person. Which meant they had to arrange an “accidental” meeting.


You would think a screenwriter would be able to come up with a simple meet-cute, but he was worse than useless in this department.


“Why don’t you just give me her number so I can call her?” he said, shrugging. “I don’t see why it has to be so complicated.”


“Because this can’t look like a set-up,” Esther reminded him. “How is she supposed to think you got her number, if not from me?”


He shrugged again.


Useless. Fortunately, Esther was a master strategist. She’d been kicking her older brother’s ass at Risk since she was seven years old. She had this.


MY PLACE STAT, she texted Jinny. I’m ordering from the Hawaiian place.


Jinny loved the Hawaiian place, and they didn’t deliver to Mar Vista.


On my way, Jinny texted back almost immediately. Order me the kalua pork ramen.


Once she was sure Jonathan knew what he was supposed to do, Esther shooed him out of her apartment so she could finally take off her damn tights. She changed out of the loose floral dress she’d worn to work and into a pair of sweatpants and her favorite University of Washington T-shirt. Shaking her long, wavy hair out of its neat work bun, she sank down on the couch and twisted it into a looser, messier bun.


Her big, black-and-white tuxedo cat, Sally Ride, jumped into her lap to demand head scratches. Esther obliged her, stroking the purring cat while she waited for Jinny to arrive.


Five minutes later, there was a knock on the door, and Sally hightailed it to the bedroom.


“Take my phone,” Jinny said, thrusting it at Esther as she walked past her into the apartment.


“Okay.” Esther stared at the phone as she closed the door. “Why?”


The phone vibrated in her hand with a new text message from Stuart: Let me come over tonight baby. I miss my ickle lover bunny.


Gross.


“That’s why,” Jinny said, helping herself to a beer from the fridge. “Don’t let me answer it.”


Esther set the phone facedown on the table by the door. “He wants a booty call tonight? It’s a weeknight.”


“People have sex on weeknights, you know.” Jinny twisted the cap off her beer and took a swig.


“Sounds exhausting. I barely have enough energy to feed myself when I get home from work.”


Jinny flopped onto Esther’s red Ikea sofa with her beer. Esther’s entire apartment had been furnished at Ikea. She’d basically just copied one of the model living rooms from the showroom.


“This is torture,” Jinny groaned. “I’m trying to resist him, but every time he texts, it reminds me how much I miss him. He’s slowly wearing me down.”


Sometimes Esther couldn’t understand Jinny at all. Sure, Stuart was hot, and maybe he was as good in bed as Jinny claimed. But no matter how good he might be, or how much she might think she loved him, Esther couldn’t imagine ever forgiving a man who’d cheated on her.


“You could block him,” she suggested, sitting at the other end of the couch and pulling her legs up under her.


Jinny took another swig of beer. “I thought about it. But I can’t stand the thought of cutting him off like that. Knowing he’s still texting, but not knowing what he’s saying.” Her eyes drifted to the phone on the table, like she wanted to go over there and look at it.


Jesus, she was really far gone. Thank god Esther had run into Jonathan tonight. Not a minute too soon.


Sally reemerged from the bedroom and came over to the couch to sniff Esther’s toes. Esther reached down to scratch the top of her head. “You know what he’s saying though. You don’t need to read his texts to know what he wants.”


“I kind of like the attention,” Jinny admitted. “After what he did, he deserves to grovel. And I deserve to enjoy his groveling.” She leaned over to pet Sally, who glided just out of reach. “Why doesn’t your cat want to be my friend?”


Esther shrugged. “She doesn’t like anyone but me. She’s choosy.”


“Are you saying I’m not good enough for your cat?”


“No, I’m saying she knows where her food comes from and doesn’t have time for anyone who doesn’t keep her in the gourmet salmon bits to which she’s accustomed.”


“That’s fair,” Jinny said. “I’ll give you a pass, Sally.”


There was another knock on the door, and Sally bolted for the bedroom again. Esther got up, signed the receipt for the food, and carried it to the dining table.


“God, it smells so good,” Jinny said as she helped Esther unpack the food. “I’m famished. Turning down sex is hard work.”


“I’m sure,” Esther said sourly as she went into the kitchen for utensils and napkins.


Jinny peeled open one of the containers. “You ordered the kettle corn, right?”


“Of course. I’m not an amateur.”


They’d barely started eating when there was yet another knock on the door. Right on cue.


“Listen for our food to be delivered,” Esther had told Jonathan. “Once the delivery guy leaves, wait two minutes, then come over with the mail.” She’d given him back her misdelivered mail, so he could bring it over while Jinny was there.


“Did the delivery guy forget something?” Jinny asked, taking stock of the food containers.


“I don’t think so.” Esther headed for the door. “Maybe I signed the wrong receipt.” She pulled it open and pretended to be surprised. “Oh! Jonathan. Hi.”


“Hey,” he said without much enthusiasm.


She raised her eyebrows, waiting for him to explain why he was here. Don’t screw this up, you idiot.


“Hey,” he mumbled again. Smooth. “The—uh—the mailman left these in my box by mistake.” He held out her mail.


“Thanks!” Esther said, trying to sound friendly. “I guess he got our boxes mixed up, because I’ve got some of yours too. Come on in.” She stepped back and waved him over the threshold.


Hands shoved deep in his pockets and slouching like a kid being dragged to church against his will, Jonathan shuffled into the apartment. So far, he was really not selling this.


Esther pretended to rifle through the stack of mail piling up on the Ikea bookcase by the door. “I know I set it down around here somewhere . . . aha! Here we go. Sorry, I was going to bring it over earlier, but then Jinny came over and I sort of forgot. This is my friend Jinny, by the way,” she added, waving her hand like it was an afterthought. “Jinny, Jonathan. Jonathan, Jinny.”


“Hey,” Jonathan mumbled.


Come on, Esther thought. Try harder. This wasn’t going to work if he kept acting like he didn’t want to be there.


Jinny stepped forward and stuck out her hand. “Hi, nice to meet you.” Thank god one of them had social skills.


Jonathan stared at her hand for a second, like he didn’t know what he was supposed to do with it. And then finally—finally—some kind of automatic response kicked in, and he stepped forward to take it. “Oh, yeah. I’ve seen you around before.”


“Tell her you’ve seen her around before,” Esther had coached Jonathan earlier. “She’ll be flattered that you noticed her.”


Jinny’s smile got wider. “I’m here a lot. I like Esther’s pool. Esther’s okay too, but mainly it’s the pool that’s the draw.”


Jonathan nodded, relaxing a little. “Yeah, it’s pretty nice. I hope you don’t get in it though, because of the bacteria.”


“Esther or the pool?” Jinny asked, straight-faced.


Jonathan laughed. “The pool. I don’t really know anything about Esther’s bacteria situation.”


Hey, what do you know? The guy could smile after all.


“That’s funny,” Esther said. “I can tell you’re a writer. Did you know Jonathan’s a screenwriter?” she said, turning to Jinny.


“Really?” Jinny said, doing a good job of acting impressed. “That’s cool.”


“It smells really good in here,” Jonathan said. “Are you guys about to eat?”


Esther nodded. “We ordered from Mahalo. It arrived right before you did.”


“Their kettle corn is out of this world.”


“Yeah, it is. You want some?” Esther offered.


Jonathan shook his head, doing a passable job of looking tempted. “Nah, I don’t want to crash your dinner.”


“It’s fine, I always order way too much.” Esther went into the kitchen to get more utensils. “You should have some ribs to go with your corn.”


“Yeah, okay,” Jonathan said. “Thanks.”


“You want a beer?” Esther pulled open the fridge. “You can’t eat ribs without beer.”


“Sure.”


Jinny came into the kitchen. “What are you doing?” she whispered.


“Getting him a beer.”


“But you don’t even like him.”


“Yeah, but you do.” Esther shrugged. “Maybe you were right. Maybe I was too harsh on him before. He’s my neighbor—I should be more neighborly, right?” She thrust the beer and a fork and plate at Jinny. “Take these to him.”


Esther hung out in the kitchen, pretending to tidy up while Jinny went back out to Jonathan.


“Here you go,” she said, handing them to him. “Dig in.”


“Thanks,” he said. “So, uh, do you live near here?”


Nice, Esther thought, eavesdropping on them. That was a perfectly decent conversation starter. Maybe he was getting better at this stuff.


“Not too far,” Jinny said. “Over in Mar Vista.”


“Oh, yeah, it’s nice over there.”


“It’s all right. I like coming over here though. I mean, obviously, since I’m here all the time.”


“So, how do you two know each other?”


“Don’t talk about yourself too much,” Esther had warned him. “Ask her questions, try to get to know her. Make it clear she’s the one you like.”


While Jinny was telling Jonathan the story of how she and Esther had become friends, Esther rejoined them in the dining room. She sipped her beer and ate her food, only jumping into the conversation occasionally, letting the two of them do the majority of the talking.


Ten minutes later, she decided things were proceeding well enough that it was time to move on to the next stage of the plan. “Anyone want another beer?” she asked, going to the fridge.


“I’ll take one,” Jinny called out.


“Thanks, but I’m still working on mine,” Jonathan said.


While she was in the kitchen, Esther set a four-minute timer on her phone. Then she grabbed two beers and took them into the dining room.


When her timer went off, she pretended to be surprised. “Oops, that’s my laundry! Gotta run downstairs and put my clothes in the dryer. Be right back.”


“I can’t be gone longer than five minutes without it looking weird, so that’s all the time you’ll have,” she’d told Jonathan earlier. “That’s your window to ask her out. Don’t miss it.”


Grabbing a handful of quarters out of the bowl, she let herself out of the apartment. When she got downstairs to the laundry room, Brent, the stoner musician who lived in fourteen, was there, transferring his clothes from the washer into the dryer.


“You need the machine?” he asked, glancing at her over his shoulder.


“Nope.” Esther hopped up onto the folding table and pulled up a game on her phone.


He gave her a puzzled look.


“I’m just hanging out,” she explained.


“In the laundry room?”


“I’ve got people in my apartment and I needed to give them a few minutes alone.”


“Okay, whatever.” Brent went back to putting his clothes in the dryer, and Esther went back to playing on her phone. “Later,” he said on his way out.


“Yep, see ya,” Esther replied.


When five minutes had passed, she went back upstairs to her apartment.


Jonathan and Jinny were standing a lot closer together than when she’d left. They both had their phones out, like they were exchanging numbers. Even better, they were both smiling.


“Get your laundry squared away?” Jinny asked, setting her phone down.


“Yep.”


“All right, well, I’m gonna go,” Jonathan said. “Thanks for the beer and the ribs.” He glanced at Jinny shyly. “I’ll text you.”


Jinny nodded. “Cool.”


“Don’t forget your mail,” Esther said.


“Right, my mail. Thanks.” He grabbed it off the table and let himself out of the apartment.


“What was that?” Esther asked Jinny when he was gone. As if she didn’t know.


Jinny bounced on her toes, practically glowing. “He asked me out!”


Esther grinned. “And you said yes?”


“Of course I said yes!”


“That’s awesome. Good for you!” Feeling extremely pleased with herself, Esther began gathering up the leftovers and carrying them into the kitchen. She’d done it. Jonathan had done it.


“Can you believe he asked me out?” Jinny said, following her.


Esther pulled open the fridge and shoved the other takeout containers around to make room. “Of course I can believe it. You’re beautiful and awesome. Who wouldn’t want to ask you out?”


“Yeah, but I was just talking about how cute he was the other day, and then tonight he asked me out, out of nowhere. It must be fate or something.”


“Must be,” Esther agreed.










Chapter Five


When Esther told people she was a rocket scientist, they tended to imagine she spent her days walking the floor of a gigantic manufacturing facility, wearing one of those white cleanroom suits with the hats and the footies, carrying a clipboard as she stared at a fully assembled spacecraft—like one of the background extras in The Right Stuff.
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