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For my mom—my first reader






One

There’s a magic hour in LA, right when the sun sets, that has the whole city sparkling gold and tangerine—even the trash. It’s the kind of light that makes you feel lucky to be alive, like anything is possible. The kind that has you looking out at the view and seeing the grit and poetry of Bukowski’s Hollywood and the LA scenes from Jacqueline Susann’s Valley of the Dolls instead of traffic, smog, and heartbreak. That whispers “Don’t you dare give up, please, I beg you” in your ear.

So look, I’m not saying it was the light’s fault… I understand that we’re all grown-ups here with free will. I’m just saying it didn’t help. Because much is made of the Santa Ana winds—the devil winds, they call them.

But if you ask me, it’s that light, that pure, unadulterated hope, that draws us here and keeps us here, that fucks us up the most. It urges us to roll the dice, but by the time we do, the sun has gone and it is dark. And even now, knowing how this story ends, I still can’t say if it was worth the gamble. But I do know what happened.

So let me tell you that instead.



I’m driving up Mulholland Drive, in a white van with a green logo on the side, on the night this story begins. It’s the middle of May, the window is half-open, the sun is close to setting, and I’m frowning at street signs because the British guy in my navigation app has just said “Turn left in six hundred feet.”

And honestly: how am I meant to know how far six hundred feet is?!

I have it set to a British voice because that’s where I’m from—London—and I guess as much as I wanted to leave that little gray island, with its expensive fruit and stairwells that smelled of damp, I still miss it. Especially on days like today. The kind when gravity feels so strong your heart struggles to beat.

“Turn left,” says Mr. GPS, and I do.

Trees and gates and walls blur past as I watch the numbers rise—four, six, eight—and then Mr. GPS says, “Your destination is on the right,” and he’s correct: there’s a gold number ten sparkling from the wall.

I pull into the driveway—an iron gate in the middle of a tall stone wall—and stop at the intercom, take a deep breath, and press the call button. “Zoe from Venice Floristry, I have a delivery,” I say, smiling into the camera. I smile a lot in life, and I’m not sure why because I’m sure as hell not happy. I mean, I want to be happy, or if I can’t be happy, I at least want to be cool and jaded, but I’m neither of those. And the worst part is I’m smart enough to see that.

The crackling stops, the screen goes black, and I reach for my phone while I wait.

There is one message. Vee. She manages the florist’s shop I work for. It’s a picture of her swollen ankle, with a bruise poking out the top of a bandage, as it rests on a yellow velvet pillow with a large embroidered bee.

It’s usually Vee who does these ultra-high-profile deliveries, the kind that double as a networking opportunity. She’s a talented florist in her own right—she trained me up and helps out when needed—but mainly she’s in charge of events, networking, Instagram, and everything extroverted. I, on the other hand, get to hide in the back of the shop with the flower cooler and piles of cut stems in the mornings and just do the routine day-to-day deliveries in the afternoons—birthdays, anniversaries, that sort of thing. The sorts of occasions that make people happy to see you and you can’t mess up. But Vee slipped at four thirty this afternoon and sprained her ankle. So here I am instead.

And it feels like that’s important—like it’s proof of fate or something. Because if I hadn’t been in this exact place, on this exact night, at this exact hour, I never would have run into him. And everything would be different right now.

Everything.

I mean, I definitely wouldn’t be typing this… honestly, I probably shouldn’t be typing this.

But I’m a writer; I can’t help myself. This is the kind of story that only happens to you once in a lifetime, and that’s if you’re lucky. So I need to get it all down now before I forget any of the details. Before I lose my nerve.

Anyway, so there I am in the van, staring down at my phone, replying to Vee with: Oww, that looks sore. And pressing Send.

The intercom crackles again, the gate opens, and I drive inside.

Gravel crunches beneath tires as I head slowly up a long driveway shaded by trees that remind me of England. Ahead, there are three clean and expensive-looking cars neatly parked by a well-groomed hedge and a huge home.

I pull up to a grand circular fountain and park in front of it, then reach into the seat beside me—past my huge bag and a worn-out copy of The Great Gatsby—for the delivery note to check the name: Brian Rollingston.

I pop the back doors, get out, and head around to unload the flowers. The sky is burnt gold now, the sun just a sliver on the horizon. The front door of the house opens, and I turn to look as a woman with her hair in a turquoise scarf says, “You’re late.” And she’s right. Vee was meant to be here at six. But between Vee’s ankle and some crazy traffic, now it’s almost 7:20 p.m. She leaves the door open and then she’s gone again.

I open up the back doors and look inside. Our florist’s shop specializes in “literary-inspired rustic elegance” (I’m quoting directly from our website now) in the English garden style. So that means loose, natural, and unstructured arrangements, with a mix of English garden flowers like roses, peonies, sweet peas, snapdragons, and delphiniums with foliage such as herbs, ferns, stems of pussy willow, and twigs. It really depends on what’s in season, or what our supplier can source. Right now, there are four large arrangements in pristine white plum vases, together with eight matching table centerpieces in the back of the van. They’re all held in place by foam blocks, straps, and a couple of empty containers to stop them moving during transit. I reach for the large arrangement closest to me. It’s heavy, so I take a deep breath, grab it with both arms, and take a step backward… and that’s when I hear them.

Low and heavy barks.

Coming from somewhere behind me.

Shit.

I freeze.

There’s a voice now, a male voice; it yells: “Genius, stop! Randal!” And now there are footsteps too. Shit shit shit. It’s all getting louder. Faster. The barking. The footsteps on gravel. Someone is running…

What’s happening? Should I run too?

I turn quickly, just in time to see teeth and slobber and a haze of black and brown. A rottweiler. Paws hit my shoulders. I hold my breath and grab tightly on to the vase but shit shit shit. I fall backward, against the van. My fingers slip.

Smash.

My stomach clenches as I squint down at the ground: that pristine white vase has broken into five—no, six—pieces, and the vast arrangement of pink peonies, deep-red roses, mossy twigs, and whimsical foliage lies limp and tattered on the pale gravel, bits of chicken wire and green floral foam visible between the cracks. I kneel down quickly to tend to it, like I can salvage things. But no amount of glue and florist’s tape can fix this.

“Sorry. Are you okay? They just love cars, man. I couldn’t stop them,” comes the male voice again. “I’ve only had them a year. They’re still puppies.”

Except… Wait. That voice. I know that voice.

I look up and my mind fills with static.

Because he’s tall and rugged looking with dark hair, bright-blue eyes, and a tan…

And no, baby Jesus, don’t do this to me. Not today.

Because it’s People magazine’s sexiest man alive—the one, the only, Zach Hamilton.






Two

Okay, so other places I’ve seen Zach Hamilton before: (1) Netflix, (2) billboards, and, well, (3) my apartment. Three years ago. He was wearing ripped blue jeans, a Nirvana T-shirt, and the same black beads around his wrist as he is right now, walking out my door and saying he’d call. He didn’t call. Not even after I left a very drunk voicemail on his phone (okay, fine, two very drunk voicemails and one unhinged text) asking him whether the three days we’d spent together had meant nothing.

Yes.

It was that bad.

And get this: back then he wasn’t even famous. No, back then I was the one with the book deal (yes, I still have a book deal; it’s complicated) and he was just another good-looking guy in LA with big dreams. And now here we are and the tables have turned and why is there never an earthquake in this city when I need one?

But I have to say something and it’s been three long years—there would have been a hundred other girls since then; he probably doesn’t even remember me. So I go with a nonchalant, maybe-I-remember-you, maybe-I-don’t “Hi… Is Brian around?” But my voice betrays me; it comes out flimsy. Weak. Heat moves up my neck.

And I’m intentionally looking down so he can’t see my face, focusing on picking up pieces of white ceramic, but I can see him in my peripheral vision. He’s watching me, his hand on his hip like Adonis. I just want him to go away.

“He’s inside,” he says, crouching down beside me to help, his smile broadening to a grin. “You still have the accent.”

Shit. He remembers.

“I do,” I say, frowning down at the floral foam, bent stalks, and bruised peonies, trying in vain to pull them back into place as that heat creeps up to my cheeks.

Because “I do”? What’s wrong with me? I sound like I’m practicing wedding vows.

He picks up the larger pieces of ceramic as Genius and Randal sniff around, wagging their tails, like they’ve done everyone a mini-favor. And I can smell his aftershave—musk and earth; it’s the same one I remember. It was on my pillowcase for five days after he was gone. I had to double wash it.

“Go play,” Zach says to the dogs and points, and they run off.

“I’m really sorry about this…” He trails off. He can’t even remember my name.

“Zoe,” I remind him, then wish I hadn’t. It would have been way cooler if I’d let it go.

“I know, I remember… we’re both Z names. So what have you been doing; how did the book go? I meant to read it.”

“Good,” I lie, my voice jumping an octave and giving me away. I swallow hard and pray those tectonic plates will shift just a little, just a tad, and change the conversation. And then…

“What the fuck is going on here?” comes a booming voice from the house.

I look up and so does Zach as a short man of around fifty-five with a thick head of salt-and-pepper hair and big white teeth strides toward us, hands on his hips. I stand up and put everything I’ve gathered in the back of the van, my jaw clenched—I’m not good with confrontation.

“It was my fault, Brian,” Zach says as he gets to us.

“I doubt that,” says the man, his little red eyes trained on me now. He’s been drinking, or smoking weed. Maybe both.

“We still have three,” I offer, turning back to him and trying to sound upbeat.

“Well, which one did you break?” he snaps as he peers into the back of the van.

“Um… an Ophelia’s Dream,” I say.

All our arrangements have literary names like Ophelia’s Dream or Mrs. Dalloway’s Roses or Sylvia Plath’s Tulips or Hemingway’s Last Letter. That was my idea when I first started at the florist’s, and I thought better of it almost immediately. But Vee loved it, she said it gave us a point of difference, and so it stayed.

Brian pulls his hands through his hair. “Of course you fucking did. That’s the important one.”

There are three other identical Ophelia’s Dream arrangements in the back of the van right now (i.e., there is no important one), but I’m scared to point this out. Instead, my mind whirs, looking for a solution. These are for an event tomorrow morning. An engagement brunch for his daughter: pink peonies symbolize affection, prosperity, and a happy marriage; red roses mean romance… His instructions had been clear—everything was to arrive this evening to avoid overwhelm in the morning—but still, there is time. I could go back to the store and make another.

“Um… I could bring another one early tomorrow morning?” I say.

He peers into the open van and lets out a short, sharp huff, as his nostrils flare. “Fuck it,” he snaps. “Just bring in what you have. I want this done.” Then he calls out “Henri!” and a man with chiseled, tanned arms arrives.

Brian shoots me a hot look of hate and then storms away to the house.

And all I can do is stare at the door as my eyes prick with tears, because of course this is how today ends; I should have known from how it started.

“Sorry about him,” says Zach from beside me as I turn back to the van. “He gets like this, but he’ll calm down.” Henri starts unpacking the unbroken arrangements and table centerpieces onto the ground.

“It’s fine,” I say, not looking at him because I might cry. Instead, I stare at the ground and pick at my nail polish, searching for something else to say. “What are you doing here, anyway? Are you friends?”

“Brian’s my manager,” he says as Henri grabs the last one. And with that one phrase he reminds me how different our lives are now. I have an agent, sure, but he has “people.” Multiple.

“Oh,” I say. “Cool. Well, it was nice seeing you again.” I give a small smile, then I slam the rear doors shut and head around to the driver’s door. And I expect Zach to go inside but he doesn’t. He follows me. I reach for the handle, pull it open, get into the van, and pull it closed after me.

“So, flowers… I don’t remember a day job. Is that new?” he asks, leaning against the door.

“Yeah,” I say as I put on my seat belt.

I got the job at the florist’s after my debut novel bombed two years ago (it was called Fractured, a thriller), because I’d spent most of my advance on rent, overpriced eyeshadow palettes, and books, and it turns out having glitter on your eyelids is only a short-term fix: I needed health insurance and an income too.

I put the key in the ignition.

“So what are you doing tonight?” he asks through the open window, his eyes scanning the seat beside me and seeming to land on The Great Gatsby.

“I have a thing,” I say, glancing into the rearview mirror. My only “thing” is going home, getting under the covers, and reading until today is done.

“A thing? Well, that sounds… cool. But if you wanted to cancel… I have this party,” he says. “I mean, you could come.”

“What?” I ask, my eyes shifting to him.

“I have a party to go to tonight,” he says, a little slower, with a big smile. “Why don’t you come?”

And there is no way I’m falling for this again. He was charming last time too, and he did his voodoo on me and then I was a basket case, and I can’t afford to get unbalanced right now. Although, I did finally manage to rewrite Fractured after he ghosted me last time… It was like my muse fed off the rejection, off the idea of what could have been, off my own descent into obsession and sadness. Those were the exact feelings I needed to understand in order to write it. But no, once is enough, thanks.

“I can’t. I have plans,” I say again. “But thank you.”

My hands grip the steering wheel a little tighter.

“Come tonight,” he fake-whines. “There’s someone you need to meet. A producer friend.”

And as I glance past him at the tangerine sky, I have this micro-glimpse of what my life was meant to be like and a surge of, I don’t know, something dangerous, like “hope.” Like maybe it could still be that way.

And this is what I mean about the magic hour: none of us are immune. Because if the light were stark right now, casting ugly shadows, I’d just go home. But it’s not—the edges of everything are soft and blurry and there’s a golden glow to his skin and he said there’s someone I need to meet and I’ve heard stories about how just one night can change everything for someone. And I think: Fuck it, what have I got to lose?

That’s a thought that will haunt me in time. But not yet.

My gaze snaps back to his and he sees the “yes” in my eyes. I don’t even have to say it.

“Fantastic. Can you drive us?” he says before going around to the other side of the van. He opens the door, gets into the passenger side, and as he puts my things on his lap he says, “Nobody will recognize me in this van.”

And then he winks at me.

And no matter what you read in the press, that’s how the madness really begins.






Three

Twelve hours and twenty minutes before

Twelve hours and twenty minutes before I see Zach again, I wake to my alarm. To the sound of bells echoing off my walls. I reach for my phone, turn off the noise, and stare at the screen: a few Instagram notifications, a calendar reminder that my rent is due, and two text messages.

The first text is from my dad: Have you thought through what we spoke about?

(The answer to that is no, I haven’t; it gave me a mild panic attack, so I’ve tried to block it out. Every few weeks my dad sends me a link to some recent violent crime in LA—gun violence, cult killings, serial murderers—and then follows it up with a phone call to “chat” about how maybe it’s time I came home. That’s what happened two days ago, except this time he was extra pushy about it, talking about helping me find a job when I got back. And I understand it—I’m all he has and I’ve been gone for over three years—but I don’t want to go home.)

The second text is from Barb Wallace, my agent: Got your email. Do you have anything else?

Flashes from 3 a.m. flicker in my mind: typing… grinning… pressing Send.

Shit.

Okay, so remember I said my first book bombed? Well, it really messed with my head and I haven’t written anything since. That’s two long years of nothingness. I’ve tried, lord knows I’ve tried, but I’m what writers refer to in whispers as “totally fucking blocked” (a.k.a. doomed).

But sometimes late at night (it’s always late at night), my muse visits for a fleeting moment and I have an idea, a golden idea. My fingers fly across the keys, desperate to get it out, until the awful moment I realize it’s trash and press the Backspace button until all evidence is gone and the page is blank once more. And I’m back to looking at that little cursor blinking and blinking and blinking.

That’s what happened last night between the hours of one and three.

Except this time I didn’t have the good sense to use that Backspace button. This time, with the delusional self-confidence that only comes beyond the witching hour, I sent it to my agent… which brings us to: Got your email. Do you have anything else?

And this is bad—really bad. This is the fourth idea I’ve sent her that she hasn’t liked. My guess is if I make it five, she’ll drop me, and then I might as well douse myself in formaldehyde.

Yes, I know that sounds melodramatic, but I was one of those wunderkinds you read about and hate. Everything is supposed to be different for me right now.

You see, I’ve always known I was a writer, ever since I was a child—it was the one thing the world consistently agreed with me on. At school I got top marks in English, I won a scholarship to study English literature at a mid-level university, and by the time I was twenty I had a series of short stories published in various literary journals. It seemed to everyone who knew me like a foregone conclusion that I’d write novels one day, though secretly I had no idea what I wanted to write about yet. But then, just before my twenty-third birthday, I met Adam.

We started dating seriously, and around our first anniversary, I received an Instagram DM. It was from another woman claiming to be his girlfriend. Saying that there were four of us in total. I confronted him about it and he denied it, first telling me it was all in my head and then (when I showed him the message) calling her “crazy” and telling me she was dangerous and to block her. We broke up, of course, but that’s how the idea for Fractured was born.

I would write a novel about a woman, a student, who was stalked and terrorized by a virtual stranger… or so it seemed. The twist, in that first draft at least, was that she was an unreliable narrator, teetering on the edge of insanity. The whole thing would happen in her mind.

It was exciting.

This was the first time I’d had a long-form story I could see all the way through until the end. And I loved the idea of a university setting.

So I started to write.

By the time I turned twenty-five, I had a solid ninety thousand words.

I submitted to at least thirty agents (who sent me back form-letter rejections) and a few international manuscript competitions, and then, out of the blue, I got a break.

I won one of them.

A big one.

Suddenly agents wanted to sign me. Everyone was super excited about how young I was, how full of promise, how far I might go. I could have signed with any number of them, but I chose Barb. I liked that she was from LA and worked across publishing and film, selling manuscripts and screenplays; it felt like maybe that would work in my favor one day. Maybe I could write screenplays too. Maybe I could move there, meet the right people, be in the thick of things. Who knew what life might bring?

Everything was opening up for me.

Six months later, after a heated auction, I got a two-book deal for $1 million with a US publisher. There was a Publishers Weekly announcement; I started finding my name on Buzzfeed and “ones to watch” lists; Barb was excited about early film and TV interest and saying things like “when you’re a New York Times bestseller” like it was just a matter of time. It felt like I’d won the lottery.

That was back when a million dollars felt like so much money. I mean, look, it is. It really is (I wouldn’t mind another million now). But once you deduct 15 percent for my agent, a shitload of tax, and a hefty sum for Dad to help him pay off his mortgage because of course, and understand that the payment doesn’t come as a lump sum, once you take into account the cost of living in LA and the fact that I haven’t written a second book yet, the picture skews. You begin to understand that unless I produce something great soon, I’m going to have to pay back the $250,000 I’ve already been paid for signing book two. Because it’s been two years and I was meant to deliver after one. Which would be fine, aside from my reputation and my soul, but I don’t have it. Not the book, and not the money either.

So, happy birthday to me, I guess.

Oh, yes, today is my birthday.

My thirtieth birthday, no less.

Which doesn’t have quite the same ring to it as twenty-six.

I glance over at the window, the morning sun soaking through the orange curtains. This is not how I imagined thirty looking. I didn’t think I’d still be alone; I didn’t think I’d be renting a one bedroom in West Hollywood in varying hues of orange, cream, and brown that soon I won’t be able to afford.

Still, at least it has a pretty exterior, a Spanish colonial–style building amid the glass and concrete new-build developments that take up most of the street. And it’s quiet—four of the six apartments in my block are owned by wealthy investors and stand vacant much of the year while the homeless crisis soars. I mean, yes, the security light outside has been broken for months, and yes, I only have two views (the courtyard from the kitchen and the bricks of the building next door from the living room), but it’s between Fountain Avenue and Sunset Boulevard, not far from the iconic Chateau Marmont.

I see that beacon of dreams every time I go to the Trader Joe’s on the corner—the ghosts of Elizabeth Taylor, James Dean, and Tom Wolfe waving from the windows. There it sits, reminding me why I came to this town—to make something of myself. It felt like the one place in the world where anyone could make a dream come true if they had the talent and the drive, where nobody cared where you came from, only where you were going. There it sits, reminding me, whether I like it or not.

I get up and push through the clear plastic door beads—clitter-clatter—into the kitchen / living room and look around: a messy sink; an open bottle of red wine; a jar full of pencils on the kitchen counter; a burnt orange rug (because why deviate from orange?); a small flat-screen TV; a couple of houseplants that are somehow still holding on despite a distinct lack of watering (yes, I’m a florist, I’m full of contradictions); an acoustic guitar that hangs on the wall and is never played; a cream leather sofa (with pen marks I hide under big gold-sequined cushions); a large white bookcase full of the likes of Didion, Nabokov, Angelou, Capote, Ephron, García Márquez, Dostoyevsky, Bukowski, Poe, Stoker, Babitz, Woolf, and Plath (all secondhand; I like reading other people’s notations, seeing what touched them, what I missed—which is lucky because I can tell you from this story that I miss a lot); and my laptop (still open from last night and charging on the dark wood coffee table by the sofa), an ashtray and an empty pizza box beside it (because I’m even sadder when I go low-carb). And there I am, reflected in a huge mirror on the far wall.

Me, Zoe Ann Weiss. Writer. Human. Florist. Fuckup.

Probably in reverse order.

My dark hair is messy and hangs to just below my shoulder blades, and my blue eyes have visible tear troughs beneath them that a couple of well-meaning strangers have suggested I get “fixed.” But I like them; they make me look like I was up late reading or thinking deep thoughts. And as I stand here right now, looking at myself, I can’t help but think: Nothing ever changes. So maybe Dad is right.

Maybe I should just go home.

Give up trying.

Buy a nice little cemetery plot by a tree.

But who would I even be if I wasn’t a writer?

I head over to the kitchen, fill the kettle, and turn on the stove. And as I wait for the water to boil, I go to Instagram and read my new messages.


Happy Birthday beautiful!

Happy Birthday!

Miss you!



Something aches inside me. Mainly they’re from old friends in London who now live eight hours in the future and whom I don’t talk to anymore. I can almost smell the beer-stained carpets at the pubs we used to frequent, see the yellow lights atop black cabs as we’d wander down the street arm in arm, feel the freezing cold on my fingertips in the winter, back before the book deal, when it was all still in front of me. But whatever space I’d inhabited when I lived there—the shitty temp jobs while I wrote my debut; the expensive rent as I queried agents; the disappointing dating apps; the wandering through Hatchards and Waterstones on Piccadilly, imagining my name on a book spine; the constant feeling that I was meant for more, that it was London and its fascination with public schools and Oxford and Cambridge graduates that was keeping me small—has well and truly filled in now. And is my life in LA really that much different? That much better? Is there that much more opportunity here? I don’t know, maybe not, but I know as much as I miss London, I certainly don’t want to go back there.

Every time I even think about moving back into my childhood bedroom, having to tell everyone who believed in me that I failed, I feel sick. A part of me would die if I did that, a part I could never get back. I’d never write again; I just know it.

By the way, if it seems weird that my dad didn’t mention my birthday in his text, well, that’s just him and I don’t mind. He’ll remember later today when Facebook reminds him. Then he’ll send me emergency flowers (carnations, always carnations) like I don’t work in a florist’s shop. As for my mum, she left when I was a baby. I probably have some deep wound around that, but I have too many other problems to worry about it right now. Besides, it’s not all bad: she’s American, and because of her I have the right to a green card.

But yes, it was just me and Dad growing up. Which you’d think would mean I’d want to be just like him, but the opposite is true. I love him, more than anyone, but he gave up on life a long time ago. He’s scared of everything. And as guilty as I feel saying this, my deepest fear is becoming just like him.

The kettle whistles. I turn off the stove and make a cup of tea. And as I take it over to the sofa, my phone buzzes with an email. I sit down and I tap on it.

I guess I expect it to be some sort of birthday rewards email from Sephora or something lovely like that. But it’s not. It’s an automatically generated Happy Birthday! email from my university alumni group. Just another reminder of how much everyone expected me to achieve, and how little I really have.

Another reminder that I came so close to being “somebody.”






Four

My phone beeps with a message as I pull closed the front door—a soft wooden arch painted green—and take the stairs down to the courtyard. As I get to the bottom, it beeps again. Beep. Beep. Beep.

Today is Wednesday, so I know what it is. My writers’ group thread.

We meet once a month in person (the next one is tomorrow) and check in every Wednesday with progress reports… or everyone else does. I never have anything to report, which is just plain embarrassing given how much time I spend staring at my screen, so usually I just ignore this thread. But today is my birthday, so it’ll be obvious if I don’t reply. I reach for my phone and scan through the messages.

Tom: two new poems this week!

Rita: five hundred words and three hangovers.

Greta: 2k. Woo! But HAPPY BIRTHDAY ZOE!!!!! Xxx

Greta is the one who introduced me to the writers’ group. I met her at the book club at Small World Books in Venice a year and a half ago. Before that, it felt like I was the only novelist living in LA amid a sea of screenwriters and actors and Instagram influencers and people I’d seen on commercials and in the background of movies.

Tom: OMG Zoe is it your birthday! Congrats!

Rita: HB Zoe!!

There is only one message that is notably missing, but I’m happy about it: Sophie. She never has anything nice to say, so silence is the best birthday gift I could hope for.

I tap in Thanks guys and press Send as my bag swings from my shoulder, and I go past the pool—a bright-blue rectangle in the terra-cotta tiles—toward the archway that faces North Laurel Avenue. My eyes are down, watching my step, and a couple of little brown birds bouncing around in the sunshine.

And then I hear a giggle.

I look up.

The security gate is open and there are two silhouettes cut out against the morning sunshine.

And, no, seriously?

I stop midstep and squint a little harder at the figures, willing myself to be wrong. But of course I’m not wrong, because today is my birthday, so of course one of them is Jake. And of course I’m standing here with wet hair. And of course I’m not one of those people who looks good wet. Of course.

Jake is my downstairs neighbor. He smells like patchouli and works in a bar nearby a couple of nights a week, but mainly he’s a model-slash-actor. I’ve seen him in an ad on Hulu for an internet company once or twice, and I slept with him three days ago. And a month before that. And three months before that. And, okay, fine, a few other times too. And every time I tell myself I won’t do it again, because there are always other women, but I thought maybe this time was different. That maybe we were moving in a happy direction, that we’d had a moment, that he liked me. That maybe we’d become something in this city where true love only exists in choreographed social media posts, movie scripts, and my imagination.

But right now, he’s standing with a woman I’ve never seen before and his leather jacket is over her shoulders and now they’re having a moment. He leans in and kisses her and there is no way in hell I’m walking past them.

Right behind me, there’s another perfectly good exit.

I rush through it and around the block, and as I turn the corner, I see my van, the roof and hood flashing in the sun, parked right by the entrance. And they’re still there, under the arch, bright-pink bougainvillea on either side of them. He cups her face with his hands and shame pulses through me—why am I never enough? I creep toward my van, pull out my keys, and open the door, and just as I slither onto the leather seats, he looks up and sees me. Our eyes meet. And then he looks back down at her and smiles.

And me? Well, I do what I always do in life when things are bad: pretend it’s not happening. I’m British, after all, raised to keep calm and carry on. So I just turn the key in the ignition and drive away.






Five

The florist’s shop I work at is on Abbot Kinney, on the corner of California Avenue, right between a juice bar with fifteen-dollar vegan smoothies and a store with fake grass outside that’s currently vacant.

Usually, it takes me around forty-five minutes, maybe an hour, to get here in the morning, but today there was an accident on the 10. So by the time I arrive, I’m late and I’ve had plenty of time to think. Time to think is rarely a good thing for me.

I turn down the alleyway behind the shop; drive past some street art, a blue dumpster, and some trash in puddles; press a button on my keys; watch the garage door slowly open; park; and rush inside through the back entrance. I’m hit with the familiar aroma of white vinegar cleaning products mingled with the sweetness of fresh flowers, the earthiness of greenery, and the slightly medicinal scent of flower preservatives.

It smells like what I’d imagine an old-school apothecary might smell like in here.

“Sorry I’m late,” I call.

“Happy birthday to you!” sings Vee as I close the door behind me. “Happy birthday to you,” she continues as I wander past the kitchen and bathroom. “Happy birthday, dear Zo-eee…” I move past my work studio to the front room. “Happy birthday to you,” she finishes. She’s sitting at her desk, behind a darkened computer screen, holding her phone.

“Thanks,” I say, smiling a little harder. There’s a question in her eyes, so I look away. I don’t really want to get into all the reasons why I hate my birthday right now.

I look at the two rustic wooden tables on either side of the space, which are covered in glass vases full of tulips, a variety of roses, daisies, peonies, bells of Ireland, apple blossom branches, delphiniums, and snapdragons that look like fairies might live in them. Everything we sell is preordered and made to specification (there’s very little creative freedom in my job; Vee designed them all); these are just for display, as are the rusted watering cans filled with Persian buttercups in the windows and the various potted plants of greenery draped throughout.

“You look sad. Are you freaking out?” Her brown, almost amber, eyes are wide. She moves her thick dark plait from one shoulder to the other. “I’ll be freaking out when I turn thirty.” Vee is twenty-six and ostensibly my boss, which tells you everything you need to know about my current life trajectory.

“Nope, just regular birthday blues,” I say. “I get them every year.”

And this is true. There’s something about doing a full orbit of the sun that always fills me with an inconsolable sadness. It’s not just to do with age. It’s the inescapable realization that this is my one and only life.

And how is this it?

“Do you want more coffee?” I ask, nodding to her almost-empty cup.

“Fuck no, I’m wired, but I just made some. It’s fresh,” she says as I turn and go to the kitchen. “Look in the fridge,” she calls after me.

I open the fridge door. Cool air hits my cheeks, and there on the top shelf is a big chocolate cake. Thin white cursive frosting reads: Happy Birthday Zoe! Beside it sits an envelope with my name on it. I tear open the top and pull out a card with a sparkly butterfly and a big 30 on the front. It reads: Happy Thirtieth Birthday Bitch! We all have a year that changes everything for us, let this be your year. You deserve it. Vee xxx

I close the fridge door and something aches beneath my ribs—because I want that too.

I really want that.

My dreams have bloodied claw marks on them, I want them so much.

But how am I going to ever achieve them when I feel ashamed to even admit them out loud anymore: that I want to be a writer, a really fucking successful one? Preferably one that writes the screenplays to her many, many screen adaptions. Maybe with a yacht and a castle if we’re dreaming.

But it feels like how dare I even think I can do that after last time. Who do I think I am? How dare I think I’m destined for more than a life of standard survival? Which reminds me: rent. I’m already ten days late. I can’t put it off any longer. I’ll just spend it on cigarettes or something else ill-advised.

So I tap through to my banking app, pay my rent, flinch when I see my balance, reach for my favorite mug, and pour some coffee. As I take a sip, my gaze catches on the quote on the side: Find what you love and let it kill you. I bought this mug when I first moved to LA, back when I still believed Bukowski had said it (apparently it was actually Kinky Friedman); back when I believed that art conquered all and I was fighting the good fight, and now… well, now I’m just tired a lot.

Shit, am I depressed?

And then I hear: “Zoe?”

It’s Vee’s voice, coming from the other room.

“Just a second,” I call back. I drop my phone into my bag and take my coffee back to her.

“I’m a young, attractive, energetic woman with an edge, aren’t I?” she asks when I get to the door, frowning at me.

“Sure,” I say. “Why?”

“I just don’t get why my agent didn’t send me for this,” she says, pointing at some text on her phone screen. “He hasn’t sent me for anything good in months.” I glance down at it: it’s a list of breakdowns. Casting calls for upcoming TV shows, films, commercials, etc. that are only meant for the desks of agents and managers but that Vee gets semi-illegally from someone in her acting class. One day she’ll get her break and quit this job for good, and god, I hope I’m not still here when that happens.

“Maybe you should ask him?” I say, taking a sip of my coffee.

“I can’t,” she says, shaking her head. “I’m not even supposed to have these. Besides, how do I say, Hey, so you never send me for anything that doesn’t specify Latina—why? Are you an asshole?” She stabs her phone and scrolls a little.

“I don’t know, Vee, but maybe you should say something?”

“It won’t change anything, so what’s the point?” she says, and taps on her phone. I sip my coffee and watch over her shoulder as she opens TikTok. I’m not on TikTok myself; Barb wants me to be on there for BookTok, but I prefer to feed my self-loathing the old-fashioned way (Instagram). And honestly who the hell has time to make TikTok videos and not-write a novel and hold down a full-time job and maintain personal hygiene and doomscroll and do the washing and sometimes go to the grocery store?

There are snippets of voices as she scrolls past, then a young woman’s face fills the screen and Vee stops. The woman has long, wavy chestnut-brown hair and a small gold nose ring that catches the light. She’s sitting at what looks like a white kitchen counter and she’s shuffling tarot cards, about to do a reading.

This is how Vee gets a lot of her life advice. But then again, she’s also totally comfortable getting her drugs off Instagram via coded emojis, so…

“If this reading has found you, it was meant for you…,” says the woman on the screen as she pulls two cards and holds them up to the camera. The first reads The Star and the second reads The Lovers, and now I’m thinking about Jake and that woman from this morning, and it’s not that I love-love Jake, that I think we’re destined or something like that, not at all, but why am I so easy to walk away from? So invisible? So forgettable? And if this is thirty, thirty-one will probably be even worse… and then Vee says “Phew” and grins at me.

And I smile back and take a sip of coffee. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to drip coffee—it tastes a little like an ashtray to me.

Then she says: “Let’s do you!”

“That’s okay. I don’t really get into tarot,” I say.

And I don’t. Not tarot. Not astrology. Nothing that can warn me about impending retrogrades or other things that make me not want to leave the house. Which makes me very un-LA—Vee is the norm, not me. This town may run on cocaine and hangovers, but it’s also egg cleanses and sound baths and sticks of sage at every corner store by the gum. I don’t even meditate.

But Vee doesn’t listen; she’s already tapping through to the profile. “Don’t be so fucking boring. This could totally set the tone for your new birthday year.” She raises her eyebrows twice, then turns the phone so I can see the screen now. “Just randomly pick one of the posts,” she says.

And maybe she’s right. Maybe this will perk me up. Give me a little hope. Maybe I’ll get the Lovers too, or something even better… one of the ones with the gold coins on it.

So I study the squares and choose the one three rows down on the very left.

And as I type this right now, I can see a still frame in my mind of the exact moment before I tap on it. Except in my head, I’m in the frame too—like I’m watching myself from a distance. And I’m wondering if anything would have been different, if I’d chosen one to the right, or something from the row above it. The conversation that follows in a moment would certainly have been different… so it’s possible I would have been in a more grounded space that night. Held on just a little tighter to that vase. Said no when Zach asked me to that party. Been a little less susceptible to the light and the hope that things might finally turn around. Made a different choice.

Or maybe nothing would have been different. Maybe deep down I wanted to blow it all up and I was just waiting for an excuse. But it doesn’t matter in the end, because I don’t choose one of those.

I choose this one.
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I tap on the video and it starts to play.

“No captions. No hashtags. If you’re watching this, you didn’t land on this reading by accident. I have a powerful message just for you,” says the woman as she shuffles the cards. One falls from the pack and lands just out of frame. Her eyes move to it and open just a little wider, and then she reaches for it and flips it over for the camera.

“Hmm, interesting… the Five of Cups. Okay, what I’m getting from this is that you’ve been dealing with disappointment or even sorrow recently. Something has happened in the past that you haven’t really moved on from.”

My insides clench as I peer at the card.

It’s a solitary figure, staring out into the distance and moping around in a long black cape. And that’s exactly how I feel.

She continues to shuffle, and another couple of cards fall from the pack—I watch as she flips the first one over and holds it up to the camera.

This one looks like a big cement building and there are people falling out of it; there are flames.

“Wow, okay, everything is changing for you. This is the Tower card, a card of massive upheaval. Unexpected change.”

And now I’m thinking about Barb’s message this morning: Got your email. Do you have anything else? And that blinking cursor and the words that won’t come and my dad and Have you thought through what we spoke about? And the state of my bank account and… Shit. I try to push down the panic. Tell myself it’s just some woman on TikTok with an iPhone and a deck of tarot cards.

“It can mean danger or crisis, but it can also mean a positive destruction. Think phoenix rising from the ashes. But whatever it is, this is the card of change… and not a small change,” she continues. “An entire paradigm shift…” She flips over the next card now.

Please be good. Please be good. Please be good.

I watch as she holds it up to the lens. Something flickers behind her eyes—is that worry?

My gaze snaps to the word at the bottom: Death.

“Okay,” she says. “Now, this doesn’t mean you’re going to die…” She smiles at the camera. “But something is going to die.”

My pulse speeds up and doom descends—she clearly means my writing career.

“It’s a little like the Tower card: it signifies death of the way things have been, making way for a new path.”

She goes to shuffle again and I swallow hard, bracing for the next assault, but then Vee says, “That’s enough…” She takes the phone away and shuts the video down.

I throw her a smile and take a deep breath, but my lower lip quivers.

“Babe, like she said, there is always a good way to read a card… a good way and a bad way,” she says.

“Well, that Tower card did look a bit like British architecture. And Dad wants me to go home,” I offer, my stomach dropping at the thought. “Maybe it’s saying I should do that?”

“What? No. That’s just sad,” she says. “You have talent. You have a duty to use it. You can’t give up.”

I take a sip of coffee and sit down. “I can’t use it. I’ve tried. I’m blocked.”

Her eyes dart to me, then to the cup in my hands and the quote, and then she sighs. “Well, maybe you wouldn’t be blocked if you threw yourself into life a little more. Maybe that’s what the cards are trying to tell you. Maybe you need to shake things up a bit. Like when was the last time you went on a date? You’re not even on an app anymore. I can try to help you get on Raya if you want? It might give you something to write about. Or at least some fun.” She shrugs.

A defensiveness rises inside me. And that’s how I know she has a point—that’s always how inconvenient truths feel to me at first. Like they need to be shouted down, not listened to.

“Oh, because the apps have worked out so well for you?” I say and immediately want to take it back. I’m an awful, horrible person.

Last year Vee broke off a four-year relationship with the love of her life—a man named Joel. They met online, and it turned out he was married to the love of his life. Vee had always been driven, but since then she’s been so laser focused on her acting career that she ditched the regular apps, signed up to that celebrity dating app Raya, and uses it purely as a networking device. If she doesn’t end up with a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, there’s no hope for the rest of us.

“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean that. But I do throw myself into life… sort of…”

She looks at me and lets out a sigh.

“All I’m saying is you can’t just read old books and wear those Joan Didion sunglasses and drink out of some quotesy-assed mug and expect to have something to say. You have to be out there hustling, getting your own scars to talk about, learning shit, meeting people. Taking chances. Like me. That’s the only way people like us make it, people who aren’t born into the right family with the right connections. We make it through grit and effort and total fucking commitment. We have to go all in. Why do you think I work so hard? I know the odds are stacked against me, but if it doesn’t work, I’ll know in my soul that I gave this dream everything I had.” She pauses for breath. “You need to do the same. Otherwise, yes, you might as well just give up.” Then she reaches out to touch my arm and her voice softens: “I’m saying this for your own good.”

A veil of realization settles over me now. I’m finding it hard to breathe. Because oh god, oh god, oh god. She’s right.

I’m becoming just like my dad.

Scared of everything.

Because I have bundled myself up in cotton wool for the last two years. Jake is the only person aside from Vee and my writers’ group I’ve really seen, and that’s only because he lives in my building and I kept bumping into him. It wasn’t intentional, but I just needed a moment to reset, to recover, before I faced the world again.

Because nobody ever talks about the grief that comes with a failed creative project, or if they do, they don’t talk loud enough. It’s expected that you’ll just shrug and get over it. But let me tell you, when you get your big chance, when your dreams are so close that you can almost touch them, and then they just disappear… it plunges you into a nuclear winter of the soul, makes you wary of any flash of light in the distance. Because a near miss—an “almost”—cuts far deeper than a “never had a chance.” Especially when it was all your fault. But Vee’s right: I don’t want to live that way.

I want to believe again. I want to take chances.

I mean, no wonder my muse deserted me—that little invisible spirit I swear exists, the one who writes the good work in between the drivel I pump out.

She probably gave up on me. Got sick of my cowardice. I don’t blame her.

Still, it’s my birthday. I shouldn’t have to think about any of this. If there is one day a year when you can just complain about your lot and not take any accountability, surely this is it?

But now the front door creaks open, and Vee and I both look toward it. A man wearing jeans and a white polo neck steps inside.

“Hi… Kevin?” Vee says, flashing a smile like he’s a client she’s expecting. “Welcome. I’m Vee.”

“Hi,” he says, closing the door after him.

And I take my bag out the back, go to the fridge, get a big piece of cake, and go into my work studio.

I look around as I walk inside. Against the wall to my right stand some large white vases and a sink, the flower cooler is in the far right-hand corner, and there’s a bench behind me by the door and a rectangular wooden table with a few chairs around it in front of me—that’s where I make up the day’s arrangements. Behind that table is a large set of shelves full of various containers, boxes, extra stationery, and a few random bits and pieces. Then there are Lomey dishes (low dishes with a one-inch lip), some floral foam in various shapes, protective gloves, chicken wire, ribbons, floral tape, and floral frogs. On my left sits a laptop and printer on another table, with a broom and rolls of plastic wrap, cellophane, and brown paper standing up against the wall next to it. We use those daily. And beside those sit some white plastic drawers labeled Knives, Scissors, and Pruning Shears. This all sounds far more organized that it really is—those drawers are full of a variety of tools from snips to fabric sheers to wire cutters and more, but we ran out of drawers.

I put my bag and cake on the table and pull out some tools and lay them down in a perfectly spaced neat line, like that can bring some order to my life. Then I print off today’s orders and scan them. I know we have a delivery tonight for an event tomorrow morning—it’s in the planner, Vee and I discussed it on Monday, and I did the pre-preparation yesterday—but I’m checking the exact specifications. That’s the first time I see Brian Rollingston’s name. It’s third from the top. But I don’t know the relevance yet.



Hours pass. Customers come and go. I prepare for the delivery this evening, put everything in the flower cooler, tidy up, and deliver a couple of small local arrangements. And at 4:30 p.m. I’m parking my van back in the garage so Vee can use it for the delivery tonight.

Because my van isn’t exactly my van. It’s the shop’s van. But since I use it the most anyway, Vee said I could use it indefinitely when my old car—a vintage Mercedes I loved—was going to cost more than it was worth to repair. Eventually I’ll need to buy a new car of my own, but for now we just make it work.

Unfortunately, today has not been a good day for me, and in my angst I’ve messed up. I’ve left a pile of cut stems and wet discarded greenery by the door. It’s made the floor slippery. I know it’s there, so I step over it, but Vee doesn’t. She slips. She sprains her ankle.

And… well… now here I am doing exactly what she said I should do. What that tarot told me to do. Shaking things up.

Taking a chance on life.

Saying yes.

Driving Zach Hamilton to a house party.

He’s on the phone to Brian saying: “Yes… fine… no, she’s cool, I know her… I’ll tell you later… I said okay… Zoe. Ann. Weiss.” And then he turns to me and rolls his eyes as I drive. “What are your home and email addresses?” he asks me.

I give them to him, and he repeats it all to Brian, slowly, with purpose, and why do they need those?

“They’re dogs, man. You’ll figure it out. Breathe,” he says into the phone again. “I’ll come get them tomorrow. Anyway, I’ll talk to you later.” Then he hangs up.

I can see cars up ahead, the flare of red taillights disappearing into a hedge.

“It’s that one,” he says as he points to it. I slow down and pull into a driveway.

There’s a security guy standing there, and he motions for me to put down my window. A car pulls up behind us and Zach leans across me. “Red rover, red rover,” he says.

I’m guessing it’s some kind of secret entry word.

The security guard nods. “You’re lucky—we’re almost full in there,” he says. “But go on in.”

The gate slides open, and as we drive inside, I glance into the rearview mirror—I can see the car behind us parking on the road with a couple of others, but here I am, with Zach Hamilton, inside, driving up a long hill to lights and sounds and a huge house. My heart is banging in my chest. The red taillights of a Maserati turn off in front us, and as we pull up behind it, my phone pings with an email. I look around at the other cars: many of them are just regular, normal-people cars.

One of the valets comes over to us, and Zach motions to him through the van window to wait a moment.

“Okay, so I’m super sorry about this,” he says to me, “but I have to get you to do something before we go in. I promised Brian; he’s super strict about me getting anyone I’m seeing to sign one of these. Check your phone.”

I reach for my bag and pull out my phone, and there’s one new email notification.

It reads: Brian Rollingston is requesting your signature.

I scroll down and tap on the link.

“What is this?” I ask, but I know exactly what it is. It says it at the top. Nondisclosure Agreement.

“You can read it if you want, but it’s all standard,” he says, his hand warm on my knee.

I scroll through the pages. My eyes skip past my name and address (Party A), past Zach’s information (Party B), past the bit where it tells me the agreement covers all interactions with Zach, current and future, to a list of everything I’ll need to keep confidential: sex life, finances, business involvements, friendships, topics discussed in private, disappointments, infidelity, habits, insecurities, addictions, past relationship failures, opinions expressed in confidence, anything not publicly disclosed by Party B, family-related problems, anything else deemed private… text messages, emails, private social media correspondence, voice messages… the list goes on. Basically, it’s a gag order.

“It’s just saying that you can’t tell people things about me, can’t talk to the press about me or us,” Zach says.

Us. He just said “us.”

“It’s nothing crazy. Everyone signs them,” he continues.

I look up, toward the big house in front of me, then back down at my phone screen glowing in the dark as the last twelve hours flicker in my mind.

And I know I could go home right now. Tuck myself into bed. Let my thirtieth year unfold as uneventfully as my twenty-ninth. But all I can think about is that tarot reading and Jake from downstairs and Dad’s text message and Vee’s pep talk and find what you love and let it kill you and my childhood bedroom and that light. That magic-hour light that promised me everything could still be great. Better than great. Then I think about the future I’m currently hurtling toward… And the great chasm between that and the future I want, the one I was meant to have, is so great it could swallow me whole.

So yes, I sign it.

Of course I sign it.
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