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ALSO BY JACK DANE
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DONT GO DOWNSTAIRS
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ABOUT WE’RE LIKE FAMILY HERE


Your coworkers might just be the death of you…

When Ashley Jacobs gets the interview at Campbell Realty, one of NYC’s premier real estate brokerages, she’s ecstatic. This is her big break–and after what’s happened—she needs one. 

But it soon becomes clear her new job isn’t going to be easy. The hours are long. Her coworkers are guarded and secretive. Her boss demands absolute perfection…or else.

With all the money that’s at stake, it’s the kind of workplace where people will kill to get ahead. 

And if she isn’t careful, Ashley could lose much more than just her job…


PROLOGUE
MICHELLE


Killing someone is easy enough.

A couple stabs, and it’s done. It’s getting away with it that’s the hard part.

But I’m smart. Smarter than most people I know. If anyone can get away with the murder of another human being, it’s me.

And besides—I only need to get away with killing a single person: Ashley Jacobs.

One and done.

I wipe the sweat from my forehead and look down at the translucent plastic tarp I’ve carefully laid across the floorboards. It crinkles underneath the soles of my shoes, encased in their protective booties.

In a few minutes, Ashley will be here.

Everything’s ready. The knife is within easy reach, right there by the door. I’ll wait for her to come inside and then leap forward to stab her in the lower back.

I’ve got it all planned out. It’s going to work. It has to.

If it doesn’t, I’ve given everything for nothing.

Another bead of salty sweat rolls down my forehead, lodging itself in my left eyebrow. I swipe at it and lick my dry lips, shifting my weight between my feet as I scan the empty apartment one last time.

A shrill ambulance siren howls from somewhere outside. The plastic sheeting I’ve draped over the walls keeps the air warm, trapping all the moisture inside my killbox.

I try to use the humidity as the explanation for my sweat, but I know the truth. I’m nervous. This isn’t something you do every day.

It’s dark in here without any lights on. There’s only the moonlight glowing through the window, and even that is dimmed by the thick plastic tarping. In the quiet darkness, my mind races, stumbles, threatens to spin out altogether.

Just need a few more minutes of clarity, and I’ll be ready. I shut my eyes and pull in a shaking, trembling breath, reminding myself what all this is for. Everything that I’ve gone through, put up with.

The abject panic holding my thoughts captive transforms into anger. A seething, dripping anger that curls my fists. Good. That’s what I need. That’s what it’ll take to⁠—

Footsteps in the hallway. Distant, but drawing closer. Coming out of the stairwell. Approaching the door.

I rub my sweat-soaked palms against my pant legs in an attempt to dry them, only to smear the perspiration against the slick plastic of my rain poncho.

Hurriedly I pull out my disposable rubber gloves and slip them on.

The hallway floor creaks outside. Seconds to go. My chest is a flurry of pounding heartbeats. My mind runs wild as the adrenaline surges through my veins. Every inch of me trembles.

In the text, I told her that the door was unlocked and she could just come on in.

I’ve prepared everything perfectly. Studied all the most accomplished murderers.

There’s nothing I can’t do if I put my mind to it, I remind myself with another shaking breath. I’m smart. The smartest.

It’s a fact everyone at work would’ve done well to understand.

Oh well, too late for that now. The doorknob begins to twist, just as I close my gloved hand around the handle of the knife. I’m crouched against the wall beside the door, ready to pounce the moment Ashley steps inside.

This is it. The seconds tick by in some strange, distorted half-time, removed from the rest of the world entirely. This is separate, away from everything else.

A remote part of my mind flips through the events of the past few weeks, on the utter wreck my life has become. On how I’ve gotten to this surreal place.

Even still, as the door swings inward and I plunge the knife hilt-deep into the flesh of her back, I’m not entirely sure how it came to this.


ONE
ASHLEY


A few weeks earlier

Mom always says I’m too trusting.

That it would be the death of me, as she liked to put it. Gee, thanks Mom for that ominous affirmation.

I guess I get it. She’s the one who’s lived through two rocky marriages and two even worse divorces, not me.

As I’ve grown older, I’ve come to understand that most of her life advice was really just things she wished she could fix about her own self. We’ve always been different, she and I.

Where she sees the world through a cynical lens, I just… don’t. Or I try not to, at least.

Even though it’s not all great, I have to believe there’s still some good out there. Something worth fighting for.

Can’t exactly blame Mom for thinking otherwise, though, after everything that’s happened in her life.

Oh well. Served me well enough so far, hasn’t it? Here I am at twenty-two, living in the greatest city in the world. New York City. The Big Apple.

Ever since I was a little girl, I knew I wanted to be here. To me, it’s always been the center of the universe.

Sure, I’m jammed into an ancient apartment so tiny I can nearly touch both walls at once, and the neighborhood isn’t exactly the best, but that’s all part of the dream, isn’t it?

After all, a success story isn’t much of a story without some struggle in it.

So I’ll keep believing in the best possible outcome, thank you very much.

And today, that means believing I’ll do well on this interview. It’s with Campbell Realty, a premier realtor firm for high-value residential properties in New York City. We’re talking about properties worth millions, penthouses with Central Park views. How awesome is that?

If I do well in my interview, I get to be a part of it.

Flicking my eyes up to my bathroom mirror, I give my makeup a final once-over. I can’t go in there looking anything but my best. I meet my gaze in the mirror and smile widely, extending a hand.

“Hi, I’m Ashley, so great to meet you,” I say.

I want to seem calm, confident. Collected.

“Thank you for this opportunity, I’m really excited to get to work.”

It’s important to visualize how you want a situation to go. See the desired outcome in your mind. At least that’s what every interview with successful people seems to say.

Regardless, I’ve still done my research on the company, just to be safe. Brian Campbell, owner. Agents named Michelle, Marcus, Grace, and several more. I’ve memorized all their names. If asked, I could list off their latest sales, and the amounts they sold for.

I mean, I’ll visualize until the cows come home, but it never hurts to be prepared, too. Oh hello, that’s Mom talking. Looks like some of her advice did stick after all.

I smile again at the mirror and make final adjustments to my pantsuit jacket. I picked it up secondhand, but it fits me like a glove and makes me look like the put-together professional I intend to be.

Time to get going. I’ve already mapped out the route and know exactly how long it takes to get there, but I don’t want to leave anything to chance here.

This is the place I want to work, that much I know for sure. I will be working there soon. I’ve decided on that fact, and so it’s going to happen.

Shouting out a quick goodbye to my cat Marbles, I rush through the apartment, scooping my purse up off the countertop and heading for the door.

Marbles raises his head with mild interest at the flurry of commotion, but lowers it again as I reach the door.

“Keep an eye on the place ‘till I get back,” I call over my shoulder, giving him a quick salute before shutting and locking the door behind me.

Within a minute I’m out of the building and on the street, my umbrella opening against the light smattering of Spring rain that sprays down from overhead. The sky is a bleary, bloated gray that paints the streets with a somber brush. I try not to let it get to me, though.

That old rhyme comes to mind as I make my way down the sidewalk. April showers bring May flowers.

I smirk to myself as the second half bubbles to mind. And what do May flowers bring? Pilgrims!

The streets around me are dotted with shiny umbrellas and slick raincoats. Everyone’s got their head down, just chugging forward to get where they’re going.

With my own umbrella now fully opened, I start across the road toward the subway entrance a couple blocks away. A police car flashes down the street behind me, the singing wail of its siren adding an urgency to my walk.

Down below the surface, the subway is damp and muggy in the way that makes my skin prickle beneath my jacket. So many strangers, doing the same thing I am, all of the heat from our collected bodies trapped down here, creating a new biome, like an urban rainforest.

I unbutton my jacket and slip it off, not wanting to stroll into my interview with sweatstains pouring down my sides. The train won’t be here for a few minutes, so I lean up against the wall and look up at the chipped ceiling overhead as I wait.

Thick metal pipes run the length of the tunnel overhead like veins. I’ve always wondered where they go. What flows through them? Do I even want to know?

A look around shows me everyone else has their head down, their faces aglow with the light of their phone screens. It’s practically silent down here on the platform, save for the occasional cough or squeaking shoe.

I know the train is approaching when the tunnel fills with an almost overpowering level of noise, the shrieking metal tube bursting from the darkness in a flurry of flashy metal.

We all file on, maneuvering around the riders leaving the train. Every seat is taken inside, leaving me to stand, holding onto one of the bars bolted to the floor and ceiling.

People crowd in around me, swallowing up my personal space as they press against me. At five-foot-one, I’m shorter than most, and I’ve never really loved that feeling of disappearing in a crowd.

Sometimes I feel like I could get pulled under completely, like in the undertow of a tidal wave, and everyone else around me would be too tall to even notice.

The subway car screeches and lurches forward, and we’re moving again. In my head, I’m rehearsing all the information I memorized about Campbell Realty and all the things I want to be sure to say.

The goal, I guess, is to run through it all to the point that once I get in there, it’ll be like I’ve already done the interview before. No nerves then, right?

First times are scary, but if I’ve already done it in my mind and convinced myself the job is already mine, there’s nothing to be afraid of.

At least that’s the idea. The closer I get though, the more my stomach seems to fill with butterflies. There’s a lot riding on this, after all.

This will be my first big job. One that could really make a difference.

Hopefully Mom will be proud. I promised her that the next time we spoke, I’d have good news to share.

Even though we have slightly different outlooks on life, that doesn’t change the fact that I’m her daughter, and she’s my mom. I want to impress her.

I’ve always known she had high hopes for me, ever since I was little. I wonder if that’s part of the reason I feel so driven to succeed? I want to win, not just for me—for both of us.

We need a victory, now more than ever.

When it’s time to get off the train, I have to tap the back of the person in front of me to make them aware that I need to get out.

With everyone wearing earbuds and headphones, it’s like the whole world is somewhere else, distracted, distant. And without looking down, they’d never have seen me.

Finally squeezing around the riders between me and the door, I’m able to spill out onto the platform, adjusting my shirt and slipping my blazer back on. I ready my umbrella as I head for the stairs leading up to the street level, droplets of water sliding off the edges of it to splash down to the wet concrete underfoot.

This is it. In just a few minutes, this will all no longer be just a scene in my head. I’ll actually be in the building, smiling and shaking hands and introducing myself just like I practiced.

There’s another flutter in my stomach, but it’s not all bad. There’s anxiety, yes, but it’s blended in equal parts with excitement at the prospect of everything changing, of really doing this. The real potential for a before-and-after transformation of my life.

Emerging back onto the street level, I do a quick spin to orient myself and then start off in the direction I’ve practiced twice before. After only another minute or so of walking, I find myself at my destination, craning my neck up at the shiny glass facade of the Manhattan highrise in front of me.

Through the shimmery glass panels, I can make out the front desk, and the elevator bank beside it. Up that elevator, on the thirty-third floor, is Campbell Realty, my new workplace. I hope.

My stomach trembles again. This is it.

After a short inhale of breath that squeezes into my tight lungs, I step forward and push on the revolving door of the office.

I put a smile on my face as I step inside.

Call me an insufferable optimist, but I’ve got a good feeling about this job.


TWO
BRIAN


At the risk of sounding like a braggart, I might just be the best boss ever.

I mean, all my employees love me. They don’t always say it, but they don’t need to. I can just tell.

And that’s another sign of being a good leader—the ability to gauge company morale. What can I say? It’s a gift.

As I stride into the building on this most dreary of mornings, face freshly shaved and hair slicked back, I can practically smell the happiness in the air. Actually, that might just be my new cologne.

Either way, I give Duncan at the front desk a nice big grin as I saunter up to him, willing my hangover to fade and the pounding headache to dissipate.

“How are we this morning, Duncan?”

He smiles back at me, but not quite with the level of enthusiasm I’d like to see. It’s like he’s faking it, as if he’s not really happy to see me.

Whatever. I try not to let it make the hammering in my skull worse as I head for the elevator. Even though I’m looking good physically, I’m not feeling up to my usual standard thanks to that gorgeous girl I met at the club last night.

I could tell as soon as I hit the dance floor that she liked what she saw. Most of the time when women are attracted, they try to hide it, but like I said earlier, I’ve almost got a sixth sense when it comes to this sort of thing.

It didn’t take long for her to make her way closer to me, and then all it took was my offer to buy us some drinks, and we were off to the races.

A couple grand’s worth of liquor later, and the two of us are riding the elevator up to my apartment.

I love to observe people when they get in that elevator. Watching their faces as the elevator just keeps going up and up and up. You can practically see the moment they realize I’ve got the penthouse suite. That’s right, baby. Brian’s a big earner.

And why shouldn’t I have the penthouse? I’ve earned it, after all. I came from nothing—just that first job at Dad’s brokerage, and look at me now. My own company, a half-dozen employees underneath me.

The kind of self-made man they make movies about, if Hollywood had any interest in actually telling good stories.

The elevator dings at the thirty-third floor, and I step out, Ferragamo Oxfords striking the tile as I stroll to the office. Pushing on the glass door, I survey the floor to see who’s here and who isn’t. Looks like most of the underlings are already here. Good.

I move past the desks of my employees and head toward my office in the corner with a yawn. It’s got a nearly one-hundred–and-eighty degree view of the city. Not bad for a thirty-six-year-old guy.

A glance at Steph’s desk reveals that she isn’t in yet. I’m not crazy about that, as I need my coffee more this morning than usual.

My brow furrows a little as the dreariness of the gray sky outside the floor-to-ceiling windows starts to get to me. First Duncan with that fake smile, and now this? My temples pulse again, turning my stomach a little.

The things I have to put up with. It isn’t easy being the boss.

Letting out a huff of air, I push through my office door and plop down on the leather desk chair. I lean back until I’m faced with the ceiling overhead. Outside the office door, I hear Steph as she returns from wherever it was that was so important that she didn’t have my coffee ready.

There’s a soft knock on the glass wall as she spots me in here. I nod, beckoning her in.

“Good morning Mr. Campbell,” Steph says, coming toward my desk with my coffee in hand.

“Sorry I was late with the coffee. I was getting the conference room situated for the interviews today.”

“Gotcha,” I say with an understanding smile. “Don’t even worry about it. No biggie.”

Even though it is. No, I just need to let it go. That’s what being the boss is all about. Patience. Forgiveness.

Steph smiles back at me. At least she’s cute. My eyes linger on the hem of her pencil skirt as she takes a step back from the desk. Hurriedly I pull my gaze up to her face, the blonde hair cascading down her shoulders.

“I have the first one scheduled for nine-thirty. Is that okay?” she asks.

I glance at the Rolex Submariner on my left wrist. It’s 9:18 now. I give Steph a nod of approval.

She flashes me another smile and then steps out, giving my eyes the opportunity to drift back down her body, and the back of that skirt, as she leaves.

She’s probably early twenties, very pretty. Exactly my type, really. I take a sip of my coffee to clear my head. I guess after last night, I’m feeling like I can do anything with anyone I want.

Clearing my throat, I reach into my desk for the pack of breath mints. As I continually beat into my employees, appearance matters. In life, yes, but even more so in real estate.

Even, even more so in high-value residential. I deal with billionaires, princes, and heirs. The kinds of people who expect things a certain way and are accustomed to living life at a certain level. We may be just the facilitators, but we’re held to that standard, too. And I hold myself to an even higher one.

I only mention all of this because of that stupid article written about me a couple months back. The one accusing me of being nothing more than a pretty face.

Like any handsome idiot could’ve built up Campbell Realty into what it is today. Give me a break.

Having the right look only gets you in the door. It just places you at the starting line.

And that’s what some people will never understand about this business. Appearance matters, yes, but it isn’t everything.

Well, this nepotism baby with a pretty face is about to go hire another winner. Suck on that, Eddy T. The article stank anyway. Pretty sure my half-wit brother Chad could come up with something better.

I chew through a couple of mints and then double-check my hair in the reflection on the window glass before stepping out of my office.

I insist on doing all the hiring myself around here. This is a cutthroat business with a very select clientele. I want to make sure we only hire winners, and I can only do that by being the one doing the interviewing.

After all, as they say, if you want something done right, you’ve got to do it yourself.

On my way to the conference room, I see Michelle in my peripheral vision, beaming in my direction. An inward sigh crests like a wave, though my face remains even.

The last thing I need right now is her badgering me again.

“Brian, do you have a minute?” she asks as she comes up to me.

I already know exactly what she wants from me. It’s what she always wants. She’s looking for updates about the Broker position.

“Sorry Michelle, not right now—interviews for new blood are today,” I say with my best fake smile, flashing several thousand dollars worth of cosmetic dentistry as I move past her.

She doesn’t say anything in response, but I can sense her just standing there behind me, staring after me, and that puts a little smirk on my face.

Good. I’m tired of being pressured to make a decision. It’s like as soon as I announced we were going to be promoting someone from Agent to Broker, this whole place went on high-alert. Every Agent smells blood in the water.

That’s good and bad, I suppose. On one hand, it proves I hired the right people—you want them hungry. But at the same time, I now realize my mistake.

By promising to promote someone, I’m giving away some of my power. With another in-house broker, it’ll be like there are two bosses in the company instead of one. Not my favorite.

Besides, whoever doesn’t get the promotion is practically guaranteed to hate me, which kind of goes against the whole best boss ever thing. So yeah, I’m waiting as long as possible to make that decision.

I move between desks, conscious of every pair of eyes in the room on me as I go. A quick glance over at the client waiting area near Steph’s desk shows a pack of fresh-faced kids. Okay, early twenties, but still, practically children, all dressed up for their interviews. Cute.

Steph is waiting in the conference room when I open the door. I plop down in the chair beside hers with a loud exhale, rubbing my eyes for a second to snap myself awake. I need to be firing on all cylinders for this.

“Okay, send in the first one,” I say with a nod when I’m ready.

She gets up and heads off to bring in the first interviewee. As soon as I lay eyes on him, I know it’s not going to work out.

I greet him with a massive smile all the same.

“Bradley Decker,” he says, jamming his hand toward me.

“Brian. Campbell. Thanks for coming in, Bradley.” I invite him to take a seat as Steph unobtrusively slides into the room behind him.

We both take a chair, and I start going through the usual motions, asking the questions I’m supposed to ask before eventually nodding and smiling and thanking him for his time.

At the end we stand, shake hands, and then I watch him go, never to be seen again.

When I turn to Steph, she’s already looking over at me. I give a slight shake of my head. She’s soft-hearted and makes an expression that tells me she feels sorry for the kid.

“Ready for the next candidate?” she asks.

“Yep. Bring on the next victim,” I joke.

This is how it goes for most of the morning. Some of them seem more promising than others, but really, I’m waiting for someone to knock my socks off.

It seems less likely as I work my way through the list. No one is really sticking out above the crowd unfortunately.

Meanwhile, my headache has continued to spread like a stormcloud across my head, and I close my eyes, rubbing my temples to try and relieve the pressure as Steph goes to bring in the next interviewee.

“Mr. Campbell, this is Ashley Jacobs,” she says as she returns, and I open my eyes.

When they settle on Ashley, I find myself smiling for real for the first time today.


THREE
MICHELLE


I don’t like the way he’s looking at her.

I know Brian, I know his expressions. That’s an I like what I see expression.

He shakes the girl’s hand and they both retake their seats.

Marcus’s rolling desk chair lets out a little plastic squeak as he scoots over to me.

“You see that too, right?” he says.

I nod, the pit in my stomach only growing deeper after Marcus’s confirmation of my suspicions. Brian likes her.

They haven’t been talking more than thirty seconds, and already we can all tell she’s going to get the job. I suppose I should’ve expected it. She is exactly his type, after all.

Short, blonde, button-nose. Her clothes need an upgrade, but besides that, she’ll fit right in. I grip a little tighter to my pen.

I remember when he first looked at me like that. Almost a decade ago now, when Campbell Realty was nothing more than a couple chairs in a dusty midtown office.

That thrilling smile of his promised the world.

Marcus flashes me a grin, waggling his eyebrows. His knowing smile is not unlike a shark’s, devious and dark.

“She’s like you ten years ago, Peterson. I smell competition…”

He rolls away, staring at me ominously while I sneer back at him. Inside, though, his remark is doing Olympic laps around my brain.

The more I watch Brian while pretending to work, the larger the knot in my stomach seems to grow. He’s really taken with this one.

I watch as he leans forward, gesturing with his hands to explain something. The girl tips her head back and laughs, and Brian beams. Oh, she’s good.

That only makes me feel worse. This business is a personality game, after all. Who can fake it the best, with the highest number of people.

Brian used to tell me I was the best. That there wasn’t another agent in the city like me.

Haven’t heard that from him in a while. I chew on the inside of my lip and force myself to drag my eyes away from the flirtation-in-progress happening in the conference room. I need to get my focus back on my work.

It’s harder than it should be, though. Every few seconds I find my eyes have pulled away from my laptop screen and are once again focused on the two of them.

Steph is walking by my desk, and I call out to her.

“Who is that in there with him?” I ask her.

“Her name is Ashley Jacobs,” Steph replies.

“Welcome to Campbell Realty, Ms. Jacobs,” Marcus mutters from somewhere behind me.

Steph chuckles. “Yeah, Brian does seem to like her, doesn’t he? She’s actually really nice.”

I fake a smile. “I’m sure she is.”

Nice. I see right through that facade. All smiles and bubbly personality. I see through it because that used to be me. A worthless husband and bratty child will knock that right out of you.

A decade ago, that was me sitting in that room. Thinking I had the whole world ahead of me.

Sure, I’ve made my mark on this city, but it isn’t enough. I want—no, I need—more.

It’ll be my last name in the company name someday, mark my words. Only then will all of this have been worth it.

Because what’s the point of doing something if you aren’t going to be the best at it? Second place is for everyone else. The people who were never destined to be someone great anyway.

They can fight over scraps while I stand above them.

Steph turns to go, but I catch the eyeroll before she walks away. I snort. Like I said, some people were never destined to be great anyway. If she doesn’t get it, she never will.

The only question that remains now is about Ashley Jacobs.

Does she get it?

If she doesn’t, there’s nothing to worry about. This is a career path that’ll eat you alive and have your family for dessert. It’ll have you weeping on the floor at three AM if you aren’t built for it.

I’ve seen people come and go like soap bubbles, appearing one moment all shiny and glistening, only to burst and disappear into nothingness the next.

You have to really want it, and I want it more than anyone. I know that like I know the sun will rise tomorrow.

I’ll bet Ashley Jacobs thinks she wants it.

That makes me smirk a little. We’ll see about that.

Now that I’ve got that initial anxiousness out of the way, I feel my thoughts settling back to baseline. Sure, she’ll get the job, but in this business, anything goes. Even more true under Brian Campbell. He’s made that abundantly clear.

Close the sale at all costs. Do whatever needs to be done.

So good luck to her. Really.

Little Ashley won’t have it easy here, I’ll see to that personally. If she really wants it, she’s going to have to prove it.

To me, to everyone. Because I do want it, and I’m willing to bet she isn’t willing to go nearly as far as I am.

And if Ashley is what’s standing between me and a sale well… I’ll just have to do what needs to be done.


FOUR
ASHLEY


I feel like a million bucks.

This interview literally couldn’t be going any better. It’s playing out almost identically to what I’ve envisioned in my head.

Mr. Campbell seems very happy with my answers so far. To tell you the truth, I almost feel like it doesn’t even matter what I respond with, but I don’t want to jinx it.

“And what made you interested in luxury real estate in particular?” he asks.

I think on that for a moment. What answer would sound best? There’s a brief pause as I work it over in my mind before speaking.

“I think I’ve always been fascinated with and interested in the finer things in life,” I begin, “because we didn’t have that growing up, I guess. You really come to appreciate the things you don’t have, which makes it all the more satisfying when you finally do earn it.”

Mr. Campbell nods. “And you do want to earn it? Because this isn’t like other fields—every day is a competition. There is no slacking, not here.”

I smile at him. “I do. I know I can do it.”

“Good, that’s what I want to hear,” Mr. Campbell says.

He brings his hands down to his knees, slapping them as he moves to stand up. I start getting up too.

“Well, Ashley, I’ll be frank. I think you’ll be an excellent fit here at Campbell Realty,” Mr. Campbell says. “I know it’s sudden, but when something feels right, I pull the trigger. I’m prepared to offer you the position of Agent here with the company, right here, right now.”

My heart pounds as he extends a large hand to me. I take it and shake it, beaming.

“I accept. Thank you so much, Mr. Campbell,” I say, unable to temper my smile. It’s so big it’s hurting my face.

“Please, call me Brian. This isn’t your typical stuffy office. We’re like family here,” he says with a wide grin of his own.

It’s a brilliantly white, perfect smile. He projects such sincerity that I spend a half-second wondering if it’s fake. But then I quickly brush that off.

Why would he not like me? Why would he not be happy to hire me? I did what I set out to do, and that’s what matters. It worked. I’m in.

We’re still shaking hands when the secretary steps back into the room. Steph, her name was.

“There she is! Steph, you’re looking at the newest member of the team,” Brian says.

She smiles at me, nodding. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” I beam at her. She seems so nice. It really is like family here, I guess.

“I’ve got a great feeling about this, I really do,” Brian says to me. “Steph, why don’t you get the forms all ready for Ashley here to sign. Oh, and you can send the rest of the applicants home. We’ve found our winner.”

His hand comes down to rest on the shoulder of my blazer. Then he contracts his hand, squeezing it just a little.

Steph nods and steps back out. Brian moves to the door and pulls it open for me with a little bow and a flourish. He’s still all smiles.

“Let’s go ahead and get you acquainted with your competition,” he says with a laugh.

I wonder if he’s joking. The more time I spend around Brian, the more I’m starting to believe it’s tough to tell what he’s really thinking, and that’s new for me.

For better or worse, Mom taught me how to read people really well. Micro-expressions, body language, tone and intonation. What’s being said aloud and what’s not, and what it all is meant to convey.

This knowledge, this understanding I have… it’s a blessing and a curse, really. Like, when I knew that other applicant Bradley had been glancing at my chest while I looked out the window to gather my thoughts.

His eyes widened ever-so-slightly as I looked at him, his posture straightening up a guilty half-inch. I’ve been around men my whole life, so that wasn’t anything new, exactly.

But with Brian, it’s different. No read at all. Or rather—a resolute blankness, blanketed entirely by that blinding smile.

If I’m going to succeed here, that’s going to need to change. I’ve got to find a way to figure out what makes him tick.

“Guys, this is Ashley Jacobs. She’ll be starting with us,” Brian says as we approach the first couple of desks.

A man and a woman look up from their computer screens. Both of them have near-perfect skin, the woman’s hair straight and pristine. I recognize them both from their photos on the company website.

The man is Marcus Halberstromm, and the woman is Michelle Peterson. Her dress has to be worth several thousand dollars, at least. I’d guess they're both in their late twenties to early thirties?

Marcus stands up, a pleasant smile on his face. It doesn’t reach his eyes.

“Marcus—great to meet you, Ashley,” he says.

We shake.

I turn to Michelle, who's smiling too. Hers at least matches the look in her eyes. Is she being sincere?

“Michelle. Glad to have you aboard, Ashley. If you need anything, feel free to reach out,” she says.

She sounds completely genuine. Maybe this is someone I could connect with while I’m here. It wouldn’t hurt to have a friend, right?

I smile back at her. “Thanks, I will.”

Brian whisks me away, introducing me to the rest of the staff. As we go along, I come to understand it’s not just Brian I’m having trouble reading. It’s just about everyone here, save for the guy with the cold eyes, Marcus.

All of them are impossible to scrutinize. It’s almost like they’ve got shields up or something. I’m not even sure it’s purposeful. Perhaps it’s just a prerequisite to succeeding in this field—you need to be able to fake it with the best of them.

That leaves me a little uneasy, my visualizations of success slightly shaken. The more hands I shake, the more I feel that early confidence eroding.

Succeeding here won’t be as easy as repeating a few good daily affirmations, that’s for sure. This is going to be a lot more challenging than I expected, but I can handle it.

I have to. This is what I decided on, and I can’t go back on that.

I can’t let myself fall to despair, either, like Mom. I’ve got to try and stay positive. I can do this. Or, at the very least, I can try.

After all, what’s the worst that could happen?


FIVE
BRIAN


I’m feeling good.

No, scratch that. I’m feeling great.

I’m out with Ryan and my brother Chad right now, the music at this club wreaking havoc on my ears, but it’s not a problem. The hangover headache is finally gone thanks to the fresh stream of alcohol coursing through my system.

We’re celebrating because I just found my newest employee. Ashley. Cute name, cuter girl.

I know I’m not supposed to say that as her boss or whatever, but still. Needs to be said.

Hopefully she’s got what it takes. Based on the interview, it certainly seems like there’s massive potential there.

Maybe she could use a little personal guidance, a close tutor to really… show her the ropes. Maybe that could be me.

I look up from my drink as the beat drops, the crowd around me letting out a roar of approval. It’s this big seething mass of limbs, illuminated by the strobe lights flashing overhead in such a way that it’s almost like a freeze-frame photo every time the light flickers.

I love it. Never too old to let loose and celebrate, that’s what I say.

And what’s not to celebrate? A killer new employee in a business that’s already killing it, sure to make me more money.

Maybe even something more, who knows.

I don’t want to get ahead of myself like I know I tend to do, but this Ashley girl… she has something. Something I like.

She’s not like the other girls I’ve hired in the past, definitely not. There’s something a little different about her, but I can’t quite place it yet. All I know is that I like it. It’s intriguing to me, you might say. I haven’t had that feeling in a while.

Let’s just hope she’s able to hang in there.

She was all smiles today, but I’m sure that won’t last much longer. Not in this business. The question remains as to whether or not she can take the hits and bounce back. So while I’m intrigued, I don’t want to pin too much hope on her until I know she’s for real.

The music throbs and pulses in my chest and all around me. Chad is to my right, his face slick with sweat. He flicks back his hair as he nods to the beat.

You’d think for a guy making just shy of a million dollars a year, he’d have spent more money on his hair transplant. He got butchered honestly, but I’m too kind of a person to say that to him.

Ryan returns from the bar with three drinks propped in a sloshing triangle between his hands. He hands one to me, and I shout my thanks. He sidles up to my ear.

“What’d you say her name was again?” he shouts, his voice hoarse already, though the night is still young.

His breath reeks of liquor. I turn toward him.

“Ashley,” I shout back.

“She hot?”

“What do you think?” I ask at the top of my lungs.

“What?” he shouts, his eyebrows pressing together.

“I said, what do you think?” I repeat, my vocal cords twinging from the effort.

Ryan shakes his head, still not hearing me. My shoulder slump.

“Yeah,” I say finally, with a nod.

He breaks out into a devious smile.

“Nice.” He drags the word out as his hand eases toward me for a fist bump.

He leans his head in again. “What was the name of that last chick you hired, the one who⁠—”

I start shaking my head quickly, feeling the blood rush to my scalp.

“I don’t wanna talk about her,” I shout back.

All of a sudden this music is too loud. I hate this place. It’s hot. Too many people. There’s sweat literally hanging in the air, and it smells like a public toilet in here.

Ryan doesn’t hear me, again, and tries to repeat his question. That annoys me even more. I shove him back, sick of the nauseatingly sweet stench of his alcohol-laden breath.

“I said I don’t want to talk about her,” I scream, and this time he hears me.

Ryan’s hands come up in an I surrender gesture and he steps back. Whatever. I need some air. I push past him and stalk toward what I think is the exit.

On the way I can’t help but mix into the throng of slick bodies, pushing and shoving my way through the writhing horde until I come out of it by the staircase that leads from the club back up to the street.

At the bottom of it stand a couple of bouncers in black suits, but neither of them says anything to me as I shuffle past them and up the stairs.

My head has started pounding again. Why did Ryan have to bring her up?

I’m trying to celebrate here, for goodness sake. The last thing I want to think about is what happened.

I try to shake it off and relocate my high-vibe, but it isn’t easy. The liquor sloshing around in my stomach isn’t sitting quite right.

Maybe I’ve just had too much to drink. I do occasionally overimbibe, I must admit. It’s gotten me into trouble in the past.

The world swims slightly as I reach the top of the staircase. Gingerly I reach out a hand to secure myself to the railing. A group of younger guys flood into the building, hair all slicked-back and collared shirts reeking of too much cologne.

I push out through the doors and step out onto the street, sucking in fresh oxygen for the first time in what feels like hours. Maybe it has been.

A glance at my watch tells me it’s true—somehow, it’s nearly two AM. Night’s not so young after all I guess.

My stomach turns over suddenly, sending me stumbling toward the nearest trashcan on the street corner. Someone laughs behind me, snapping my head back up.

Oh yeah, laugh it up, loser. Watching me be sick is probably the highlight of your miserable year. Talk to me when you’re clearing six figures a month.

I slide the back of my hand across my mouth and blink away the tears that have forced themselves into my eyes at the sheer intensity of my stomach upheaval. Who knows what was in that last round of drinks.

I wouldn’t put it past Ryan to slip something in there, the sniveling rat.

As I swipe at the sweat along my brow, I try and remember why we’re even friends to begin with. An answer doesn’t immediately come to mind.

And there he was tonight, trying to dredge up the past. The past is the past, dead and buried. I feel that familiar twinge of regret lace its way up my spine as everything is pulled involuntarily to the forefront of my mind.

Okay, I’ll admit it. I made a mistake. But to almost have it cost me everything?

That was just too close. Way too close.

I shut my eyes, rubbing them with a damp fist. White spots skip across the darkness of my eyelids. I’m different now, smarter. I’ve got a better handle on myself.

That’s why I know I need to tap the breaks with Ashley. I nod to myself, even though it’s just me out here on the street. I know how I can get—and I need to just let things play out. See how she does at work.

See how she is around me.

Can’t jump into anything too quickly, not like before. Got to keep myself in check this time around.

Otherwise, I run the risk of it happening all over again.


SIX
MICHELLE


I get home from work well after eight.

I’m sure John will have something to say about that, but honestly, I’m not in the mood to hear it tonight. The Wilkinson showing wasn’t a slam-dunk like I thought it would be.

Like I told Brian it would be.

Instead, I show up and there’s the couple, who were so gung-ho about the place earlier, suddenly acting wishy-washy about buying in the city. Said they read some news article about somebody getting robbed on the subway.

I wanted to grab them by the sleeves of their thousand-dollar cashmere polos and shake them until money fell out. But I didn’t.

Instead, I remained calm, always with a smile, and explained how actually, New York City is one of the most policed cities in the country. Considering how dense the population is here, the crime rate is actually quite low, compared to other cities.

It didn’t matter. I could tell by the looks in their eyes, they’d already made a decision before I’d even arrived. They’d shown up only to humor me.

Still, I’m no quitter. The tour of the brownstone went well, and I think by the end of it, I had them coming back around to the idea of living here. Maybe. Time will tell, I guess. It’s a pretty spectacular brownstone.

I close the front door of my own less-spectacular apartment behind me with a grunt, my purse strap sliding off my shoulder and catching in the crook my arm. I’m desperate to get out of these heels.

The apartment’s lights are dimmed. It’s quiet, too. Not what I was expecting.

“Hello?” I call out but don’t receive a response.

Doesn’t sound like Trevor is upstairs, either. Guess they went out. I can’t say I mind it. The peace and quiet will be a welcome change.

Stepping into the kitchen in my stocking feet, I make a beeline for the refrigerator. Where’s that bottle of wine?

I grab the bottle then pluck a wine glass from the cabinet by its stem, carrying them both into the living room and collapsing onto the sectional. A sigh escapes my mouth as I prop my legs up on the glass coffee table and lean back into the cushions, shutting my eyes.

I really would’ve loved to close the Wilkinsons tonight.

Not looking forward to shuffling into the office tomorrow morning and explaining to Brian how it didn’t quite go according to plan. I already know what he’ll say. After all these years, I can practically hear him in my mind.

This isn’t the kind of result I’d expect from someone worthy of being a Broker.

Just about everyone in the company has heard it by now. Marcus, bless him, nearly broke down in tears after losing that place on Park Ave.

Not me, though. So far, I’ve been better. More controlled.

The wine sloshes out of the mouth of the bottle as I give myself a healthy pour. Some of it lands on the coffee table. Whatever.

The gentle burn of the wine hits my throat, and I take a deep breath through my nose with my eyes shut. The Wilkinsons didn’t say no outright. That means they’re still in play.

A no isn’t really a no until it’s in writing, right? I’m not finished just yet.

Maybe I’ll call the sellers tonight, convince them to lower their price by a hundred thousand or so. The place is listed for over seven million, so it’s not like they’ll really feel the difference, but I’d bet it’ll go a long way in sweetening the deal for the Wilkinsons.

Everyone loves to feel like they’re getting a bargain.

That thought sends a fresh rush of excitement coursing through me, invigorating my previously exhausted body. I find myself smirking as I reach for the wine glass again.

I knew I’d find my way out of this. That’s what a winner does. Never take no for an answer.

I drain the rest of the glass, enjoying the rush that comes from my thoughts as I mentally piece together the persuasive speech I’ll give the seller over the phone.

This is what I’m good at—no, the best at. And don’t we all love to do what we’re good at?

The creaking of the apartment door breaks my concentration and snaps my flow-state like a taut rubber band. My eyes open, and I glance toward the entryway as the commotion of John and Trevor’s return fills the space.

I work to quell the slight twinge of annoyance at their appearance.

“Oh, you’re back—that’s great,” John says as he shuffles into the room, shrugging out of his jacket.

I manage a smile for him. “Yeah. Wilkinson showing ended a little early.”

He looks over at me. “We went out to grab dinner,” he says as if I can’t see the white takeout bag in his hand.

“I wish you would’ve texted. We could’ve brought home something for you too,” he says.

My hand comes up to wave him off. “Don’t worry about it. I’m honestly not that hungry.”

“Trev, Mom’s home,” John calls over his shoulder.

Trevor doesn’t respond, which is about what I expected. He’s always been a moody kid, even more now that he’s a teenager. Instead, he slides into the apartment like a shadow, barely even acknowledging me before heading upstairs to his room.

“I’ll get the table set. We picked up burgers from Cooper’s,” John says, ignoring our son’s rather moody response.

Rising from the couch, I stretch. “Actually, I’ve got to make some calls. You guys go on ahead and get started.”

John stops what he’s doing to look up at me.

“You know,” he starts quietly, “I think it’d mean a lot to Trevor if we had dinner as a family. To me too.”

I shake my head. “I just can’t tonight, okay?”

“This has to get done now, it can’t be put off or I could lose the deal. Maybe tomorrow,” I say, wrapping my hand around the neck of the wine bottle before striding past him.

John doesn’t say anything in response, but he doesn’t need to. I can read the expression on his face, those creases in his forehead. I try to push it all out of mind as I step into the home office and close the door behind me.

Landing with a huff in my desk chair, I take a pull directly from the wine bottle and scan the messy surface of the desk for the seller’s information.

John’s quiet words still linger in my mind. As a family.

Is some meaningless weeknight family dinner going to get me the yacht I want, the Italian villa?

John makes good money, but not that much. That means achieving my dreams comes down to me. Honestly, that’s the only way I’d ever want it.

He’ll understand how all of this was worth it when we finally have enough. When I’ve gotten everything I’ve dreamed about.

There’s the sheet I was looking for. I pull out my phone, rehearsing what I want to say once more in my mind as I dial the number.

For now, my husband will just have to be disappointed with me.

Sometimes sacrifices have to be made in the short term to get what you want in the long term.


SEVEN
ASHLEY


Today is my first day on the job.

I’ve got my outfit all picked out, a cute skirt with a blazer. I clamp the curling iron around a lock of my blow-dried hair, a gentle hiss filling my bathroom as the hot iron evaporates the last trace of moisture.

As I get ready for work, I’m envisioning what I want to experience today—Brian happy with me, pleased at how quickly I’m picking everything up. Me feeling confident and proud of myself.

Even as I imagine it though, it’s like my doubts are just on the periphery, peering into the happy visual image like angry dogs barking through gaps in a fence.

Can I really do this?

I mean when I think of it, I guess I should’ve expected a high-powered real estate brokerage would be filled with the best of the best. Some of the smartest, shrewdest, and most dedicated people in the city. It’s what I wanted, but can I really match up with them?

I lower the curling iron for a moment and look at myself in the mirror. Catching my eyes, locking onto them. Working up a smile, then making it more confident.

That fills my chest with an encouraging lightness. The small voice within that says you can do this gets a little louder.

“Hi—yes, I’m Ashley… Ashley, so great to meet you. Hi there, I’m Ashley Jacobs,” I say, my voice sounding more confident with each go-around.

If I can’t convince myself, there’s no chance I’ll convince my clients. I blow out a breath. I will convince them.

This is what I set out to do, and I’m going to do it. I finish curling my hair and then hustle into the kitchen area to scrounge up some breakfast.

Marbles is nowhere to be found, but then again, that’s how he earned his namesake.

“Marbles, you hungry?” I call out, reaching into the cabinet for his cat food.

There’s a stir from somewhere across the room, drawing my attention to the couch. More scratching, and then Marbles’ orange head pops up over the back of it.

“Good morning sir,” I say.

I get a meow in response and go about filling his food bowl. He’s already got plenty of water, so I don’t add to it.

Okay time to feed the human. I scramble eggs and then grab a few gluten-free gummy bears from the bag in the cabinet. It’s not a whole lot of food, but with how tight my stomach feels this morning, I’m not sure I could really eat much else.

Shrugging on the blazer, I give Marbles his goodbye salute and then head off to the office.

I reach the building with plenty of time to spare, but go inside and head up to the office anyway. It always looks good to show up early on your first day, right?

As I step out of the elevator, I’m a little shocked to see the office is already nearly filled. A very good thing I decided to come early then. In fact, it seems like I’m actually more on-time than early according to the office culture here. Noted.

With a quick adjustment of my blazer, I pull open the glass door and step in. Steph looks up at me from the front desk and gives me a welcoming smile.

“Hey Ashley,” she says.

“Hi, Steph.”

“Big day. How do you feel?” she asks.

I look at her and hold out one hand, shaking it a little. “Honestly, a bit nervous. But in a good way. I think.”

Steph chuckles. “I’m sure you’ll do great. Brian said he wanted to see you in his office first thing.”

She nods her head to the right and points toward his door.

“Thanks.” I nod in return and walk quickly across the office floor. I’m rehearsing everyone’s names as I pass each of them.

There’s Marcus, shark-smile. Michelle, nice shoes. Grace, tall. Henry, movie-star chin.

As I approach his office, I see Brian inside, sitting at his desk, facing away from me. He’s holding his phone up to his ear as he gazes out at the city beyond.

It’s a fantastic view, especially with the morning sun shining brightly, lighting up the surrounding buildings and making them glisten.

I knock gently on the glass to make him aware that I’m here. Brian spins his chair around, his eyes finding me and resting on me for a second before he lifts a hand and waves me in with a smile.

It really is a nice smile. I can see why he’s been so successful.

“—but tell him not yet, okay? In this market, with what he’s offering? We can do better than that,” I hear him say into the phone as I push the door open and walk across the plush carpet to his desk.

I take a seat in one of the chairs opposite his desk, crossing one leg over the other and placing my hands in my lap. Brian nods again into the phone, and I allow my eyes to rove over the length of his office as I wait for him to finish his call.

Beyond the desk, there’s a shelf behind Brian with a signed New York Mets hat, a framed photo with him and some older guy, and a myriad of awards and plaques related to real estate.

“Uh-huh. Thanks, Adam. Okay, talk soon.”

The phone lowers, and he swivels back around to face me. I smile.

“Good morning.”

“Good morning. Glad to see you here,” Brian says, pulling himself up to the edge of the desk in his chair.

“So, I really want to hit the ground running, okay? I’ve got an interview with a potential seller in two hours, a condo bordering the Park. Gorgeous place. Here’s the information,” he says, plopping a folder down in front of me.

“I’d like you in there with me, just so you get a sense of how these things go. Plus, it’ll be good for you to see how the master works,” he says with a wink.

I pick up the folder, my belly fluttering. Right into the deep end we go. “Sounds good.”

Brian claps his hands together. “Good, good. Also… talk with Steph about getting your website stuff set up, okay? I want that done by the end of today.”

I nod and push up out of my chair, holding the file to my chest.

“And send Michelle in here, would you? I’ve got to check with her about something,” Brian adds as I reach the door.

Giving him another smile, I push on the glass and step back out into the office.

There’s Michelle, face buried in her computer. I make my way over to her desk, greeting everyone I pass by name. Most of them look slightly surprised, but respond in kind.

“Hi, Michelle?” I say when I reach her desk.

She flicks her eyes up at me.

“Um, Brian says he’d like to see you in his office,” I say.

Michelle grins. “I’ll bet he would.”

She shuts her laptop and steps around me, striding with confidence toward the boss’s office. Marcus spins around in his chair and appraises me with another predatorial grin.

“Ashley, right?” he says.

I smile. “That’s right. And you’re Marcus.”

“Sure am. Looks like Brian’s really confident in you,” he says.

I’m not exactly sure what he’s getting at or how to respond, so I just nod.

Marcus nods back and tents his fingers in front of him. “That’s how it starts. Bet you think he’s the nicest guy in the world right now, don’t you? After your training wheels come off, you’ll see. My advice? Spend a little less time trying to make friends and a little more time committing every word in that file to memory.”

I blink.

“Right… thanks,” I say awkwardly, not entirely sure how to react to his cynical advice.

He winks at me, flashing that shark-like smile again. “Anytime, newbie.”

I make my way over to my desk and plop down. I’m seated across from Patrick, who I’d guess is in his late twenties. We were introduced yesterday, and there was an emptiness behind his eyes that stuck in my memory.

He glances up at me, chewing on a piece of gum.

“Good morning,” I say with a smile.

The answering expression on his face makes it seem like I just asked him to lend me a kidney. Hurriedly I look down at the folder and open it.

It’s a collection of information about the condo, pictures pulled from the last time it was up for sale. It really is a stunning place, with a view that’s to die for. The entire left wall gives an expansive view of the park from ten floors up. There’s also some info about the potential client, pulled from the short questionnaire he filled out while setting up the interview.

I pour over everything, doing my best to absorb it all. I don’t know if Brian will want me to talk at all during the meeting, or just watch, but either way, I’m going to be prepared. Even though I’m technically in a training period these first two weeks, I’m well aware of the fact that any mistake could cost me.

My attention is drawn from the file when Brian’s door opens again, and Michelle comes storming out. Gone is the confident stride she had when she went in. It’s replaced by an irritated jolt as she retakes her seat.

My eyes flick back to Brian, who’s wearing what appears to be an amused smirk on his face before he spins in his chair again to face the city.

I wonder what just went down in there? When I get a look at the time, that question and all thoughts of Michelle go out of my mind in favor of refocusing on the file.

I’ve only been reading for another ten minutes or so before Brian emerges from his office and starts heading for the conference room. Almost as if on que, everyone else stands up, too.

Blinking, I do the same.

“All-hands meeting. Every morning before we start for the day,” Patrick explains.

We all file into the conference room, with Brian standing at the head of the table.

I grab a seat across from Michelle, who still looks disgruntled from her conversation with him earlier.

“Okay, is that everyone? Ashley, you’re here too—good. Everybody, I know we did introductions yesterday, but this is Ashley, the newest member of our family here at Campbell Realty, so let’s treat her as such,” Brian says.

There’s a few polite nods around down the length of the table. I feel my cheeks coloring a little at the sudden realization all eyes are on me.

“Ashley, feel free to stop me and ask questions if you have any, okay?” Brian says, his eyes locking on me.

I nod, but catch Patrick’s blank face behind him as he shakes his head. Weird.

“Alright, let’s get started. Grace, let’s start with you on the end there,” Brian says as he takes his seat.

Grace scooches forward and talks about the meetings she has scheduled for the day. Brian nods approvingly. I’m watching him carefully, trying to figure out if what she’s saying is what he wants to hear. As usual, it’s very hard to tell.

When Grace is finished speaking, Marcus goes next, sharing what he has on the docket for the day. It goes like that person after person around the circle, and then we get to Michelle.

“Michelle, what do you have for me? Hopefully something a little more encouraging than the Wilkinsons,” Brian says with a smile.

Ah, okay. That was what the disagreement earlier was about. Something happened with a client, I guess. Or didn’t happen, more likely.

My brain is moving a mile a minute trying to log all the names and addresses being thrown around.

Michelle clears her throat and smiles at our boss in return. “I’ve got the DeLuca appraisal at four.”

A few people nod knowingly. Must be someone important. Or wealthy. Or both.

“Good, good. Way to bounce back, Michelle. Okay, guys, that’s it. Let’s make some money,” Brian announces with a clap of his hands.

Everyone stands in unison, eager to get moving.

“Let’s not forget people—there’s a promotion on the line here,” Brian says as we all file out.

“And I want you all to show me just how badly you want it.”


EIGHT
BRIAN


I look up at Ashley as she’s about to leave the conference room.

“Ashley, how’re you looking on that file I gave you?”

“Got it down, I think,” she replies.

My smile grows. “Really? What’s the square footage of the half-bath in the entry hallway?”

She blinks, her cheeks coloring a little. I shake my head.

“Just kidding. Kind of. You’ve got an hour, and then we’re in my office to meet the seller,” I say, and Ashley hurriedly bobs her head up and down.

I watch her go, eyes drifting down to that skirt she’s got on, the way it—I stop myself. There I go again.

Need to focus. Ashley looked something like a deer in headlights during that meeting.

Part of me wonders if maybe hiring her wasn’t the right call after all. At least she didn’t ask any questions, to her credit.

She’s got the right look for the job, alright. That’s important, and maybe that clouded my judgement ever-so-slightly. Okay, maybe more than a little.

We’ll see once the seller interview gets underway today. I can usually tell if someone is going to last by the end of the first week. If this stuff isn’t sticking to them like glue, they tend to wash out pretty quickly after that. I have to admit, part of me wants her to succeed.

If that smirking bum Ryan were here, he’d say something like, yeah, I know exactly which part of you wants her to succeed.

But it’s not just that. It’s that something that’s different about her that I still can’t place. It’s got me far more intrigued than I care to admit.

I feel someone’s eyes on me, and lift my head to find Michelle staring at me, only to quickly glance back down at her laptop. Michelle, one of my golden geese, couldn’t close the Wilkinsons.

Apparently she was up all night liasoning between the seller and the Wilkinsons, but in the end it didn’t matter. They’re moving to Austin instead.

Honestly, that couldn’t have worked out any better for me. Michelle was the only one of my agents who hadn’t fumbled since this whole promotion nightmare started.

If she’d managed to close this one, I think I probably would’ve been forced to give her the Broker position. As it stands now, we’re back to an even playing field all around, and that’s great news for me.

In fact, there’s a chance I can get away with announcing that no one seems fit for the position, and I’ve worked these people hard enough that they actually might believe me.

Spin it like it’s their fault. No one is standing out.

I’m a big believer in healthy competition. Here at Campbell Realty, I’ve done my best to foster a competitive environment, with each member of the team challenging each other. By doing so, everyone gets better. Or in some cases, they exit in shame and humiliation.

Either way, it’s worked, hasn’t it?

I step out of the conference room and slide back into my office, landing in the chair and doing a spin. A quick check of the clock on the wall tells me I’ve got about half an hour until the seller walks in.

Jefferson Wallace. What a gorgeous place he’s got. No idea why he wants to sell, but that certainly isn’t my problem, and I benefit from the fact that he does.

After looking over the pictures, I’m already salivating at the commission cut I’ll be getting when I sell it. I’ve been wanting a new Rolex anyway, so this is perfect timing.

Of course he comes to me. The big hitter, Brian Campbell. When you want something done right, you choose a winner.

I’m sure he’ll march in here and announce he’s interviewing multiple agents, like they all do, but it’s nothing I haven’t heard before. I’m famous in this industry for closing a choosy client before they’ve even conducted all their interviews.

What can I say? That’s just what winners do.

When there are just a few minutes to go before Mr. Wallace walks in, I head out of the office and whistle in Ashley’s direction. Her head pops up, and then she’s trotting over to meet me in the conference room.

“Feeling good?” I ask her as she steps inside.

“I think so,” she replies.

I pull out the desk chair beside me, gesturing for her to take it. I’ll have Mr. Wallace sit on the other side, across from us.

“Relax, you’ve got nothing to worry about. I was just busting your chops earlier. It’s your first day here, I don’t expect you to save the planet. Just watch and learn,” I say, working to keep the note of pride out of my voice.

She doesn’t know it yet, but Ashley’s about to witness something realtors across the country would pay serious money to watch. A peek behind the curtain at how a master performs his craft.

Out of my peripheral vision I see the office door open, a taller man with glasses stepping inside. Right away I can tell that’s our Mr. Wallace. He’s wearing a dark suit and a trench coat, his short hair neatly parted.

Everything about him screams quiet luxury. Wealthy, obviously, but not obnoxious.

“Here we go,” I say to Ashley, giving her a wiggle of my eyebrows as I adjust my seat.

Steph is walking Mr. Wallace over to us.

“Mr. Campbell, this is Mr. Wallace,” Steph says, making the introductions as she opens the door.

I stand, and Ashley does the same, positioned beside me, subtly smoothing out her skirt as he walks toward us.

“Mr. Wallace, thanks for coming in,” I say, flashing him my brightest grin as I extend my hand.

Mr. Wallace shakes it with a nod. Stern, simple, no flair. I’m working to piece together what kind of personality I’m dealing with, a task that began the moment I laid eyes on him.

“And this is Ashley,” I say, gesturing to her beside me. “She’s going to be taking notes, if you don’t mind.”

Mr. Wallace reaches out to shake Ashley’s hand too, his eyes flicking over her face. “I don’t mind at all,” he says.

I can tell he’s attracted to her, but I’m not jealous. This is a business meeting.

“Can I take your coat for you, Mr. Wallace?” Steph asks from behind us.

I nod in approval. “Anything we can get you while you’re here with us? Water, coffee, anything like that?”

The man waves me off as he hands his coat to Steph. She steps out with it, and then it’s time to get down to business. We all take our seats, and I meet Mr. Wallace’s eyes.

“So, you’re looking to sell,” I begin.

He nods. “I am. But just so you’re aware, Mr. Campbell, I’ll be interviewing with plenty of⁠—”

“I completely understand, you want to go with an agent who you feel is the best fit,” I say, interrupting him as I lean forward, “Well Mr. Wallace, let me⁠—”

“Did you just interrupt me?” Wallace asks stiffly.

I blink. Clearly, this isn’t a guy who appreciates being talked over. Ex-military, perhaps? I bow my head.

“My apologies, Mr. Wallace, you’re right. I can tell you’re a man who wants things done his way—the right way. What questions do you have for me?” I ask.

A smooth recovery, I’d say. I’m keenly aware of Ashley’s presence beside me, though she remains silent. I hope she’s paying attention to all this back and forth, this is important stuff. The kind of song-and-dance between new business associates that needs to be correctly navigated.

Mr. Wallace seems to accept my apology and relaxes his posture. “Thank you. How long have you been working in real estate, Mr. Campbell?”

Inwardly, I smile. It’s always the same questions. In fact, I’ll bet they just pull them off some web article titled Ten Questions To Ask Your Real Estate Agent. It’s child’s play. I’m feeling more confident by the second now that I’ve recovered from my initial stumble.

“I’ve been in real estate since I was eighteen years old,” I begin, and launch into my well-rehearsed story.

It’s the kind of tale that listeners can’t help but feel inspired by, and that’s by design. I’ve fine-tuned it over the years like a stand-up comic would refine their best material, testing different turns of phrase until the word choice and delivery is utterly perfected.

As I talk, I can see in Mr. Wallace’s eyes that his confidence in me is growing. It’s only natural after all, upon learning about how successful an agent I am.

Right now, he’s probably thinking: I made the right call scheduling with this guy. This guy is a winner. This guy gets things done.

“And so that leads us to now, where I run this office. Does that about answer your question?” I finish, smiling softly.

Mr. Wallace is quiet for a second before speaking.

“My question was how long you’ve been working in real estate, not about your life story, Mr. Campbell,” he says gruffly.

I blink at him in surprise, once again keenly aware of Ashley’s presence beside me. My temples pulse with heat. Upon closer inspection, Mr. Wallace does not seem all that convinced of my capability.

I clear my throat.

“Um, just over eighteen years,” I manage to get out between stiff lips.

This is not going nearly as well as I expected. It seems I’ve miscalculated how to approach this conversation. Suddenly I find myself wishing Ashley was no longer in the room as I tug at my shirt collar.

Mr. Wallace continues to impale me with that icy stare of his. He’s got to be former military. Some sort of interrogator maybe.

“Any more questions? I’m an open book,” I offer up, hating that I can feel my face slightly flushing.

There’s got to be a way to turn this thing around. I can’t lose him in front of Ashley on her first day. Mr. Wallace appraises me for another moment before continuing.

It almost feels like the brute is enjoying this.

“How many active clients do you have at a time?” he asks.

Okay, this one I can handle. I allow myself to take a short mental breath of relief as I begin to explain how we do business here at Campbell Realty. Once I’m done, I’m elated to see the guy actually nodding.

Seems like I finally gave him the right answer. That helps to rebuild my confidence, because I’ve finally understood what he’s looking for. This is not a man who appreciates flourish or flattery. He’s a straight shooter and expects the same in return. No problem. I can do that.

“Mr. Wallace, may I ask you a question now?” I ask smoothly.

He nods. “Go ahead.”

“May I ask why you’re looking to sell, and in what kind of time frame?”

Mr. Wallace clears his throat. “My wife—well, she was my wife, said⁠—”

Divorce. Classic story there, especially among the wealthy. Gotta divide those hefty assets.

“Ah wives—who needs ‘em, right?” I interject, hoping to win him over with a little humor.

Who doesn’t like to dog on the ex-wife?

Silence spreads through the room like an infestation. The stare I get from Mr. Wallace is absolutely penetrating as he tongues the inside of his lip.

“My wife has died, Mr. Campbell. She always said she wanted to travel the world, so that’s what I’m going to do now. Sell it all and travel, to honor her memory.”

I swallow hard, feeling a lump in my throat. Oh boy. Not good.

Mr. Wallace starts to push out of his chair.

“I don’t think this is going to be a good fit. Thanks for your time,” he says gruffly.

All I can do is stare in stunned silence. How did I read that so badly? My pulse pounds in my neck as Mr. Wallace turns to leave.

“Mr. Wallace… Mr. Wallace?” Ashley says suddenly, her sweet voice stopping his movement. He turns back around.

I snap my head to the side to look at her. What is she doing?

She wets her lips before speaking. “I’m so sorry for your loss, and I just want to say I think what you’re doing to honor her is beautiful. Truly beautiful.”

After a second’s pause, Mr. Wallace gives a small nod.

“Thank you,” he says, his voice and expression slightly uncertain.

“I’m sure you want to start your travels and begin honoring her memory as soon as possible. That’s what we want for you, too. At Campbell Realty, we have the resources to facilitate a sale at a price you’re happy with as quickly and easily as possible. Let us help you… I’d like to help you,” Ashley finishes.

To my amazement, Mr. Wallace stands and looks at her for another moment before lowering himself back into his chair. I want to jump out of my own chair and pick her up and spin her around and kiss her all at once.

She’s saved this thing. I can’t believe she’s done it, but she has.

“Go on,” Mr. Wallace says to her.

Ashley smiles and puts her folder on the table.


NINE
MICHELLE


I can’t stop thinking about Ashley.

Stupid, smiling, happy-go-lucky Ashley.

And Brian grinning like an idiot, falling all over himself to let us all know how impressed he was with her performance during the seller interview.

So she closed one client. What’s the big deal? Last time I checked, he was supposed to be Brian’s client, so if anything, it was more his mistake than her success.

I don’t get why he’s acting like she’s some sort of prodigy.

One client doesn’t mean anything. Over all the years, I’ve been here, I’ve always overperformed. Every single year.

And yet, not once have I seen Brian look at me the way he’s looking at Ashley now.

The girl just started. Let’s not hand her the key to the city just yet. I want to see her work for it like the rest of us. Like how I worked for that Wilkinson deal. Half the night I stayed up, going back and forth between the Wilkinsons and the seller, trying to find a price everyone could agree upon.

It was after three AM when we finally settled on agreeable terms. I went to bed thinking it was a done deal. In my mind, I saw Brian so happy, congratulating me and awarding me the promotion. I earned it, after all.

No one else would’ve gone to the lengths I went to close that deal.

Only when I come in this morning, Brian tells me the Wilkinsons flipped their decision. Pulled out completely.

All that work, for nothing. The haggling back and forth, the spiking cortisol, the lost sleep. It was like the air was sucked out of my body completely, leaving me hollow and brittle.

No understanding from Brian.

No recognition of every minute of sleep and peace of mind I sacrificed to try and make it happen. Just that he expected me to do better. Winners win, losers don’t.

And now here he is showering Ashley with praise.

What about my effort? Where’s my praise?

I feel desolate. The bags beneath my eyes feel as though they weigh ten pounds each, my head pulling down toward my chest as I nod off in the car on the way back to my apartment. I need a glass of wine.

When I get home, it’s time to look over all the documents from the DeLuca appraisal today. A beautiful brownstone, though I think there are a few more things we can do in the doctor’s home to up the asking price. Higher price, higher commission.

I need a big win. A bounce-back win to show Brian just how valuable I really am.

When I get eight figures for this place, that’ll blot out any thought of Ashley’s small victory today. It’s going to take some time to fully evaluate all the competing properties and see where we stand, but it’ll be so worth it.

When the car rolls up to my building, I thank the driver and step out, feeling a stiff blast of cool night air hit my face. At least it stirs me from my exhausted stupor, reviving me a bit.

I remind myself this is what I was built for. One little setback will not stop Michelle Peterson.

As I push open the door to the apartment, I see John shrugging on a coat, looking like he’s about to head out.

“Hey,” he says, greeting me with a smile.

“Headed somewhere?” I ask.

John nods. “Trevor’s Robotics Club Meet is tonight, remember?”

A memory of John reminding me of the meet a week or so ago floats to mind. I nod and set down my purse on the counter.

“I’m sure he’d love to have you there to support him as well,” John says as he goes to the fridge.

Already I’m shaking my head. “Not tonight. The DeLuca appraisal was today. I’ve got to see where we fit into the market right now.”

John twists the cap of his mineral water and nods. “That’s that psychiatrist, right?”

I nod. “Yep. So this is a pretty big deal for Campbell Realty. I’ve got to give it everything I’ve got.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll make sure to take pictures of the meet to show you,” John says after taking a long drag of water.

“Sorry. Maybe next time,” I say again, reaching into the open refrigerator and wrapping my hand around the neck of the wine bottle.

I know he understands just what a big deal this sale is to the firm. Besides, it seems like Trevor has a Robotics meet practically every month. There’s only one Dr. DeLuca with a luxury home on the market. I’ll just make it to the next one.

After scooping a glass out of the cabinet, I’m headed for the office again. I shut the door behind me as Trevor comes down the stairs, his muffled conversation with John filtered by the door. I don’t pay attention, because I’m already slipping back into work mindset.

It’s my superpower, if I have one. Like the whole world just falls away, all that noise and chaos and confusion sliding like snow off a slanted roof when I focus on the task at hand. Hours melt away like minutes when I’m in the zone, studying every comparable property sold within the last year.

It’s what I do best. Positioning. Planning.

Just as I’m about to dive in, a new thought bubbles up to mind. Suddenly, I realize this is the solution to the Ashley issue, too.

Like selling a home, I just need to study her as well. Appraise her, figure out what she’s worth. Learn the ins and outs. Her strengths… and weaknesses.

Only then will I be able to give a proper valuation.

As I pour the first glass of wine of the night, I do so with a smile on my face, because I know exactly how to learn everything I need without ever raising Ashley’s suspicions.


TEN
ASHLEY


I’m a little surprised to see Michelle approaching my desk, but I’m glad, too.

I put down the jar of gummy bears I’ve started keeping in my desk drawer and wipe my hands.

Michelle has a smile on her face as she approaches, which is not something I’ve seen all that much of from anyone besides Brian, and he’s only smiling because I closed that client.

“Hey Ashley, have you taken your lunch break yet?” she asks.

I shake my head. “No, I haven’t.”

I’ve been bringing a bagged lunch to work to try and save money. Today I’ve got cold pesto pasta waiting for me along with some apple sauce and a cheese stick.

Michelle gestures to the door. “Come on—let’s go grab something. My treat.”

That’s all she needs to say—I’m out of my chair and abandoning my cold, slightly damp lunch in a heartbeat.

“Sure. I’d love to. Thanks.”

“I figure this’ll give us a chance to get to know each other a little better,” she says as we make our way to the elevator.

I’m all for it. While it’s nice to have Brian so enthused with me, I’m getting the sense that the rest of the team isn’t quite as happy for me.

This is really the first time someone has spoken to me from work without being required to, and that’s exciting.

It’s a very tense atmosphere at Campbell Realty, no matter how many times Brian insists it’s a family. It’d be really nice to have at least one person there I can trust.

I glance over at Michelle as we wait for the elevator.

“Congratulations on closing Mr. Wallace, by the way,” she says as the elevator doors ding open. “Not bad for your first day on the job.”

“Thanks,” I say with a sincere smile.

I was a little nervous that when word got around about the Wallace contract, the rest of the office might hate me or something, but it appears I’ve just earned their respect. Or their hostility.

Maybe that’s why they don’t want to talk to me—they now perceive me as a threat.

We step into the elevator together, and it starts descending to the first floor. I sneak a glance at Michelle beside me. She always looks so put together. It makes me a little self-conscious about the wrinkles in my skirt. My hands run down it to smooth it as we stand together.

“What do you think so far? Is it about what you expected?” she asks.

I hesitate for a moment. “Um, yeah, I’m liking it so far. I can definitely tell I’ll need to bring my A-game every day, that’s for sure.”

Michelle chuckles. “That’s certainly true. Brian keeps us on our toes, but you’ve got to remember, it’s all to make us better agents. He’ll push you until you think you might break, but later on you’ll realize he was just forcing you to grow.”

I nod silently, not exactly sure what to add to that. The elevator reaches the lobby and the doors draw open.

“Have you been to Bluetree Sushi? Incredible vegetable rolls,” Michelle says as we exit the elevator.

“I haven’t… I haven’t been to many restaurants here at all actually,” I say, shaking my head. “Just moved here a month ago.”

Michelle looks at me with interest. “Oh really? Where from?”

“Michigan,” I reply.

“But I’ve always had this dream of moving here, you know? Ever since I was a little girl. There’s just something about New York City that’s always intrigued me.”

A smile grows on Michelle’s face. “I know exactly what you mean. Even with how decentralized the world has become, it’s still somehow managed to retain this reputation as a place you can come to make something of yourself.”

“Exactly,” I say, pushing on the front door of the building and then holding it open for Michelle.

We step out onto the sidewalk, and are met with a stiff gust of wind that tousles my hair. A typical bleak spring day, but Michelle informs me Bluetree is only a couple blocks north of us. Her heels clack on the sidewalk as we go, our heads down against our chests to try and avoid the worst of the wind.

Soon enough we come upon the restaurant, with Michelle leading the way as we step inside together. I shrug off my coat and crane my neck to give the place a once-over. It’s the kind of establishment Mom and I would’ve simply walked by in favor of the fast food joint down the road, so it’s pretty cool to actually be dining in a place like this.

The ceiling is a shiny black, with wavy light beams suspended overhead. They give the whole room an oceanic quality, as if we’re below the water’s surface. We are guided to a dark wood table beside the windows by a waiter with slicked-back dark hair.

Michelle takes her seat, and I take one across from her.

“So, what made you decide to get into luxury real estate?” Michelle asks me.

I look up from the menu. “Well… I guess I’m drawn to it. Just feels like where I need to be at the moment, you know? And then I learned about Campbell Realty, and knew I had to apply,” I say.

“How long have you been at Campbell?” I ask her.

Michelle lifts an eyebrow as she thinks it over. “I’d just had my son, so that makes… almost thirteen years.”

“What’s your son’s name?” I ask, though I know the answer.

I remember reading her biography paragraph on the Campbell Realty website, but of course I’m not going to mention that. We seem to be getting along, so there’s no reason to do something that would weird her out.

“Trevor,” she says, and I almost think I detect a note of distaste when she does.

“Does he have any interest in real estate?” I ask.

Michelle scoffs. “Not a bit. You might say he takes after his father more than me.”

The waiter arrives at our table to fill our glasses with water and take our orders. I quickly scan the menu, looking over the sushi rolls for one I’m in the mood for.

“Try the cucumber one,” Michelle says.

“Okay, I’ll do the cucumber roll please,” I say, “and do you have any gluten-free soy sauce available? If not, no worries.”

The waiter says they do, and then steps away. I find Michelle looking at me, clearly with a question in mind.

“I’ve got Celiac Disease, which means I can’t have gluten,” I explain.

“My Mom had it too. Anything with wheat, barley or rye is a no go—and you’d be surprised how many different foods that sneaks into. Like my gummy bears at work, I have to get certain brands that don’t use glucose derived from wheat.”

Michelle looks apologetic. “I’m so sorry, I should’ve asked if you had any dietary restrictions before I picked this place, we can⁠—”

I shake her off. “No, this is great. Thanks again for asking me to grab lunch with you. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate someone making the effort.”

That seems to put her a little more at ease. Her shoulders lower, and the lines around her eyes relax.

“Happy to do it. Years ago when I started, I found myself wishing there was someone I could talk to or ask questions without feeling like it’d be used against me,” she says.

“I appreciate that. Thanks again,” I say.

Michelle smiles at me. “So, any questions? I know it can be pretty overwhelming when you’re first getting started. You can tell me anything.”


ELEVEN
BRIAN


It’s business as usual when I stroll into the office.

Outside it’s another gray, overcast day, but I’m not feeling it like I usually would. Although it’s slightly embarrassing to admit, I think it’s because I’ve got a crush.

Just a small one, and not one I’ll ever do anything about. But knowing I’m going to see Ashley at work does seem to make getting up at the crack of dawn a little easier. I’m spending a little longer in front of the mirror in the mornings too, studying my hairline and the suppleness of my skin.

I look fantastic for my age. In fact, I bet if you just met me on the street, you’d assume I was in my mid-twenties. Ashley’s twenty-two. It’s really not so crazy, right?

There I go again, getting ahead of myself. It’s a blessing and a curse, being a person with a mind so bent toward the future.

On one hand, it’s brilliant in business scenarios—long-term vision comes easily to me. Even when Campbell Realty was just me, I always saw it as more, even when no one else did.

In situations that do not rely solely on my input though, I’ve learned the hard way that my forward-thinking doesn’t translate as well. Something about introducing another mind with its own visions for the future seems to mess it all up.

More than ever lately, I’ve become aware that I don’t have complete say in what’s going to happen, as irritating as that is. So, at least for now, I’ve got to keep this Ashley crush thing under wraps. Let her make the first move.

Running a hand through my hair, I step up to Steph’s desk and accept the coffee she offers me.

“Good morning,” she says as she hands it over.

“It is a good morning, isn’t it?” I say with a smile, lifting my head to survey my domain.

Most of my people are already in their seats early, which I love to see. This is definitely a work-hard, play-hard office, but the work comes first of course.

There’s something incredibly energy-boosting about seeing people already at it. Just goes to show how well I’ve done in running this place. Everyone here knows that to succeed, that little bit of extra effort needs to be put in every day. I’ve taught them well.

There’s Ashley, standing by the photocopier with her back to me. She’s got another skirt on today, showing off those stunning legs, and it takes some willpower to turn away and refocus on Steph in front of me.

“Steph, go ahead and send Ashley in once she’s settled in, okay?” I say.

Steph nods, and I head into my corner office. There’s that beautiful view I love. How can anyone not be impressed by a view like that?

Landing in my seat, I take a deep breath and steele myself for the day. I’ve still got a job to do here.

Today should be a pretty busy day for me, running all over the city. Too bad it looks so crummy out there. Would’ve been nice to feel some sun on my face for a change around here. These first few months of the year are always such a slog in New York, though these last few days, noticeably less so. Finally starting to turn the corner, weather-wise.

While I’m waiting for Ashley to come in, I go ahead and pop in a breath mint from the container in my desk drawer. The sharp mintiness of it helps to focus my thoughts, pulling me away from the cityscape and back into the office.

There’s a gentle knock on the glass, and I turn around in my chair.

“Come in,” I say to Ashley.

Right away, I’m getting the sense that something is bothering her. That’s what being a good boss is all about—getting a read on your employees. And right now, as Ashley takes a seat in the chair in front of me, I can tell something’s on her mind.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, drawing my eyebrows together to show I really care.

“Nothing’s wrong, I’m fine,” she says, but her voice is pitched just a little bit higher than it usually sounds.

She thinks I’ll be mad at her for admitting something’s wrong, bless her. If it were someone else, maybe, but not her.

“No I can see something’s bothering you,” I prod. “It’s okay, I won’t be mad. What’s up?”

Ashley lowers her shoulders, looking defeated.

“I… something’s wrong with my work laptop. It was totally fine yesterday, and then I show up today and it’s like, freaking out,” she says.

I nod, glancing out at the company floor. I almost wonder if one of those vipers did something to this girl’s computer out of spite.

“I don’t know what I did wrong,” she finishes.

“I’m sure it’s not your fault,” I say with a sympathetic shake of my head.

“We’ll get someone up here to fix it right away, okay? And listen, in the meantime, why don’t you just use mine?”

Ashley’s eyes jerk up to my face in surprise. “Really?”

I can tell that my offer meant something to her. Good job, Brian. Way to show her what a great boss you really are.

Seeing the change in her demeanor, I nod, encouraged. “Sure thing. I’ll be out of the office most of the day anyway.”

Her smile is radiant, warming my chest. “Wow, thanks so much. That’s really kind of you,” she says.

“Happy to do it,” I say, and I actually mean it.

I slide my laptop across the desk to her, smiling at her as she steps out again. I lean back in my chair, relishing in my good deed.

I am kind, aren’t I? It feels good to be the hero. A protector. Not like the rest of the people here, who’re probably looking at Ashley through slitted eyes while venom drips from their incisors.

That’s what being a boss is all about, isn’t it? Looking out for those you’re in charge of.

And I am a good boss. One you can trust. One you might even want to spend time outside of work with.

My sense of satisfaction is suddenly sliced in half by my phone’s shrill ringtone. Stirring, I reach into my pocket to see who’s calling.

When I see it’s from Edward, my lawyer, my heart sinks, the happiness of the past few moments draining out of me like water in a toilet.


TWELVE
MICHELLE


Brian claps his hands, bringing all eyes to him as he comes to a stop at the head of the conference room table.

Right away I notice he looks slightly… off. There’s a sheen of sweat across his forehead that I rarely ever see. He runs a hand through his hair, adjusting it even though it’s already perfect.

After a second, he smiles. Though he smiles just as brightly as usual, I’ve known him long enough to tell that it’s straining ever-so-slightly this morning. I wonder what’s going on.

“Good morning, team,” he starts.

Heads nod as a few people murmur a good morning in reply. He still hasn’t taken his seat. Instead, he looks out at us, eyes roving over the entirety of the room before he speaks again.

“I know there’s been a lot of chatter about the broker position over the last few weeks,” he starts.

I find myself sitting up a little straighter, any residual tiredness suddenly whisked away. A chair creaks to my right as someone else sits up straighter, too. My heart beats a little faster. Is he about to announce it?

Brian can tell he’s got us all enraptured, savoring it for another moment. Whatever had him slightly off-kilter earlier has been replaced by his usual charisma.

“And unfortunately, no one has shown the initiative I expected, or hoped for,” he continues, making my eyebrows thread together.

What’s he getting at? Grace and Marcus look around, confused. Brian waits another beat, and then comes to a stop with his thighs against the edge of the table.

“So here’s what I’ve decided. With no clear frontrunner for the position, I’ve determined that it will be decided by contest. Over the next month, the highest performing agent will receive the promotion. Clean slate, all or nothing. You’re going to prove to me how much you want it,” Brian says.

I blink, digesting the information. All around me, I see questions forming in the minds of my coworkers, though all seem apprehensive to ask them. Finally Marcus raises an unsure hand.

“Marcus, go ahead,” Brian says with a nod.

“And all agents are eligible for the contest?” he asks.

The question makes me want to smirk, though I don’t. Marcus is one of the lowest performers in the office.

“All agents,” Brian says with another flashy grin.

Then it hits me. What he’s saying. All agents includes Ashley— brand-new-baby-bird Ashley who hasn’t even been here a week.

A tight knot of fury begins to tighten in my stomach, and I have real trouble keeping it off my face as heads nod around me.

Ashley’s nodding too, like all of this is completely normal, like it’s fair. The girl is twenty-two years old, for crying out loud.

Licking my lips, I adjust my position in my seat to try and let off a little steam.

Brian is speaking again.

“Prove to me that you’re worthy of being a broker here,” he says.

“Show me what this job means to you, and you’ll be rewarded. It all starts with the gala later this week. Now, let’s go over what’s on the docket for today. Patrick?”

I’m hardly paying attention as it goes down the table, each person listing off their day’s activities.

A decade of working for Campbell Realty, and here I am in competition with people who’ve been here less than year for the same job. People that don’t deserve it nearly as much as me.

I know I swung and missed with the Wilkinsons, and that Brian has always been a hard-driver, but this feels downright Machiavellian.

He’s really going to leave the fate of the promotion up to some one-month contest?

When it gets to be my turn to share, I manage to mumble out something semi-coherent, and thankfully everyone nods and moves on. There’s a few more people to my left who each speak, and then we’re dismissed from the meeting.

As we file out of the room, there’s more than the usual amount of conversation taking place. Everyone is buzzing with the energy of the contest. The highest stakes. All of them are acting like this is something good, something we should be happy about. I just want to scream.

I land with a huff back at my desk. Marcus glances up at me.

“What’s wrong with you?” he asks.

I stare at him.

“A company-wide contest for the position, open to everyone? I mean, are you kidding me? Ashley hasn’t even been here a week,” I say.

Marcus shrugs. “So what? If anything, that helps us. A person with a week’s experience has no chance, right?”

I watch as a smirk grows at the edges of his mouth. “Unless you’re feeling threatened. You really think Ashley’s gonna beat you?”

“No. Of course not,” I say stiffly, and that’s the end of the conversation.

Marcus shrugs and spins around, wheeling his chair to face his laptop again. That’s what I get for trying to have any sort of actual conversation with him, the empty suit. He probably feels like this is his opportunity, and that’s most likely the exact reaction Brian wants and expects.

Clearly, Marcus isn’t experiencing the same sense of indignation that I am. Am I overreacting? I think about it for a moment before deciding I’m not. And it isn’t because I feel threatened by Ashley, as Marcus put it.

The idea makes me scoff. As if she could possibly win. There’s just no way she could. Not possible.

Unless…

The thoughts whirl through my head like mini-twisters, eating up everything in their path until I’m sitting there stewing in a vat of bitterness, irritation riding my nerves.

Ashley shouldn’t even be a part of this competition. She hasn’t even begun to earn her spot yet.

She hasn’t spent all those long nights spent agonizing over deals. Haggling with sellers and buyer’s agents alike. The lost time with family, my husband. Dinners spent locked in my office pouring over listing details.

That’s real sacrifice. True commitment.

Ashley’s done none of that. I’ll bet up to this point in her very short life, it’s been all smooth sailing. Just drifting from one thing to another, coasting by on smooth skin and pretty smiles alone.

No thoughts in her head of what it really takes to succeed—just some vague childish idea of wanting to be “successful” without even knowing what that truly means.

Has she wanted this since she was nine? Has she sacrificed her body, her relationships, her sanity like I have?

I know she hasn’t. And that’s how I know she doesn’t deserve to be in the contest with me.

Then an idea crests over the horizon of my mind. One that puts me more at ease instantly, lowering my shoulders and my pulse at the same time.

Perhaps something could be done to ensure she has no chance of winning, seeing as really, she shouldn’t even be playing the game.


THIRTEEN
ASHLEY


I let out a shriek as a flame licks up from the stovetop.

Marbles’s head pops up at the sharp noise, his big eyes watching me intently as I try and recover my dignity while placing the pan back over the eye.

You don’t really realize until you get your own place how much work it takes to prepare a decent meal for yourself. Brian let me off a little earlier than usual today, as he was out dealing with clients.

I’m taking this as my chance to treat myself to a proper home-cooked meal, though I’m quickly coming to understand that it’s not as easy as Mom made it look. Regardless, all this effort is going to pay off, because just about anything I manage to make is better than microwave ramen.

With the stove eye under control again, I start mixing the ingredients for Mom’s homemade pasta sauce recipe into the pan. On the eye to my right, the pot of water begins to bubble, letting me know it’s time to put in the pasta.

I reach for the box of gluten-free pasta. Pretty annoying that the only version I can safely eat is so much more expensive than wheat pasta, but I digress.

Marbles lets out a meow behind me, drawing my eyes over to him.

“Don’t worry sir, your meal should be out shortly,” I say to him.

What a tough customer he is. Once the pasta noodles are into the water, it returns to a simmer. Then I’m delving back into the fridge for the open can of wet cat food—the good stuff.

If I’m dining fancy tonight, so will he. Marbles’s head pops up again. He knows exactly what I’ve got in my hand, and he gracefully leaps from the couch arm to the floor before bounding over to me.

He moves between my legs with a purr, suddenly my best friend, as I pry off the aluminum lid, being as careful as possible not to cut my thumb on the sharp edge as I’m prone to do.

I dump the food into his bowl, and he’s all over it, wolfing it down like he’s never been fed in his entire life.

I’ve been watching him for a few seconds before I realize the pasta water is overflowing the lip of the pot, sizzling on the hot eye and sending spattered hot droplets skittering across the stovetop.

Letting out another shriek, I rush to grab hold of the pot handles and pour out some of the boiling water into the sink.

And this is just one simple little meal. Mom has my eternal respect for flawlessly executing hundreds of delicious dishes over the years. With that minor crisis averted, I return the pot to the stove to allow the pasta to continue cooking.

Aside from the current dinner situation, I’m actually feeling pretty decent about everything else right now. Ever since I closed that seller contract on my first day, Brian’s been my number one fan.

He seems almost too eager to help me, which really isn’t something I can complain about I guess.

Plus, I really feel like I connected with Michelle over lunch. It was really kind of her to offer the olive branch like that and take me under her wing as an older and more experienced agent.

So yeah, I guess things are actually going pretty well so far. Maybe this whole thing won’t be nearly as hard as I initially feared.

Yes, it’s a tense workplace, with just about everyone there interested in everyone else’s business, but I can find my footing. I know I can. I’ve just got to keep believing in myself and in my vision for the future.

When dinner is finally ready, I eat at the tiny desk against the back wall that serves double-duty as my dinner table. It’s probably only fifteen inches wide, just big enough for a laptop or a plate of food. It’s all I have room for. Anything larger, and I’d have a tough time moving around the apartment.

It works for me—I really wasn’t planning on having guests over anyway. I’ve got a mission here, a job that needs to be done. And it’s going to take everything, like Michelle said.

If I’m going to achieve what I want to, I don’t have time for dating or friends right now, really. All of that can come later.

The meal is actually pretty tasty, which makes me glad. When I close my eyes, savoring the sauce, for a moment it actually feels like Mom made it. I’m a little girl again, my hair braided. Before everything went wrong.

Back when we were happy—even Mom, if you can believe it. The nostalgia of the taste in my mouth slowly fades from my mind as I open my eyes to take another bite.

Thinking of Mom’s smile is a good reminder of why I’m even here in the first place. I’m not just doing this for me. I’m doing this for both of us.

After dinner, I wash all the pots and pans and plates and then land on the couch with a satisfied sigh. Marbles comes right up to me, cozying himself against my side.

The two of us lie there in a peaceful silence as I listen to the muffled hum of the city outside. It never really seems to stop, but I like that. Everyone has somewhere to go, something to do. There’s an undercurrent of movement that inspires me to keep moving, too.

I wash my face and go through my nighttime skin routine, and then it’s time for bed. It’ll be another early day in the office tomorrow, so I want to try and get as much sleep as I can manage.

Marbles jumps up into the bed with me, curling up at the base of it near my feet as he always does. I reach up to turn out the light.

After wishing him a soupy, muddled goodnight thanks to my retainer, I plug my work phone into the charger and shut my eyes.

Ringggggggggggggg, ringgggggggggggg.

The harsh notes of the phone’s ringtone yank me from the black abyss of sleep with a jolt. Blinking hard, it takes me a second or two to understand what’s happening.

That’s my work phone, buzzing and ringing on the nightstand.

Hurriedly I pull out my retainer, a line of saliva drawing out from my mouth to the dental device. I don’t recognize the number, but it’s my work phone, so it’s someone from the office.

The phone’s clock tells me it’s two in the morning. I don’t know what they could possibly want from me at this hour, but Brian explicitly instructed me to always keep the ringer on in case of work emergency.

“Hello?” I say into the phone, my voice sounding groggy.

Fuzzy white spots dance across my vision as I rub my eye. The socket feels sore. Marbles doesn’t look pleased at having his slumber interrupted either.

“Hello there,” a mechanical voice chimes through the speaker, “I am calling you today about your car’s extended⁠—”

I hang up, shaking my head. It’s some spam call. Somehow they got ahold of my work phone number.

Letting out a sigh, I reach for my retainer to pop it back in. I’m trying now to get my cortisol to lower and my heart to slow back down so I can return to sleep. Here I was, gearing up for some imminent disaster at work, and it’s just some robo-voice trying to sell me something.

“Sorry fella,” I say to Marbles, who’s still watching me.

His eyes glint in the dim light of the room. With my retainer back in, I lower my head back to my pillow and close my eyes. I don’t know how long it takes, but eventually I’m able to drift back to sleep—only to be awakened by that horrible ringtone once again.

I bolt awake with a gasp, eyes flicking around the room as I come online amid the screeching noises coming from my phone. There’s a soft golden light filtering in from the window, meaning it’s right about dawn.

Reaching for the phone again, I see another number I don’t recognize on the screen. Part of me doesn’t want to answer, given what just happened a few hours prior… but then I think about the look of disapproval on Brian’s face if I didn’t pick up when he needed me to. That would totally derail all the progress I’ve made at work so far.

So, against my better judgement, I remove my retainer again and hit the button to take the call.

There’s a second of silence, and then a robotic voice. “Hello…I am calling today to⁠—”

Another spam call. This time, I groan aloud and slam the phone down to the bedcovers. My sleep has been totally shattered by this, and I know I’m going to feel it later today.

Letting out a huff of air, I shove my retainer back into my mouth and throw myself at my pillow. It’s even harder to go to sleep this time, because I’m already anticipating and dreading the exhaustion I’m going to feel.

Those thoughts become a self-fulfilling prophecy, because I am indeed a zombie when I pull myself out of bed a little while later when my alarm goes off. I don’t feel refreshed at all—more like run-over.

I need my sleep, always have.

The rough night makes it harder to stay positive this morning, sort of dampening the good vibes I was feeling last night after work. Instead of being fired up for the workday, I feel drained and beat down.

But as exhausted as I am, I can’t let it get to me.

I’ve just got to find a way to keep going, to keep positive.


FOURTEEN
BRIAN


I lower the phone from my ear and slip it into my pocket, feeling slightly ill.

That was my lawyer again. Edward told me he just spoke with Grace’s lawyer, and the amount of settlement money she’s asking for is just… nauseating.

My hand comes up to my forehead, which suddenly feels damp. The nightclub we always go to stands in front of me. I walked across the street so I could hear my attorney, but the dull thump of the bass will not be defeated.

It seeps from the club’s walls and drifts over to me, even at this distance. Ryan and Chad are still inside, probably having a ball talking up that group of hot women that approached us.

I should be down there with them, living it up, dancing wild and free.

Instead I had to excuse myself and come out here to field a phone call from my exorbitantly expensive lawyer.

I shut my eyes and rub my face, the phone conversation replaying in my head as I do. Even just the echo of his words makes my sweat glands start working overtime. I just want all of this to go away.

No, that’s not right. I wish none of it had ever happened in the first place.

That stupid Christmas Party. Why did I have to have so much to drink?

I thought for sure she was into me, too. Sure, we’d only known each other a couple of months, but I really felt like we’d connected. All that time in the office, you know?

Hours upon hours working in close proximity to each other. Sharing lunches, having great conversations. Plus, I swear I caught her checking me out at least a couple of times.

And can you blame me for thinking she was, really?

I’m successful, handsome, and still have a full head of hair. I wouldn’t fault her for looking, not one bit.

I think back on all those times I spouted off to Ryan about Grace, telling him how special I thought she was.

Boy, was I wrong about that. What I should’ve done was not tell him a thing, kept it all to myself. Would’ve saved me from this humiliation.

He loves to bring it up, the smug prick. Probably gives him some miserable little sense of satisfaction, because I’m so much more successful than he is.

It’s all he’s got, and I shouldn’t care what he says, but I have to admit, it gets to me. It forces me to relive memories I hate. That night at the party, shoveling shots into my mouth like a moron and going up to her when she was alone.

So much for being holly jolly. Here I am almost a year later, still dealing with this mess.

I readily admit I should’ve never fired her afterwards. That was just dumb. Not a smart long-term move.

I thought I had covered myself by waiting a couple weeks before doing it and giving some other excuse as to why she was being let go. Looking back on it, I guess it was still pretty obvious.

But her rejection stung, so could anyone really blame me for not wanting to see her face at work every day and for feeling like I wanted to get back at her?

Now Edward’s throwing around words like harassment, and retaliation.

Words that make my stomach turn. Any of that sort of thing hits the news, and I’m in big trouble, whether it’s true or not. Appearance matters—and reputation is a part of that. So I guess I’ll just have to fork over what Edward’s telling me I have to pay.

So stupid.

It’s not even the amount that bothers me really. I have the money—or I will, once I move some things around.

It’s the last thing I want to do, because you know what a settlement means? It means admitting I lost, and I don’t do that.

I’m a winner. My father says it, my mother says it. Everyone who’s ever met me knows that I’m the guy that doesn’t lose. Now here I am on the losing side just because I got drunk and made a pass at an underling at an office party?

There’s no winning here. If I concede, it’s like admitting I’m guilty. Grace wins, and I lose. If I don’t pay up, it goes to court, and the media will have a field day with it. Lose-lose.

It’s a situation I just cannot accept. Brian Campbell is not a guy who just takes things sitting down. Maybe a lesser person, but not me. Not someone with this much greatness inside of them.

There’s got to be some way out of this, something I haven’t considered yet.

After all, isn’t that what I’ve always done? I find a way to win even in winless situations. It’s just who I am.

So no, I won’t just hang my head in defeat.

Edward thinks there isn’t any other way out of this, but he’s wrong. Sounds to me like he just doesn’t have what it takes, and I suppose that makes sense. He’s not willing to go all the way, to do the hard things.

To him, this is just another case. Picking up my phone again, I shoot him a quick text, informing him that I’m firing him.

A group of drunk people stagger by me, wailing some song totally off-key. If I were in a better mood, I’d probably join them. Not tonight, though, because I’m switching into battle-mode.

My phone buzzes with a call from Edward, which I send directly to voicemail. I don’t want to hear from him anymore. He just doesn’t get it.

Recommending that I settle. Ridiculous. Doesn’t he know who I am?

This is the guy who’s spent the last decade plus of his life building something from nothing. Never taking no for an answer, from anyone.

Not even Father, when he initially refused to give me the starter capital to found the company. Somehow, some way, I find a way. Always have, and will continue to do so.

I will do whatever it takes to win, because of one simple, immutable fact—I refuse to lose.

Apparently that’s something Grace didn’t understand about me, but she most certainly will.


FIFTEEN
MICHELLE


I really shouldn’t be doing this.

Like, this is bad. The kind of thing that you see a person do in a movie or TV show and think, what’s wrong with them?

Well, my only excuse is that Ashley should’ve given up by now. All those middle-of-the-night phone calls over the past couple days, and still not so much as a single complaint from her.

She continues to show up at the office on time, ready to work. I was hoping that would be enough to get her to quit, but she isn’t giving up.

So really, this is her fault.

She’s making me do this, even though I don’t want to. I look down at the bag of gummy bears in my hand, the plastic package crinkling in my grip.

When we went out for lunch, Ashley mentioned that she has to eat gluten-free, as she has Celiac disease.

The brand of gummy bears I’m holding uses glucose syrup derived from wheat.

The car pulls to a stop in front of the building, lurching to a halt. My stomach goes with it. If I do this, I could really hurt her. Ashley’s been nothing but kind to me thus far.

Her only fault is she’s in my way.

I shut my eyes for a second, my heart pulsing. If I go forward with this, there won’t be any going back. This is crossing a line, and I know it. Celiac is no joke. She could get really sick.

Then again, if I don’t… do I really want to leave my entire future up to chance?

My thoughts shift to the promotion, the reason I’m even entertaining this idea in the first place. The job I’ve had my sights on for the last decade, from the moment I stepped foot into the office at Campbell Realty. My dream.

Ashley should’ve just quit. If she had, I wouldn’t need to go to these lengths, because right now, she’s in the way of my dream.

If she were to win this contest… I can’t even entertain the thought, no matter how remote a possibility it might be. That promotion is mine. I’m the one who’s earned it.

Brian did say he wants us to show him how badly we want it. Well Brian, here you go. I open the car door and step out onto the sidewalk, slipping the bag of gummy bears into my purse. My heels click against the cement of the sidewalk for a moment before I reach the front door and pull it open.

My heart is beating fast. I’m always early for work, but I’m especially early today because I want to get this done before anyone in the office sees me.

In and out. Done. That’s how it has to be.

I blink away the anxiety rising in my chest as I stride through the lobby, feeling as if all eyes are on me.

They aren’t. I know they aren’t. Just get into the elevator and get upstairs. This whole thing will take less than a minute, and then that will be that.

The doors ding open, and I step inside. A man steps onto the elevator with me, giving me a polite nod which I return.

We ride up in silence, the floors flashing by like the thoughts in my mind. I’ve planned this out perfectly, I know I have. This is going to work.

It’s not like it’s going to kill her or anything… right? I’m only going to slip a few of these gluten gummy bears into the jar with her gluten-free ones.

Believe me, I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this, but the gala is today. Dozens and dozens of the wealthiest homeowners in the city will be there, looking to make connections.

Whoever gets the most contacts today will have a serious leg up in this competition, and I can’t leave anything to chance. I just need her out of commission for today, just for a few hours. Give her a stomach ache or whatever reaction it is she clearly wants to avoid.

A few gummy bears, that’s all.

The doors ding open on Campbell’s floor, and I step out.

This is it. I’m early enough that the office is completely empty, with not even Steph visible through the glass panels.

Pulling on the door, I slip inside a moment later. I’m completely breathless as I make my way to Ashley’s desk. My thoughts are screaming inside my head, urging me to run, to go faster. Just get it done. No more thinking—just do it.

There’s her desk. I come to a stop in front of it, rolling aside her chair to get at the drawer where she keeps the jar of gummy bears. There it is.

My fingers are soaked in sweat, slipping a bit as I unscrew the lid. There are only a handful left inside.

Where did I put that bag of gummy bears?

I’ve got so much adrenaline coursing through me, my hands tremble as I search for them. I manage to grip the bag but pull way too hard when opening it, sending a flurry of gummy bears raining down into my purse.

A problem for later. Just grab a couple and put them in. Do it now—now.

Think of the promotion. The dream. All of it starts right now, with this singular action. I take a step closer to everything I’ve ever wanted by doing this right here, right now.

My fingertips close around a loose gummy bear in my purse and then I’ve dropped it into the jar with the others.

It looks identical to all the rest. Hurriedly I get the lid screwed back on and then place the jar back into the drawer and push it shut.

No sooner have I done that than I hear the sound of the office door coming open.

Someone’s here.

I turn around… and lock eyes with Ashley.

My breath catches in my throat as I look at her, feeling like an escaped convict caught in a prison spotlight.

And then Ashley smiles at me.

“Hi Michelle,” she says with her usual sweetness.

She doesn’t know anything. I force a smile of my own, sliding farther away from her desk as she approaches.

“Hey, Ashley. I was just looking to see if you had a copy of the RSVP list for tonight. Mine has disappeared, and I was too embarrassed to ask Steph to print me another one,” I say, the lie rolling out even smoother than I expected.

There was a brief moment where I thought I was caught dead to rights. That moment has passed, and my brain is now functioning as normal once again.

Ashley reaches the desk and drops her satchel bag on top of it.

“Here, you can make a copy of mine. Brought it home last night to do some research,” she says, her hand coming out of the bag with the paper.

She offers it to me with another smile, and then a wink. “And I won’t tell anyone you lost your copy.”

“Thanks a bunch,” I reply, taking the papers from her.

I begin to walk away, my heart still thumping hard in my chest. I did it, I really just did that.

Behind me, I can hear Ashley unpacking her bag as she gets set up for the day. I don’t turn around, instead making my way calmly to the photocopier.

I’ve got my sheets with me at my desk, but I’ve got to keep up appearances. As the sheets Ashley lent me are being copied, people start to file into the office one by one. There’s none of the usual morning stupor present, I notice. Everyone is buzzing with energy because of the expo.

That makes my throat close a little, and finally I sneak a glance over my shoulder at Ashley. She’s seated, with her laptop open in front of her. Then my eyes drift to her left hand, which is pulling the gummy bear jar from the drawer.

It lands with a clink on the desk, the noise accompanying a pang in my chest.

The guilt is absolutely eating away at me—-Ashley has been absolutely nothing but kind to me, and this is my response? She doesn’t deserve something like this.

Then I steel myself, inhaling through my nose. She might not deserve it, but this is war, a war for my dreams. And in any war, there will inevitably be casualties.

Unfortunately for Ashley, today that’s her.

Despite all my bravado, I still feel a lump forming in my throat as she begins to unscrew the lid to the jar, her focus still on the laptop in front of her.

She has absolutely no idea, no one does.

Ashley gets the lid off and places it down on her desktop. I feel a slight prickle on my skin as I watch her while pretending not to.

My breath feels trapped in my chest, the seconds ticking by in agony.

Then she reaches inside.


SIXTEEN
ASHLEY


Shoot. I’m nearly out of gummy bears.

Once I polish off these last few, that’s the last of the bag. I’ll need to remember to get a new bag on the way home from work. My fingers wiggle deep down into the jar, brushing against the top of the first gummy bear, just out of reach.

My fingers aren’t long enough. High shelves and long containers are the bane of my existence as a short girl. Whatever. I can just shake them out onto my palm.

“Good morning Ashley, did you—ooh, gummy bears,” Brian says as he comes up to my desk.

He grins.

“You’re new here, so I can forgive you for not knowing about this, but there’s actually a gummy bear boss tax here at Campbell Realty,” he says with faux-seriousness.

I look down at the jar, at the last few delicious gummy candies inside.

“You know what? Why don’t you just finish the jar? There’s only a few left,” I say, offering it to him.

His eyebrows shoot up in excitement. “Really?”

I smile, hoping this will score me major points. “Be my guest.”

Brian snatches the jar from me and knocks out a couple into his palm before popping them into his mouth.

He lets out a small moan of approval at the taste, and then nods down at me.

“Making all the right moves, Ms. Jacobs,” he says as he walks away.

Looking back toward my computer, I try not to let my pleasure be too obvious. It’s not closing another client, but any little thing I can do to get into Brian’s good graces won’t hurt.

As I refocus on my laptop screen, I can’t help but feel like someone is looking at me. Glancing to my right, I see Michelle watching me, and give her a small wave.

After a moment she smiles and waves back, and then we both get back to it.

Today is a very big day around here. Apparently, Campbell Realty hosts this charity gala event every year, and it’s become something of a must-attend event for the city's upper echelon.

Hopefully my dress is appropriate. Maybe I’ll ask Michelle what she’s planning to wear and then adjust accordingly, since I know she’ll show up looking the right way.

But all of that is later today. For now, I’m going to continue reading up on the guests that RSVP’d so I can make a gameplan for how I’m going to approach them.

There is a lot riding on tonight, and it seems like everyone in the office is feeling it. It’s usually pretty quiet in here in the mornings, but this is a preternatural silence we’ve descended into, like professional athletes before the big game.

All of us know what’s at stake tonight.

I look up at Brian, who’s just finishing off the last of the gummy bears while he looks out at the city. He seems deep in thought, probably about the gala tonight.

Patrick lowers himself to his desk chair across from me. I notice he’s gotten a haircut and appears much more bronzed today than yesterday.

Clearly, everyone is taking this extremely seriously, and appearance matters, as Brian likes to say.

I’m suddenly nervous about my dress for tonight. Is it nice enough? Maybe I should’ve straightened my hair today, too.

I was so exhausted I slept through my first alarm and didn’t have time after my shower.

With the gala being right after work, I won’t have time to shower again and redo it. I’ll have just enough time to change clothes and touch up my makeup if I want to make it to the event by start time—which is of course what Brian expects of us.

When work ends, everyone heads out at once, all of us rushing to get home and get ready for the gala. I jog to catch up to Michelle, who’s striding rapidly toward the elevator banks.

“Hey, Michelle,” I say, drawing her attention, “can I talk to you about tonight?”

“Sure, what’s up?” she asks.

I scratch my arm. “I just wanted to ask what kind of dress you were planning on wearing.”

She shrugs. “Hmm… nothing too fancy, really. Just a nice dress would work.”

Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my phone. I’ve got a picture of the cocktail dress I’m planning to wear in my photo gallery.

“So something like this would be fine?” I ask.

She glances down at my phone, and then smiles. “I think that’ll look great.”

I smile, feeling relief wash over me. “Okay, good. Thanks a lot.”

“No problem,” she says as we step into the elevator.

“Will your husband and son be at the gala tonight? I’d like to meet them,” I say.

“John will be there, but my son won’t. Not really his scene,” Michelle replies.

A couple more guys get on the elevator a few floors down, nodding politely to us. I look up at the ceiling of the elevator car, which provides a dull reflection of all of us from above. My tousled hair seems even more obvious from that angle, making me sweat a little.

Maybe I should take the time to straighten it after all. Maybe no one will notice if I’m a teensy bit late to the gala.

“Should I straighten my hair?” I ask Michelle, “I saw Patrick came in with a new haircut. I just want to do well at this thing.”

“You’ll do fine,” Michelle says with a shake of her head. “Really, it’s not that big of a deal. Just a chance for us to meet potential clients. And I like your hair better natural like that.”

“Really?” I hate the insecurity I hear in my own voice.

“Really,” she says with a smile. “It suits you.”

“Thanks.” I nod and try to tamper down the tightness of the anxiety in my gut.

Michelle says this thing tonight is not a big deal, but that’s probably because she’s done this a dozen times before.

This is my first time, and I want to make sure I do everything right.

When I get home, I rush inside and shuck off my clothes, dressing quickly and choosing a nice pair of earrings and a bracelet I hope goes well with the outfit.

Standing in front of the cheap full-length mirror on the door, I get a look at the complete picture. The dress fits me well, something that makes me feel a little better.

Always easier to feel more confident when you know you’re looking good.

Speaking of which, I hurry to the bathroom to brush my teeth and touch up my makeup, reapplying undereye concealer to the lovely dark circles I’ve developed thanks to the incessant all-night phone calls.

Marbles pops into the bathroom for a quick hello, his head pushing against the door to force entry.

“Why hello sir,” I say, glancing down.

Then I ask, “Why don’t you have your suit on? We’re about to leave.”

Marbles just looks up at me, his face blank as he meows. I roll my eyes. What a drama queen.

“No excuses,” I say to him.

Looking at my hair in the mirror, I grimace. It’s even wilder looking than it was when I left for work today, but it’s going to have to do. I literally don’t have time for the painstaking process of straightening it or even to apply the curling iron.

Staring myself right in the eyes, I tell my reflection, “You’re perfect—just as you are. Your hair is going to be just right for tonight.”

Okay, now to work on believing it.

Before I leave my apartment, I dump the contents of my purse into an evening bag, keeping a close eye on the clock. With the location of my apartment, I’m no doubt much farther away from the event venue than my co-workers are. I’ve got to get moving.

I stick my phone inside the purse and give my customary goodbye salute to Marbles before stepping out of the apartment.

Once back in Manhattan, I walk quickly to the address on my phone. The subway trains weren’t exactly on time. Would’ve been much faster in my sneakers than these heels, but this little evening bag wasn’t going to hold a change of footwear, so I just do my best.

The maps app on my phone indicates I’ve arrived at my destination, and I tilt my head to look up at the building in front of me. This is the place alright.

It’s one of the most beautiful buildings I’ve ever seen, its facade cut from slabs of stone interspersed with golden windows going all the way up the sides. The place just screams high-class.

Adjusting my dress beneath my jacket, I start up the steps to the doors.

A man in a tuxedo is walking up the sidewalk. I stare at him for a second, feeling my heart begin to beat a little faster. Is he going to the same place I’m going?

I reach the steps, my heels clicking against the stone as I climb them, eyes flicking around me at the rest of the attendees.

There’s a woman in a floor-length dress. A ballgown. The man on her arm is wearing a tuxedo with a long overcoat.

I pause, my heart hammering against my ribs. I thought Michelle said my dress would be fine, but I’m feeling like I’m totally underdressed here.

A doorman pulls on the oversized door with a polite nod. I step inside quickly, my pulse still pounding inside my head.

More formal dresses. All the women look like they’re headed to the Oscars, and here I am dressed for patio drinks. I want to wilt.

I’m afraid to take off my jacket, so I remain standing awkwardly in the lobby area as party-goers mill around about me. A trickle of classical piano music meets my ears, though it’s mostly masked by a dull murmur of conversation.

A little voice inside me tells me they’re all talking about me, the underdressed girl with the unkempt hair.

My eyes flick across the room and settle on Michelle, who’s also wearing a floor-length gown. It’s jet black and clearly expensive. She looks positively regal.

I stalk toward her, my cheeks beet red no doubt based on the heat of them.

“Ashley, there you are,” she says, turning toward me with a smile.

I flash a smile in return, but don’t feel it. To my surprise, she pulls me in for a quick hug.

“I’m totally underdressed for this. You just said to wear a nice dress,” I say, feeling totally exposed.

She looks me up and down. “And you did. That is a nice dress. You look fantastic, really.”

“But this event is like, really formal,” I say, eyes darting around.

I would’ve gotten something fancier to wear if I’d known this was the level of formality expected tonight.

“Oh, relax. It’s not like there’s a dress code,” Michelle says. “Everyone’s just wearing whatever.”

Easy for her to say, since she fits right in. I find myself tugging at the bottom hem of my dress, as if by doing so, I’ll magically unfurl another couple feet of fabric length.

“Ashley, I want you to meet my husband, John. John, this is Ashley, the newest member of the Campbell family,” Michelle says.

Wiping one of my sweaty palms against my dress, I lift it to shake her husband’s hand. He’s a few inches taller than Michelle with neatly cropped brown hair and stress-induced wrinkles that make me think he’s probably younger than he looks.

“Nice to meet you, Ashley,” he says as we shake.

“Nice to meet you too. Michelle’s told me a lot about you, so it’s great to finally meet,” I say.

John smiles, though it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I’ll bet she has.”

Immediately I get a sense of the tension between these two. Pulling back, I watch as they make their way further into the crowd. They’re physically close, but not exactly together.

They don’t move as a unit or like I’d expect a happily married couple to move. Something separates them. I watch as Michelle leans in to say something to him, and the reaction on his face says it all.

There’s a stiffness there, an unknowing. Not my concern, though, so I shift my attention to the rest of the guests.

I recognize some of the faces from those I researched on the RSVP list. Wiping my brow, I try to refocus myself.

Yes, I’m underdressed, but I can’t do anything about that now, and I won’t let it throw me off my game. I’ve got to make some contacts here tonight, underdressed or not.

So, with the biggest smile I can muster, I walk up to the first couple I recognize and introduce myself.


SEVENTEEN
BRIAN


The night is going even better than I could’ve imagined.

All these wealthy people walking around, enjoying themselves. I’m sure they have faces and identities, but all I see is dollar signs inside every suit and dress.

That’s what tonight is really all about—implanting a memory in these people’s heads.

When it’s time for them to sell, they’ll think of this night, with which Campbell Realty is forever intertwined. They’re having a good time tonight, and they’re associating us with that good feeling without even consciously realizing it.

Genius, if I don’t say so myself. For what amounts to a tax write-off, I can secure a customer base for the next several months, maybe even years.

But that isn’t the only business that’s getting accomplished tonight. I scan the gathered crowd for Ryan. There he is by the bar, shamelessly flirting with Ashley.

Watching him from across the room, I feel my pulse quicken. The way he’s leaning toward her, talking too loudly. It’s so plainly obvious to me that she isn’t remotely interested in him, but she’s too polite to step away.

Still, she’s giving him a great big smile, and I’ll bet he feels like the luckiest guy in the world right now.

She’s good, I have to give her that. I certainly made the right decision hiring her.

I hold my position, my eyes riveted on their conversation for only another few seconds before I can’t stand it any longer, even though I know it’s all fake.

I need to talk to Ryan anyway, which is the only reason he got an invite to this event.

On my way across the room, a handsome older couple steps in front to stop me, and I have no choice but to get pulled into conversation with them. They’re all smiles, and they should be. I sold their Upper West Side condo last year for way more than they expected.

They’re showering me with compliments—about the gala, about the sale, my company and employees. While that feels good, I keep glancing over at Ryan and Ashley at the bar.

She isn’t into him, right? Surely not. She’s just keeping up appearances, being a good soldier.

Extracting myself from the present conversation at the earliest opportunity, I wish the Baxters well and then make a beeline for the bar.

I force myself to slow my pace before getting close to Ashley and her new admirer—don’t want to arrive sweating and breathing hard.

Desperation is not magnetic.

“Ryan, there you are,” I say as I approach, giving them both a nice big smile to show how care-free I am.

“Hate to pull you away, but I’ve got to talk to you about something,” I say to him.

Ryan looks at me for a long moment, and I honestly think he’s about to decline to try and keep chatting up Ashley, but she saves the day.

“It was really great to meet you Ryan,” she says as she picks her drink up off the bar, “and if I ever need some help with AI software integration, I know who to call.”

She steps away, leaving me alone with Ryan. The second she turns her back, the smile drops off my face.

“What’s the matter with you?” I say to him in a hushed tone. “She’s twenty-two. You’re in your mid thirties.”

He’s still looking after her longingly. Finally he redirects his eyes to me, a smirk sprouting across his face.

“And remind me how old you are again, Brian?”

I can feel the heat rising in my face. “That’s different. I’m, it’s—it’s just different, okay?”

There he goes again, getting me riled up. He seems to excel at that. I shake myself and try to snap out of it, putting my irritation with him aside for the moment. This isn’t even why I came over.

“Listen, I need to talk to you,” I say, wrapping an arm around his shoulder as I direct us away from the bar.

“What’s up?” Ryan asks.

He seems to have cut the crap, probably after getting a look at my face.

“I got word from Edward. She wants a settlement, or it’s going to court,” I say, the words slipping out of me like razorblades, slicing up my innards as they leave my body.

“Big number?” he asks.

“Yeah, but that’s not the problem. It’s the idea of settling, admitting defeat. It’s just…” I continue but already see Ryan shaking his head.

“Don’t do that,” he says. “Never, ever admit anything. Ever.”

I chew my lip. “Right. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. That thing from five years back, who did you use?”

Ryan cracks a smile. It’s a sinister, devilish smile, full of self-satisfaction. He looks like someone who’s bought the best birthday gift ever and can’t wait to see you open it.

“Wayne Caruso,” he says. “Guy’s absolutely vile. Total pitbull of a lawyer. You want her to suffer, make her regret even daring to bring this up in the first place? He’s your guy.”

I’m nodding now, liking very much what I’m hearing. Wayne Caruso, that’s right. Ryan’s recounting of the lawyer’s extremely aggressive tactics against his accuser return fully to my mind.

“Wayne’s the type of guy to find an unpaid parking ticket from when you were sixteen and turn that into a life sentence. He’ll tear her life apart, believe me,” Ryan says, still grinning.

“Matter of fact, he owes me a favor,” he adds. “I did all the software for his Manhattan and Albany offices. I’ll call him first thing tomorrow, put you two in touch.”

Already I can feel a sense of calm returning to my inner being.

“Thanks, dude. Really appreciate it. I just can’t stand all this, you know?” I say, shaking my head. “It’s so ridiculous. Such a distraction. I don’t have time for it.”

Ryan gives a knowing wag of his head. “Believe me bro, I completely get it. Wayne’ll make it go away, guaranteed. Just so you know though, he doesn’t come cheap. It’ll cost you.”

I shrug. “That’s no concern. Make the call.”

There is virtually no ceiling to what I’m willing to pay to avoid admitting defeat. As I’ve said before, I don’t lose. Not privately, and certainly not publicly.

Especially not over something as silly as a little harmless flirting at a Christmas Party. Grace should never have taken it this far. She’ll learn that soon.

Therein lies the beauty of being filthy rich. I’ve found there are very few problems in this world that cannot be solved by simply throwing money at them.

And I can throw a ton of money. I can afford to fight this thing, drag it out much longer than Grace can.

By the time she’s figured out what a big mistake she’s made, the lawyer fees will have crushed her.

Maybe I’ll get Wayne to file a civil suit against her, too. Countersue for harassment and mental distress and whatnot. Really rack up some bills.

The sense of calm deepens and sinks into my cells, settling me completely. It feels good.

I’ve been in this strange state of stress these last few days, something totally new for me, and it’s been disconcerting. I’m so accustomed to being in control, to winning, that it just felt off.

Now I realize the discomfort was simply because this is a new arena I haven’t played in before. But just because it’s new doesn’t mean I won’t win.

I feel physically lighter. Ryan will put me in touch with Wayne, and then we’re going to destroy Grace’s life.

That thought puts me at complete ease, and I can finally begin to truly enjoy my night.


EIGHTEEN
MICHELLE


I throw my purse down onto my kitchen counter with a huff.

Where’s that wine glass? The big one.

All we heard at work today was how impressed Brian was with Ashley’s performance last night at the gala. Apparently, she made the most contacts.

Of course she did—bright, bubbly, happy little Ashley, without a care in the world. All perfect teeth and blonde hair, a strand of which somehow ended up stuck to the front of my dress.

Ugh. Apparently nothing is safe from her intrusion. Disgusted, I shrug out of the dress and toss it into the bottom of my closet.

I’ll bet all those old, shriveled, divorced millionaires just ate up her adorable little me act.

Yanking a fresh wine bottle from the shelf, I pour myself a sloppy glass. Brian actually said the words, “get on her level.”

You guys need to get on Ashley’s level.

What? Are you kidding me? The girl is twenty-two. I’ve been in the business nearly as long as she’s been alive. And I need to get on her level? Please.

It’s not like contacts are a guaranteed sale, anyway. So what if you got some lonely homeowner’s email? He gave it to her because he likes the way her face looks.

Let’s see her close a real sale, and then come talk to me.

But I guess in Brian’s eyes, she’s the golden child all of a sudden. We might as well declare today Ashley Day and petition to make it a federal holiday, the way he’s acting.

It makes me nervous that his bias is going to play into the promotion. It’s certainly looking that way. And I simply cannot have that be the case. So, what’s the solution?

Remove Ashley from the equation, plain and simple.

I gulp down half the wine glass in one go before stalking to the office and shutting the door behind me.

Everything was ideal before Ashley arrived. Well, maybe not ideal, but it was certainly better than it is now. Now it’s turned into the Ashley show, and I won’t stand for it.

She’s got to go.

I was really hoping the gummy bears would’ve done the trick, but clearly I’ll need to step up my game. I’ve got to think smarter, come up with a better plan.

Landing in front of my computer, I finish off the glass and pry open the laptop screen. While it boots up, I go ahead and pour myself another round.

The red liquid fills the glass, right up to the lip before I stop pouring.

Once the computer is ready to go, I navigate to the auto-caller sites I’ve plugged Ashley’s work phone into. No doubt she’s blocked some of the numbers, so I sign her up for a few more robocalls.

That’s good, but it’s not enough. I need more. I sink my fingers beneath my hair and massage my scalp, digging in my fingertips to the point of pain.

What else can I do to her? My thoughts drift to a few days prior, when she had to use Brian’s laptop because hers wasn’t functioning. She was probably just too stupid to figure the thing out.

Actually—that gives me an idea. I launch into a dark web search for viruses I can send her, packaged in an email. Any sort of thing that might seem innocuous enough to click on.

The research and email creation takes hours, the night falling away as I sit there hunched in front of my computer in deep focus.

Any time my stomach rumbles, I just take another gulp of wine. This is much more pressing than something as meritless as eating right now. I create more than twenty separate scam email addresses, each with their own unique phishing approach.

While I’m in the process of doing that, there’s a knock at the home office door. My eyes flick over it, my blood pressure rising. I’m doing important work in here and shouldn’t be disturbed.

“What?” I ask.

The door creaks open a couple inches, and John sticks his head in.

“Just wanted to see if you were going to be coming to bed,” he says.

My eyes flick to the clock on the wall. It’s past one in the morning. My knee taps against the underside of the desk as my leg bounces with impatience. All I want right now is for him to disappear so I can get back to work.

“I’ve still got work to do,” I say, shaking my head.

Instead of simply nodding and shutting the door, I’m a little shocked to see John push it open even wider. He knows not to disturb me while I’m in the flow. What does he think he’s doing?

He leans against the doorframe, his tired face painted with concern. “You know, Michelle, I think we really need to talk about this. All you do these days is work. Literally, that’s all you do. You haven’t said a word to your son in days.”

There’s a roiling in my stomach that threatens to erupt into a scream if I think about it too much. John’s standing there with his arms crossed, this look on his face that begs me to engage and respond, to do better.

I tongue the inside of my lip, my breath a little shaky. Can’t he see that I’m doing the best that I can already?

How can I explain this to him, in terms he might understand? You know, I just don’t think it’s possible. I’m finally realizing that John just doesn’t get it, and I don’t think he ever will.

All of this time I spend working is absolutely necessary to achieve my dreams. And I’m close—I’m so impossibly, maddeningly close.

Less than a month, and the world can be mine. Ours. I thought this was something we agreed upon, but now I’m not so sure.

Instead of saying any of that, though, I just let out a breath.

“What?” John says, and for the first time the concern on his face shifts to irritation.

“You wouldn’t understand,” I say.

My husband looks at me in silence for a moment, and then another. Then with a sigh of his own, he just shakes his head.

“Goodnight, Michelle,” he says, his tone flat as he steps out of the room and closes the door.

I’m already refocused on the computer, rubbing my burning eyelids to stare at the bright white screen again. Where’s that wine?

After a couple seconds, I hear John’s quiet footsteps as he walks away from the office. He’s mad at me, I can tell.

Oh well. Couples fight all the time. When I deliver him the world, I doubt he’ll be mad anymore. I reach for the wine bottle on the edge of my desk and settle in.

He’ll see. Soon, all of this is going to be worth it.


NINETEEN
ASHLEY


I jerk my head back up.

Did I really just nod off?

Blinking hard, I glance around the office to see if anyone noticed. It doesn’t look like anyone did, thankfully. Most of the other agents are in meetings or out with clients, leaving just a few stragglers here working at the office.

Clearing my throat, I look back down at my laptop screen and rub my eyes. It’s these constant robocalls during the night. That’s what’s got me falling asleep at my desk. At this point, I think I might actually be able to fall asleep standing up.

It’s gotten to the point there’s practically one an hour now. No matter how many of the numbers I block, more just seem to keep popping up. It’s absolutely exhausting, and the sleep deprivation has me totally frayed.

I’d just give up and turn off the ringer at bedtime, but Brian actually called late last night asking questions about a certain file he needed for the morning, which proves I can’t just turn off my phone.

While I’m very much in his good graces right now, I get the distinct sense that if I mess up, that could change very quickly.

I’m so close here, I can feel it. I just need to make it a little bit longer, but honestly, I don’t know if I can.

Starting every single day utterly drained is becoming a real challenge, especially when hours of work are required afterward. Meetings, emailing, phone calls. Note-taking.

Things that require attention, which requires adequate rest, which I’m not getting enough of. Basically, I’m at the end of my rope.

The only thing that’s keeping me going is what Mom used to say.

No matter what, just keep smiling. Just keep smiling, sunshine girl.

Never let them see anything is wrong. Brian is right—appearance matters. Letting out a sigh, I rub my eyes again and try my best to refocus on my laptop.

One of my contacts from the gala the other night has already reached out to schedule an interview with me to sell their home, which is both exciting and terrifying. I’m reading up on everything I can find so I’ll be sure to do as well as possible when we meet.

Navigating to my emails, I see that I’ve got a new one from another potential new client. Mr. Garrity, a retired banker with a second home he’s looking to offload. I click on the email and scan the text.

He wants me to read something, an attachment to the email. I tap on it and download it.

After a few seconds, my computer freezes. I blink, confused. What just happened?

I tap on the keyboard, but nothing is working. It’s like the computer just completely froze. Then my eyes drift to Mr. Garrity’s email address—or rather, the email address pretending to be his.

It’s spelled Garrrity, with three “R”s. I’m so tired, my eyes just glazed right over it at first. It’s a fake email, some type of scam.

And I fell for it. Fantastic. I shouldn’t have downloaded that, and I know it. I knew better than to do something like that.

My pulse begins to whir in my ears. I might’ve just wrecked this company computer, and it’s all my fault. I wasn’t paying enough attention.

I feel my face and neck begin to warm as the gravity of my mistake hits me, my stomach twisting. Tears begin to sting at the corners of my eyes as I sit there staring at the frozen screen. My hand goes to my chest which is tightening more and more by the second.

I’m just so, so tired. So empty, dragging myself like some animated corpse through life, and now this. I’ve messed up big time, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I messed up.

A little voice inside reminds me to try to stay positive, but right now, it just feels impossible. All my worst fears are lining up and rushing to mind one after another—how I’ve failed, how I’ll always fail. I’m doing everything wrong, and I know it.

How did I ever think I could do a job like this?

“Hey, Ashley, what’s wrong?” Steph asks me, bringing my head up.

Hurriedly I wipe at the tears beneath my eyes, blinking hard.

“Nothing, sorry. I’m fine,” I say.

Steph’s eyebrows come together.

“No need to apologize,” she says, rounding my desk to give me a hug. “And clearly you’re not fine. What’s going on?”

“I just… I’m so tired, and I downloaded this file from this scam email, and now my computer isn’t working,” I say, the words getting choked up toward the end as emotion threatens to overwhelm me again.

Steph nods silently, eyes moving across my screen behind her glasses.

“And you had that problem with your laptop the other day, and now this… and you think if Brian finds out, he won’t be too happy,” she concludes.

I nod, sniffling. Steph pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose.

“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I’ll call the IT guy, I’m sure he can fix this,” she says in a gentle voice. “Brian won’t even have to know about it, okay? It’ll stay between us.”

I look up at her with another sniffle, a tear streaking down my cheek. Relief rushes through me. She’s helping me and doesn’t expect a thing in return. She wants to help simply because she’s a good person, and that makes me want to cry even more.

“Thank you,” I say, standing up to hug her back.

“Of course. I’ve got you girl,” Steph says with a wink as we separate.

I let out a mucus-y laugh, wiping at my eyes with a tissue as she walks back to her desk to make the call. Breathing through my mouth because my nose is so stuffed up, I work to calm myself.

Now that I’m out of the immediate moment of crisis and know there’s a solution, I’m feeling better. The world is not ending. I can still do this.

Just breathe. My shoulders lower as I retake my seat, still dabbing at my face. With a clearer mind now, I look back at the email address, and realize something. This is no random scam email.

Only the other people working at Campbell Realty would’ve known about Mr. Garrity, and know that I was the one who got his email address at the gala.

My throat tightens. That means this was deliberate. A calculated attack by one of my coworkers.

My gaze moves between the desks around me as I begin seeing the office in a new light.

Someone here doesn’t want me to succeed.

Someone is trying to ensure that I fail.

That realization hardens my chest and makes me sit up a little straighter. All at once, I’m starting to wonder if it’s all connected. The sudden uptick in robocalls on my work phone, the scam email.

What if it’s all coming from someone who’s trying to ruin me?

I wipe at my nostrils again with the tissue and take another breath. It feels as though I’ve stumbled upon a terrible truth. Though I hate to believe it, my gut is giving me confirmation.

When I started at Campbell, I expected things to be challenging. But not this challenging.

This is… something more. Something devious, and I know that now.

Someone here wants to sabotage me, and that means I need to start being more careful. Who knows, maybe I should have expected it or realized it earlier.

Because from what I’ve gathered in my short time working here, it seems like the people in this company will do just about anything to make sure they come out on top.

Whoever’s behind these sabotage efforts, this person has already tried to deprive me of my sleep and make me wreck a very expensive company laptop. That’s terrifying in and of itself.

Who knows how far they’d be willing to go?


TWENTY
BRIAN


I blow by the officious maitre d’, ignoring him as he asks about my reservation.

I’ve already spotted Wayne Caruso at a table by the windows. He’s dabbing at his mouth with a white cloth napkin.

When the maitre d’ realizes which table I’m headed toward, he buzzes away like a fly. That’s right, guy. Good riddance.

Wayne looks up at me as I approach, pushing his chair back as he stands. I smile at him and reach out to shake his hand.

“Wayne, great to meet you,” I say.

“Mr. Campbell, pleasure’s all mine,” he replies.

He’s a little shorter than me, and his bald head glistens in the overhead lights. The suit he’s wearing is much more expensive than mine, making me feel a little self-conscious.

We take our seats.

“You order yet?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “Just enjoying some scotch. So, I looked into your situation.”

Right down to business. My type of guy. I’m sure he’s billing me for every second of this lunch, so I appreciate the efficiency.

“What do you think? Can you help me?” I ask, forgetting the menu entirely.

A ghost of a smile appears on Wayne’s lips.

“Mr. Campbell, that’s what I do.”

I really like this guy.

“The lawyer she’s using didn’t correctly file with the court, so I’ll start there,” he says.

“Also, I’ve reviewed all the security footage from your office and found that Ms. Waters pocketed a company pen three weeks before she was terminated.”

He delivers this information as if it’s of utmost importance. A capital offense.

“I’d like to launch a counter-suit for theft of company property,” he says.

“Additionally, I’ve discovered Ms. Waters was reprimanded for cheating on a geology exam her Freshman year of college. That helps establish a prior history of unscrupulous behavior,” he adds, his tone completely even.

“Finally, I’ve spoken with her landlord,” he informs me. “Apparently, Ms. Waters is two months behind on rent and at risk of eviction. We can point to that as the motive for this scurrilous lawsuit. She needs money, and you’re simply an available target.”

“I’m the victim here,” I say, slowly nodding.

“If you’d like,” Wayne says, reaching forward for his scotch glass.

“That all sounds great. And definitely go ahead with that theft counter-suit, that’s genius,” I say, grinning.

Wayne simply shrugs. “Just doing my job, Mr. Campbell.”

As our eyes meet, I notice something. There’s a coldness there, an emptiness. Not toward me in particular, but to the world at large.

This is a man without morals, devoted entirely to the quest for more and more money. There is no right and wrong, just billables to be paid.

That’s the type of guy I want playing on my team.

And I can tell, just by looking at him, Wayne does not lose. There’s just something about his demeanor. Understated, but there.

It goes beyond confidence—it’s just a fact of the universe. This man does what he sets out to do.

Admirable, truly.

Not to fanboy here, but Wayne Caruso might just be my hero.


TWENTY-ONE
MICHELLE


I’m jamming my key into the apartment door as quickly as I can.

I need to get into my office and think. Everything I’ve done, all the time and effort I’ve put into this, and it’s still not enough. I need to come up with more ideas, I need to⁠—

John is standing in the entry hallway, a large suitcase beside him.

My eyes drop to it and then settle on two other suitcases resting against the foyer wall.

“What’s going on?” I ask him.

I’m racking my brain to try and remember if he mentioned some sort of trip to me. Even though I’ve been pretty scattered these last few days, I still think I would’ve remembered it.

John licks his lips, and then speaks. “Trevor and I are going to spend some time at my parents’ place.”

“Why?” I ask, still not understanding what’s going on.

“Michelle… I’m filing for divorce. You’ll get the papers from Amanda,” John tells me.

I stare at him. Divorce? What’s he talking about?

“What do you mean, divorce?”

My plans to destroy Ashley are momentarily forgotten.

“I mean I can’t keep doing this,” he says, sounding tired and sad. “Neither can Trevor. We can’t live this way. All you think about is work… you hardly sleep… it’s like your job is the only thing that matters to you anymore.”

“Because it is,” I say, my voice rising, though I quickly lift up a hand.

“That didn’t come out right—I just, I thought we were in agreement that we’d do whatever it took to achieve what we wanted. What we both dreamed about,” I say.

John throws up his hands, gesturing around to the apartment.

“And we did! Look where you are, Michelle, look at this place. When we were twenty, we would’ve killed for an apartment like this. We’ve done it, we’ve made it.”

My head is shaking back and forth. “No, we haven’t. What about the villa? What about⁠—”

John interrupts. “When is it gonna be enough, Michelle? Is it ever? How much do you need to earn before you’re happy?”

“I’m so close, John. We’re so close, I can feel it,” I say, my voice straining.

Now it’s my husband’s turn to shake his head. “You’ve been saying that for years. I thought… I hoped that eventually you would realize we have everything we ever wanted already. But now I realize that’s not going to happen. It’ll never be enough for you.”

He lets out a sigh and rubs his face before grabbing hold of the large suitcase handle in one hand. With the other, he grabs the two smaller roller bag handles.

“I wish things were different, but I don’t see any hope here,” he says. “I’m not sure what’s left of us. You’re not even trying. You’re not willing to talk about it. So… I’m leaving.”

“And you call that trying?” I challenge.

John’s eyes grow wet, glittering in the light. “I have. I have tried, but it’s like you don’t even see it. You don’t see me—or Trevor. I just can’t do it anymore. It breaks my heart, but this is what’s best for everyone, including our son. It’s not good for him to see you like this.”

Flames rise to my cheeks as I cross my arms over my mid-section.

“Oh, is that right? You know best, and I don’t? About my own child?” I spit at John.

He nods. “I do when my child tells me he doesn’t think his mother loves him.”

That stings like a physical slap across the face. Blinking rapidly, I feel the anger recede back into the pit of my stomach.

In its wake there’s a tightness that has me feeling slightly nauseous.

“Where is he?” I ask. “In his room?”

I start toward our son’s bedroom, but John’s words stop me.

“He’s already over there. I took him over after school—I didn’t want him to have to see me packing.”

John is really leaving me. He’s serious.

This isn’t how it was supposed to be. I knew he didn’t quite understand, but I thought he’d come around. I thought he’d see the results of all my hard work and finally get it.

I just need a little more time. John starts toward the door, the luggage rolling behind him, but I step in front of him. My thoughts are wild, skittish, my words coming out rapid fire.

“No, John, honey—listen, once I get the promotion, everything’s going to be different. I’ll spend more time with you, with Trevor… everything will be good again,” I say.

“It’s too late, Michelle. I’m sorry,” he says with another sorrowful shake of his head, taking a step around me.

I remain where I am, staring a hole into the floorboards in front of me. My vision wavers on the sides as I hear John quietly opening the door behind me and then the sound of it closing. It shuts with a final thunk that reverberates through my entire body.

A thousand thoughts rip through my skull, all of them screaming at me for attention. Part of me wants to run out into the hallway and beg John to stay. Tell him how much he means to me, how much this family means to me.

He and Tevor are the reason I push myself so hard, after all—I’m doing all of this for them. For us.

So that we can finally have everything we ever wanted. All those nights spent talking away the hours when we lived in that hovel of an apartment in Brooklyn, where fending off cockroaches was a part-time job.

Everything we dreamed about, the beautiful apartments we’d have, the family vacations we were going to take. That was all real to me. I decided over a decade ago that those dreams would not remain immaterial thoughts.

Now that I’m just days away from achieving them, John wants to leave?

I’m panting, my chest constricting tighter than it’s ever been. Wiping a hand across my forehead, I struggle to get some air through my nostrils.

You know what? If he wants to leave, maybe he should.

All that talk from him about realizations, well here’s one of my own: John doesn’t have what it takes. Clearly, he’s ready to give up on his dreams. Just act like he’s happy with what he has.

I don’t believe that for a second. He’s decided to settle, and apparently he’s fine with it. Why would I even try to chase someone who’ll settle? That’s not the guy I married.

Wiping my nose, I set my jaw. If John wants to back out, fine. I can’t wait to see the look on his face when I get everything.

When I achieve what we once thought was impossible but hoped for anyway. We’ll see who’s tearing up then.

I swallow hard to force the spiky pit in my throat back down toward my stomach, blinking as I go for the fridge.

A swig of wine straight from the bottle helps a lot, allows me to see things more clearly.

John just doesn’t want to see me succeed—that’s what all this is about. He’s jealous of how much more successful I am, and am destined to be. It makes him feel like less of a man.

Well, maybe he is. He certainly isn’t the man I fell in love with back when we were teenagers.

That John would’ve realized you’re never too old to give up on your dreams. That chasing them is more important than anything else.

I take another long pull of the wine, and my shoulders relax a little further. All of that messiness is slowly beginning to recede to the back of my mind. As it does, I refocus on what I came home to do in the first place.

I just need to think. I need to work a little harder. The solution is right there at the edge of my mind. I can practically touch it, and if I spend just a little while longer brainstorming, I’m sure it’ll come to me.

My legs carry me toward the office, my gaze locked on the door so I don’t see the things John has packed up and taken with him. I can’t afford to think about any of that right now, not when I’m on the verge of greatness.

Once I’ve got the promotion, John will realize what a huge mistake he’s made.

That idea makes me feel a little better, evoking a mental image of him crawling back to me on his hands and knees. Telling me how right I was. Begging me for forgiveness.

Only time will tell if I’ll decide to.

I’ll probably be so happy and fulfilled with my newfound success, I won’t even be thinking about him at all.

Wrenching open the office door, I stumble word my desk chair and collapse into it. Its cushy embrace helps to distract me a little more from my marital implosion.

This is a room where work gets done, where things get accomplished. My eyes stray to the window in front of me, the blinds still pulled open.

I stand back up and round the desk to pull them shut. It’s dark outside, headlights and taillights painting the scene with their red and white glow. Business as usual on the streets of New York City.

John is probably down there by now, joining the never-ending flow of sidewalk traffic, just one more tiny speck blending with the others like germs darting about under a microscope lens.

Headed to his parents house in Westchester. Away from me.

Pushing that train of thought out of mind, I wrench down the blinds. No more distractions, it’s time to buckle down.

On the way back to my desk I take another long drag from the wine bottle, the dark red liquid burning at my throat on the way down. I’ve got enough in me now to feel much more comfortable, at ease.

Now, I can finally think. Can finally figure this whole thing out.

The phone calls, the computer viruses, the gummy bears, all of that wasn’t enough, but I won’t give up.

Ashley won’t beat me. I just will not allow it.

I rub at my eye again, the back of my hand slightly dampening from some pesky tear. I just need to focus on work right now. That’s what’s important.

All of this is going to pay off, I tell myself as I tip back the wine bottle once more.

It has to.


TWENTY-TWO
ASHLEY


The next few days are a bit of a blur.

Most of that I can attribute to a lack of proper sleep. I can feel it wearing me down now, like a pencil jammed continuously into an electric sharpener. If I keep going like this, at a certain point there won’t be anything left.

I’m still pretty shaken by the realization about my coworkers. Someone at Campbell Realty doesn’t want me there.

I find myself struggling to smile at everyone like I usually do. Which one of them is out to get me?

Or, an even more terrifying question—what if none of them are at all?

That’s a thought that’s been growing in my mind as the days progress with no more weird occurrences. Maybe all of this is just coincidence, and it’s simply my exhausted brain twisting a situation out of proportion and making up wild stories.

Still, I think it’s smart to stay on my guard.

The hyper-vigilance is only adding to my exhaustion, because it feels like every waking moment I need to watch my back while still completing my tasks at work.

That would be a big ask on a full-night’s sleep, let alone a poor one. All of it together is leaving me absolutely drained at the end of every day.

As I stagger out of the office on a Friday, I truly don’t know how much longer I can keep this up. I thought I was strong enough, that I was up for a task like this, but maybe I’m not.

Maybe I’m just not cut out for this kind of dog-eat-dog environment.

I feel tears welling up and threatening to spill again and have to blink hard not to start crying right there on the sidewalk outside the building.

All around me, the rest of the city continues with life as usual, completely unaware of the imminent breakdown happening inside me. I make my way to a bench and sit down, feeling as if I weigh a thousand pounds. My body aches, my head hurts.

I just want this to be over. Why did I think I could do this job in the first place?

Tipping my head back, I stare at the lights of a jet far above and take in a shaking breath to try and calm myself.

Just a few more days, Ashley, that’s all. The broker competition will be over, and things will be better then. Or will they?

What if it doesn’t get better? What if⁠—

The panicky thoughts threaten to overwhelm me completely. My hands come up to cover my tired eyes. I need help.

I think it’s time to visit Mom, even though I don’t have anything concrete to show for myself yet. I’ve been telling myself that I’d surprise her with some good news, some amazing victory. But I just need to see a friendly face.

More than anything else in the world, that’s what I want. No, that’s what I need right now.

I need my Mom.

On the train ride into New Jersey Saturday, I doze off multiple times, only to have my head snap back up when the train sounds its horn.

The other riders around me are each in their own separate worlds, headphones on and faces locked on their phone screens. Outside my window, the sun moves across the sky as the time passes and the train barrels onward. Its golden hue illuminates the inside of the car, warming my skin. My forehead rests against the cool glass of the window, registering the little bumps and nudges of the wheels bouncing along the tracks.

Houses fly by in a blur outside. It’s honestly overwhelming to think about all the different lives playing out inside them, people I will never see or interact with.

It’s slightly comforting too, because it reminds me that no matter what, the world will continue moving forward. The sun will set tonight and rise again tomorrow.

When we reach my stop, I hop out of my seat and scurry off the train. A light breeze washes over me as I reach the platform. Today is the first day above seventy degrees in a long time, and even at sunset it still feels comfortable outside.

Adjusting my light jacket, I head toward the parking lot and call a rideshare.

The music the driver plays on the ride over is a welcome distraction from my thoughts. It’s light and fun. A feel-good playlist. He must be a happy guy, or at least trying to be.

Will Mom be happy when I see her?

I still have nothing to show for myself, not really. I wanted this to be a great reunion, a celebration of my accomplishments.

Unfortunately I haven’t really accomplished much yet, and I simply couldn’t wait any longer before coming for a visit. I need this too much.

I just hope she’s not too disappointed.

My stomach flips as the car rolls to a stop outside my destination.

“Is this it?” the man asks, sounding slightly unsure as he turns around in his seat to look at me.

His thick eyebrows are raised like he’s expecting me to make a correction to the address and tell him to keep driving.

I nod to him. “Yeah. This is it. Thanks.”

Then I open the backseat passenger door and step out, the light breeze washing over my face and lifting my hair as I look toward the prison.

Time to go see Mom.

Once I’m buzzed in and complete the visitor check-in process, I’m directed to the visitation room and told where to sit. There’s a few minutes of waiting at the small, partitioned station with the thick sheet of safety glass in front of it.

The guard leaves to go retrieve Mom from her cell, which leaves me to stew in my thoughts some more.

What’s she going to say when she sees me? I twist my fingers together into knots, my palms a little damp.

The muffled buzz of the visitation room door brings my head up. My eyes follow Mom’s steps as she’s escorted over to me. I get flashes of her orange jumpsuit and light brown hair between the privacy walls as she passes each visiting station.

A lump forms in my throat as I shift in my seat.

Finally she reaches me, nodding to the officer behind her before taking a seat on the other side of the glass barrier. Our eyes meet, but her face is unreadable. That makes my heart beat even faster.

“Hi Mom,” I say sheepishly into the phone after picking it up.

“Hi,” she says, “didn’t expect to see you here so soon. Everything okay? You look tired, honey.”

That’s all it takes for me to break down in tears.

I’ve kept up a brave face for weeks on end now but don’t have the strength to hold it together for another second. Not with Mom there.

I just want to be held, told I’m going to be okay. That everything is going to be alright, even if it isn’t.

Mom’s face softens instantly as she sees the tears begin to fall. She reaches out a hand to the dirty glass between us, pressing her palm against it.

“Baby, what’s wrong?”

I shake my head, still bawling. The tears are hot as they wash down my cheeks.

“I just… I don’t know if I can keep going, Mom. I don’t think I’m strong enough. I know I said the next time I visited I’d have great news, but… but…”

The words stumble over each other on the way out of my mouth as I try to choke back the tears.

“I said I’d do this for both of us, but I don’t think I can anymore,” I finish, biting my lip to keep from outright sobbing.

Too late. I’m sobbing. It all comes out of me in a tidal wave of pure emotion.

My eyes flash across Mom’s face to see her reaction. Her eyebrows press together as she leans forward, eyes glistening.

“Oh baby. You have nothing to be ashamed about, sweetheart. Nothing,” Mom says, finding my eyes.

“It’s not an easy thing, what you’re doing. It’s scary, and new. You’re trying, and that’s all that matters,” she says.

I sniff, wiping at my nose with my sleeve.

“I thought… I thought you might be disappointed in me,” I say.

Mom shakes her head and smiles at me. It’s a weary, timeworn smile, one that makes the lines around her eyes crinkle.

“Never,” she replies. “In fact, I’ve never been more proud of you.”

I bite my lip, willing it to stop trembling. “But I wanted to be strong, like you. To finish what you started. To win.”

Rubbing my face, I let out a sigh. “Maybe you were right about this world, Mom. Maybe it is just one huge, rotten, truly evil place. You were right all along.”

To my surprise, I look up to see her shaking her head sharply back and forth.

“You have a spark, baby,” she says. “Something I never had… you have hope. Ever since you were a little girl, you’ve had it—this wonderful, untouchable ability to expect a better future and believe it’s on its way.”

She smiles. “That belief is what makes you different, and it’s why you’ll succeed. The world got to me because I let it. I believed in the worst, expected the worst of everything, and that’s what I got. You can’t let it get to you, too. Keep that spark burning, no matter what.”

“I think it might be almost out,” I admit in a miserable tone.

“It’s not,” she assures me, her voice tightening a little as her eyes gloss over.

She makes a little pointing motion at me through the glass partition and closes one eye, squinting with the other like you might do when looking through a magnifying glass or a telescope.

“I see it. It’s still there,” she says. “I was wrong, baby. So wrong. I wish I could have seen the beauty, like you do. It’s too late for that, too late for me. But not for you. You have a gift, something truly special. Never let that go.”

I feel my eyes beginning to tear up again as our gazes meet through the glass. I’ve never heard Mom speak like this before. I’ve never wanted to hug her so much in my life.

Her words filter through my mind. She believes in me. My optimism is a gift, not a curse.

A silent tear rolls down my cheek as we look at each other. I want so badly just to hold her. To feel her arms wrapped around me and listen to her heartbeat like I did when I was little, sitting on her lap with my ear and cheek pressed against her chest.

“Oh Mom, I… I miss you. I miss you so much,” I say, tears wetting the hard plastic of the prison telephone pressed against my face.

It all seems like too much. The losses. Days and months and years of separation, of missing her love. That desperate longing to be together as we once were, yet now forced apart, never to touch again.

It’s impossible to change the past, but that doesn’t stop me from wishing I could go back in time every single day. I’d give it all up for a single hour with her at home.

Just me and my mother, laughing together as we watch our favorite show. Pigging out on snacks, sweatpants and sweatshirts on, cozy on the couch with absolutely nowhere to be.

Just me and Mom.

“I know baby, I know,” she says finally, her voice tight with emotion.

She blinks hard, her eyes watery. I can tell she’s feeling everything I’m feeling.

“Now let me see you smile, baby,” she says.

It feels impossible, but I manage to force a smile onto my face. Mom’s smiling now too, tears streaming down her face as she puts her hand back against the glass.

“There it is. There’s my sunshine girl. My strong, brave, sunshine girl,” she says, her voice sounding choked.

Our hands press the glass window opposite each other, matched exactly in size and position. We remain like that, quiet for a few minutes.

There’s so much I want to say, have to say, can’t say… and I can tell it’s the same with her. All the missed birthdays, the years we will never get back.

Our lives are on separate paths now, forever diverged. Nothing can change that.

It’s soul-crushing, but there’s another emotion growing inside me now, too. A sense of pride—my Mom is proud of me.

She still believes in me, even if I don’t. She thinks I can do it.

I let out a shaky breath. Her faith gives me new strength. I can’t give up. I have to make it for both of us. I will make it.

No matter what.


TWENTY-THREE
BRIAN


I wake up with a true zeal for life.

As my eyes come open to the shrill siren of my phone’s alarm, a smile widens beneath my mouthtape. Even though it’s still practically pitch-black darkness outside my bedroom window, I am filled with energy.

Wayne Caruso called last night.

After all the pressure he’s been applying, Grace finally broke. She’s dropping the lawsuit.

The man is worth every cent of the outrageous price tag. When he told me the news, I felt this lightness in my chest I still can’t fully find the words for.

It was just the perfect feeling of floating—of true victory.

Grace got exactly what she deserved. Whatever she wanted to inflict upon me, she turned on herself instead.

Humiliation, ridicule, loss.

I knew I made the right call not giving in to her outrageous demands. My old lawyer Edward couldn’t see any other way out, so I saw him out instead.

You just can’t keep Brian Campbell down. I’m a born winner—some of us are just lucky like that.

Grace, not so much. I rise out of bed still smiling, running a hand through my deliciously thick hair.

A tap on my phone screen, and my morning playlist begins to play from the speakers in my bedroom. The list is epic, full of EDM songs that get my blood pumping and my foot moving.

Today, I don’t need the extra motivation, but it’s a deeply ingrained habit at this point, and there’s no reason to change it now. You don’t fix what ain’t broke, am I right?

Grooving my way to the bathroom, I twirl in front of the mirror and lip sync the lyrics to the song blasting through the room.

I look good today.

After a wash of my face with my specialized cleanser, I pluck out a couple of gray hairs then apply some ridiculously expensive moisturizer I bought from the hottie I was chatting up at the department store skincare counter—it actually contains caviar and micro-particles of genuine gold, if you can believe it.

Then I smile, flashing my teeth. I’m unstoppable. Handsome, charming, and invincible. An absolute business magnate.

Who knows where Grace is now? Not dancing in a solid marble bathroom, I’ll bet.

She’s probably holed up in some little hovel in Brooklyn somewhere, packed in with nine other roommates. Working some miserable job, just trying to make ends meet.

She certainly won’t work in real estate again, as I’ve seen to that. She could’ve had all of this, but she decided to go another way.

Well, that’s what she gets. No doubt she’s learned her lesson now. That brilliantly cruel weasel of a lawyer Wayne saw to that.

Not like I’m expecting anything like this to ever come up again, but on the off chance it were to happen, now I know who to call.

Pure liquid elation runs through my veins this morning, carrying me from room to room throughout the large apartment. I’m practically floating on air as I glide into the kitchen, my head bobbing up and down in time with the music.

Such an enormous weight has been lifted off my shoulders, and I’m finally free. Feels like I could take on the whole world and win. Maybe I’ll even say something to Ashley and take the brakes off of that situation.

I don’t want to keep my feelings to myself anymore, and I bet she’s feeling the same way.

During the weeks she’s been here, it’s like we’ve begun to meld minds. More than once we’ve spoken up at the same time, only to say the same thing. I love that.

It doesn’t hurt that she's exactly my type. Maybe this was what I planned all along when I hired her, who knows? I have always had a mind for the future, and my instincts are flawless.

She’s like the most perfect woman a guy could ever ask for. Smart, funny, bubbly—though I will say she’s been a little less chipper these past few weeks.

Probably something to do with all the nasty people she has to work alongside in the trenches.

Then, just as I’m about to take the first sip of my kale shake, another genius idea strikes me like lightning.

My smile only grows larger, and I do a fist pump. Of course—it’s so obvious now.

If I promote Ashley, she’ll no longer be an underling, like how it was with Grace.

That was really the part that got me into trouble before. Just didn’t look good on paper, power imbalance and all.

But if I promote Ashley to broker, she gets a stake in the company as a part owner with me. No more of the complex power dynamics nonsense.

We could finally just admit how we feel about each other and be open about it. I’m grinning ear-to-ear now, nodding and doing some dance moves. This is absolutely perfect.

Was she the best agent in the competition? Who can say, really? After all, what does “best” even mean? Such a subjective term.

She’s certainly showed a lot of promise. I bet with a little more time, under my close supervision of course, she could turn out to be the best agent this city has ever seen.

I slurp down my shake, feeling even better as it hits my stomach. Promoting Ashley is absolutely the right move.

A smirk grows on my lips at how clever I am. Never tell me I can’t do something, because I’ll always find a way. Grace learned that the hard way, didn’t she?

Another beat drop in the music has me playing the air drums right there in the kitchen in my underwear. What a great song.

Time to sneak in a little cardio. I hop up onto my exercise bike and start pumping, walking through the day mentally in my mind as I go. I like to do five miles every morning, which really helps to keep me looking toned. Gotta keep the abs poppin’.

Once I hit my five miles, I climb off the bike and dab at my forehead with my towel. Time for a quick shower. The water comes out ice-cold, just the way I like it. I rub the soap along the length of my body while whistling along to the music. After the rinse-off, I blowdry my hair and get it looking perfect.

I stroll back into the bedroom to put on some clothes. I’m thinking of really going for the kill today, showing up in my best suit. It cost me ten grand, and the tailoring is just phenomenal.

Hugs me in all the right places. Ashley won’t even know what hit her.

When I announce she’s gotten the promotion this week, she’s going to be so overjoyed she’ll probably beg me to marry her right then and there. I let that scenario play out in my head, a faint smile on my face.

I button up my dress shirt in front of the mirror, admiring the way my fit looks. Can’t wait to see what Ashley thinks of it.

There’s a brief second where I wonder if I might be overblowing our relationship, but I quickly dismiss it. Of course she’s into me too. It would be strange for her not to be.

How could a woman spend that much time around me and not like what she sees?

Then I placate myself with another thought.

At the very least, after this promotion, it’ll be like Ashley owes me, in a way. I’m doing her a favor by handing her this gem of a job.

It’s only fair that she does something for me in return, right?

And besides, that’s all worst-case scenario stuff. Of course she likes me. She has to.

Shrugging on my suit jacket, I adjust my shirt collar, getting it right where I want it.

Man, does this suit fit. Ashley’s head is going to be spinning when she sees me stroll in today. With a final finger-comb through my hair for ideal layer separation, I grin one last time in the mirror.

I’ll never get bored of winning.


TWENTY-FOUR
MICHELLE


I’m already sipping on the white wine from my water bottle as I enter the lobby of our office building.

Just a little something to calm my nerves. Brian sent out an email last night informing us that he’d picked a person for the promotion.

That was sudden, out of the blue, and early. Isn’t there still another week left to go?

I swallow the mouthful of wine and give a quick, humorless smile to the man at the front desk as I walk by. My stomach is in knots.

There’s definitely a good chance it’s my name Brian will announce today. I’ve certainly had a good month. I mean, it really had no other possible outcome than to be a good month, as I’ve worked fourteen hour days, seven days a week for the past few weeks.

That’s just the kind of dedication I’m willing to put forth for this company. If there’s any justice in this world, Brian’s finally recognized that.

On the other hand, as the rock sitting in my gut won’t let me stop considering, maybe Brian’s gone and done something stupid.

Something so rash I can’t even comprehend. The speculation over what that rash act might be is enough to make me almost vomit up all the wine I’ve had today, but I keep it down.

Stepping into the elevator, I press my back against the wall and lean on it for support. A few other people pile in with me, all of us breathing in silence as we wait to exit on our destination floors and face our respective days.

When the elevator reaches Campbell Realty’s floor, I adjust my dress and check my breath then walk out. Even though it’s even earlier than my usual arrival, there are already more than a few people at their desks.

Clearly we all got the memo, and it appears my co-workers are all just as eager as I am to find out who is getting promoted. I inhale a quick breath as I push on the glass door and step inside.

My eyes feel gritty, and my nerves are on edge. I was up practically all of last night, wondering. Have I done enough?

Brian can’t possibly believe that anyone else deserves this position more than me.

Does he know what I’ve sacrificed?

What I’ve been forced to do?

There’s Ashley at her desk, one hand propping up her head. She looks exhausted, but I’ve got to give her credit where it’s due. Everything I’ve thrown at her, and she’s weathered the storm. That makes my stomach rumble even more.

An odd sensation rises up inside me as a surprising voice whispers to run over to her and slam her pretty little head right through her desk.

Pretty dark there, Michelle. Let’s tap the breaks on open displays of hostility in front of the boss and co-workers, shall we?

Ashley looks up and gives me a tired smile. I give her one in return.

I drop my purse at my desk and take another swig from my water bottle. Brian isn’t here yet, which leaves us all waiting with baited breath. I don’t hear any clacking of keyboards, or phones ringing.

All of us are just sitting here… waiting.

Marcus comes in a few minutes after me, our eyes briefly meeting before we look away again.

We both know he doesn’t have a prayer of getting the position. He’s only here to pay respects to his new boss.

I tap my fingers on my desktop. It’s like I’ve got all this energy revving inside me despite sleeping no more than thirty minutes last night. Totally wired.

My mind races along, tabulating my accomplishments over the past month. Have I done enough?

I wish I could tell Brian all that I’ve been doing behind the scenes. If he saw how much work I put in, he’d realize I’m the only viable candidate for the job.

Finally, after what feels like forever, there’s a muffled ding at the elevator and out steps Brian.

He’s got his closing suit on, the navy one that really brings out his eyes. I swallow and adjust my dress, trying to find his gaze as he strolls confidently toward the office door.

Has he picked me? He must have. I’m the most logical choice. The obvious choice.

I clench and unclench my hand beneath my desk, working up a smile as Brian steps into the office.

“Good morning everyone,” he says, “looks like we’re all present and accounted for, huh? Why don’t we head into the conference room.”

We all stand up in unison and begin filing in that direction. My heartbeat pounds not just in my chest but also inside my skull, my fingers tapping against the side of my bottle with one hand as I cling to it with the other.

I’m practically squeezing the life out of the thing, so I loosen my grip as I step into the room behind Marcus.

Taking my usual seat at the conference table, I focus my attention on Brian. He’s standing just outside the room, waving everyone in. I’m looking for any detail in his demeanor that might give away the truth.

Unfortunately, it’s just not possible. He’s in full Cheshire Cat mode today, all smiles that reveal nothing more than the fact that he’s proud of himself.

Whatever he’s decided, I can tell he feels he’s outdone himself. As my eyes shift to Ashley, I notice she seems to be studying him, too.

What’s she looking for, I wonder. She doesn’t know him like I do.

My fist curls up again atop my thigh, but I control myself otherwise. My expression is neutral-to-pleasant. I’m conscious of how many people are around at this moment, though none of them are looking at me.

All of our eyes are on our fearless leader, and he knows it.

When Steph steps through the doorway and takes her seat in the corner, Brian finally enters. He looks over the lot of us, a cryptic smile still playing across his lips.

“Good morning, guys. Isn’t it a good morning?” he says.

A few people nod mindlessly. My leg is pumping up and down so fast beneath the table I’m almost afraid it’ll take off under its own power.

Brian makes his way slowly down the length of the table.

“I just want you all to know, this is not a decision I’ve come to lightly. This was a great month for Campbell, and you should all be very proud. But as the competition comes to a close, it became pretty clear to me who to pick for the promotion,” he says.

I feel my spine straightening. This is it. Time seems to slow down to a crawl as Brian comes to a halt by the conference room window, gazing out of it as if he’s got all the time in the world.

Everything in me wants to run up to him and pry open his mouth and yank the words right out of his throat.

Say my name. Just say Michelle. That’s all you have to do.

Brian draws in a long breath, really savoring the moment. I can practically feel everyone around me vibrating. We’re all leaning forward in anticipation.

Our boss pulls his gaze from the window, turning around to face us.

“Campbell Realty has always been about vision. It’s more than just real estate, this company plays a role in shaping the city itself,” he says.

I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes.

Brian licks his lips. “And so because of that, I’ve chosen a person who I believe shares that capacity for vision with me. That’s why I’ve decided to give the Broker promotion to Ashley Jacobs.”

I’m frozen, continuing to stare at Brian as the words ever so slowly sink into my horrified brain. Then I blink.

Brian starts clapping, and gives a nod of encouragement for the rest of us to do the same. A tacit order for everyone who is not Ashley to collaborate in this ridiculous farce and pretend to be happy that a child has been awarded a position of seniority and privilege over the rest of us.

I don’t obey the unspoken order because it’s taking every ounce of strength I possess to keep from hyperventilating.

The world has suddenly narrowed, my field of vision only a few feet wide before fading to absolute black. It’s like my view of the room has zoomed out, leaving me hovering outside my own body.

Did he really just say Ashley? Ashley got the promotion?

The applause sounds muffled to my ears. Somehow I shift my eyes to look over at Ashley, who looks just as surprised as the rest of us are.

In fact, the color has actually drained from her face, leaving her ghostly pale.

That makes me even more furious. She knows she doesn’t deserve it. She didn’t earn this position, this incredible gift that Brian has bestowed upon her.

The snake slithers around the table toward her, still clapping and wearing a smarmy sugar-daddy smile. He waves for her to stand, so she does, red-faced now and still looking a little unsteady.

Brian takes her hand and pumps it up and down vigorously. I can’t breathe. That’s it.

It’s all over.

I gave up my marriage for this. Lost my relationship with my son. Sacrificed night after night of sleep. Broke the law.

I did absolutely everything I possibly could to stop this from happening, and it happened anyway. I wasn’t enough.

Brian’s calling for Steph to bring in some champagne. I rise from my chair, my legs feeling shaky as I stumble toward the door.

“Bathroom,” I mumble to no one in particular.

My vision bounces along, giving me the strange sensation that it’s not really my eyes that are doing the seeing anymore. I’m simply a passenger in this body now.

Where is that bathroom?

I move through the empty office as the sounds of a party getting underway pick up behind me. There’s the bathroom door, and I press on it with a hand.

I’m just able to make it to one of the toilet stalls before my guts empty into the bowl. The wine burns on its way back up, bringing tears to my eyes as I sag against the cold porcelain.

The merciless tile floor presses painfully into my kneecaps as I heave again.

The remainder of my liquid breakfast—and last night’s liquid supper—spews out of me, reeking of alcohol and sickness.

I swipe at my mouth and reach a shaking hand toward the toilet paper roll hanging on the wall.

Grabbing hold of the first piece, I start pulling. I keep going, yanking at the roll with all my might. Streamers of toilet paper litter the floor around me as I keep pulling and pulling and pulling, my gut roiling though there is nothing left in it to purge.

I want to scream and cry and rip the world apart with my bare hands.

Everything I’ve given up—all for nothing. My dream is crushed, utterly and completely. A decade of my life spent in pursuit of a single goal, and I failed.

Depressing the flush handle, I watch the disgusting water swirl, then turn and sit on the lid, letting out a silent scream so intense my muscles clench hard enough to make me see stars.

I want to die. Just let it all be over, once and for all. I need something to punch.

The bathroom door swings open, cutting off my quiet wail. Sniffling, I straighten up on the toilet and clear my throat. There’s the sound of footsteps, and then someone enters the stall beside me.

My boiling emotions lower to a simmer now that I’m no longer alone.

As they de-escalate, a realization dawns. It sends a cooling chill across my entire body, like water dousing a fire.

Reaching for the toilet roll again, I pull off a single piece with a calm hand.

Ashley is the problem here, not me. I earned that promotion, not her. She just so happened to have the right combination of looks and personality to cheat the system and get in Brian’s head in a way I couldn’t.

Right now, that means the position is hers. But if she were no longer here…

It makes perfect sense really. Ashley’s been a problem since she arrived at Campbell Realty. I tilt and crack my neck to one side and then the other as the serenity of a decision seeps into my shattered nerves and calms me.

It’s time to deal with that problem once and for all. For good.

After all, Brian knows I deserve that promotion. He just can’t see it because he’s so distracted by Ashley’s physical traits.

Really, I’ll be doing him a favor. After it’s done, and he comes to his senses, he might even thank me.

I flush the toilet again and rise off of it feeling better than I have in weeks. It’s all so clear now, finally. These weeks of turmoil, of dark clouds, have come to a close.

Now, there’s just the brilliant light of clarity illuminating what’s supposed to come next.

Whether she purposely manipulated Brian or not, Ashley played the game with the cards she was dealt, and she played it skillfully. Well, I still have a few cards left to play myself.

I wash my hands and look myself over in the bathroom mirror, carefully wiping the smudged mascara from beneath my eyes.

When that’s done, I smile at myself and feel it. Not a fake smile like I’ve been forcing for years on end, in every facet of my life. A real, genuine grin.

Then I dry my hands with a paper towel and head back toward the conference room while planning how to murder Ashley Jacobs.


TWENTY-FIVE
ASHLEY


I don’t know what to think.

To start, I never—not in a million years—expected to be the one who got promoted. I mean, I’ve been there less than a month.

Every single other person at Campbell Realty deserved that promotion more than me, and yet it was my name that came out of Brian’s mouth at the meeting.

I'm in Central Park, enjoying the last of the day’s sun while I contemplate everything that’s happened today. My phone buzzes atop the bench beside me.

For a moment I worry it’s another text from Brian. Almost immediately after the meeting ended, his entire demeanor toward me changed.

While we were all celebrating my promotion, he pulled me aside, his hand moving down to my lower back. I stiffened in surprise, but I don’t think he noticed.

Brian told me how he’d begun to develop feelings for me, how he feels that our time together in the office has really brought us together. Like it was fate, or something.

He was standing so close to me, his hot breath hitting my face. I didn’t know what to say in the moment, and truthfully, I don’t really remember what I ended up saying.

I was just caught completely by surprise. My mind went blank, leaving my mouth to fend for itself and string together some sort of response.

Hopefully it made sense. All I know is I babbled out something… probably with a big smile on my face, knowing me.

I just wanted to get out of there. Whatever I said, I guess Brian took it to mean we were in agreement, because I’ve been receiving text messages from him in earnest over the past few hours.

Hey, congrats again on the promotion. You earned it. Let’s celebrate at a bar together.

Hello?? This is Brian from work, BTW.

I know the bouncer at Mr. Magenta if you want to go. Heard it’s pretty hip. Let me know.

This time, though, it’s not a text from Brian. It’s from Michelle, inviting me to an apartment party she’s having before a night out.

Nothing too fancy, just a girl’s night. Steph+me+ a few others. FYI—they’re now insisting on this doubling as a “surprise” party for your promotion, so act surprised, the text reads.

I smile at that. It actually sounds really nice. Even more so when compared against Brian’s insistent texts to go out to some bar with him.

I’m really not much of a drinker, but it would be fun to meet up with the ladies from work. The issue now is figuring out what I’m going to say to Brian.

It’s pretty clear, from both his confession at work and now these texts, that he feels something for me. That makes my stomach tighten uncomfortably.

Given how unexpected me getting the promotion was, I’ve got to assume his attraction to me played a large role in his decision.

Honestly, I didn’t even want the promotion. Sure, I wanted to do a good job and try my best, but I never sincerely saw myself as a Broker at Campbell Realty.

Now that I’m faced with that reality, it makes me a little sweaty. That’s a lot more scrutiny, especially considering how new I am.

Headlines, reporters, all of that. I’m not sure there’s anyone out there who’d be ready to take on that kind of high profile role with only a month of experience in the industry, so I wouldn’t exactly blame them for wanting to scrutinize me even more.

A horse-drawn carriage clops by in front of me. The top hat-wearing driver cranes his neck over his shoulder to tell the couple in the carriage facts about the park.

I pop another gummy bear into my mouth, working over the new situation in my mind. What this all means, how much things have changed, and how fast.

My thoughts move to my dingy apartment and the few sticks of furniture that occupy it. All of that is about to change.

And while I’ve grown to love that cramped little room, maybe it’s time, too. I nod inwardly. Yes, I think it is.

Life is all about change and knowing when it’s time for something new. For me, it’s time.

The air is still wonderfully warm on my skin. A gentle breeze blows over me, billowing my hair out from the sides of my face as I tap my phone against my palm.

It’s so peaceful here. In fact, this bench in particular might be my favorite spot in the whole entire city. Some folks love Times Square, others Battery Park, but for me this spot and this view is unbeatable.

So much activity is taking place before my eyes, walkers and runners and bikers and skaters and carriage riders. So much activity, so much life. As long as I’ve got a pack of gummy bears in hand, I could sit here and watch forever.

A little bird lands on the bench beside me, head tilting with interest at the gummy bear in my hand. I shake my head at him like I do to Marbles when I’ve got something I know wouldn’t be good for him.

“Sorry sister. These are for human girls only,” I tell her.

The tiny bird chirps and hops off the bench to scour the pavement instead. Across the way, I watch two squirrels chase each other up the trunk of a tree. So much life here, and it’s all perfect.

I remain on the bench for another few minutes before standing up and pulling out my phone to shoot Michelle a text.

I say that I’m headed right over. As I send that, I get another text from Brian, which spikes my pulse.

This one is even more frantic than before. He really wants to see me. In fact, he’s demanding to, saying that I owe him.

My heart beats a little faster as I chew my lip, trying to decide what to tell him.

I’ve got to say something, because I can’t let this go on. But once I do, there’ll be no going back.

After a few moments of deliberation, I type out a response and then hit send. Not wanting to see what he replies, I stuff my phone back into my purse and start down the path that leads out of the park.

The subway is surprisingly quiet as I board, finding an open seat between two people. I tuck my purse between my legs as the train car rocks back and forth along the tracks.

There’s this resolute sense of peace that has descended upon me after my internal decision that now is the time for change. I’ve accepted it, and doing so has brought clarity and calm.

Once again I feel my zeal for life returning, buoyed by the gorgeous hour I spent in the park. Nothing will relax you more than being out in nature, away from everything else. What a wonderful feeling it is.

My phone buzzes with another message. It’s Michelle saying she’s excited to see me.

She tells me the door is unlocked and it’ll be dark, so I need to act surprised when everyone pops up. I lower my phone back down and smile.

Things are good, and they really do work out.

I exit the train at my stop and come up above ground again to breathe in the warm evening air. The last of the sun’s rays are filtering across the sky, giving it this incredible oil painting effect that I take a mental screenshot of. I see a couple people around me pulling out their phones to take pictures, but I don’t bother.

For whatever reason, I find that a phone camera just isn’t able to capture the full beauty of a sunset. Better for me to just enjoy the beauty of the moment without distraction.

I walk for a few minutes until I reach the building and head inside. Starting up the stairs, I’ve still got a slight smile on my face. My footsteps echo through the stairwell as I ascend.

Today is a good day, despite the weird interactions with Brian. In fact, I’ll go as far as to say it’s a good life. There are lows, yes, but they make the highs even better.

And recently, it looks like things in my life are finally going right. I come out of the stairwell and continue down the hallway, already feeling lighter.

The hallway is quiet, empty. Distantly, a siren sounds.

A couple more steps, and then I’m reaching forward to grab the doorknob.


TWENTY-SIX
MICHELLE


Killing someone is easy enough.

A couple stabs, and it’s done. It’s getting away with it that’s the hard part.

But I’m smart. Smarter than most people I know. If anyone can get away with the murder of another human being, it’s me.

And besides—I only need to get away with killing a single person: Ashley Jacobs.

One and done.

I wipe the sweat from my forehead and look down at the translucent plastic tarp I’ve carefully laid across the floorboards. It crinkles underneath the soles of my shoes encased in their protective booties.

In a few minutes, Ashley will be here.

Everything’s ready. The knife is within easy reach, right there by the door. I’ll wait for her to come inside and then leap forward to stab her in the lower back.

I’ve got it all planned out. It’s going to work. It has to.

If it doesn’t, I’ve given everything for nothing.

Another bead of salty sweat rolls down my forehead, lodging itself in my left eyebrow. I swipe at it and lick my dry lips, shifting my weight between my feet as I scan the empty apartment one last time.

A shrill ambulance siren howls from somewhere outside. The plastic sheeting I’ve draped over the walls keeps the air warm, trapping all the moisture inside my killbox.

I try to use the humidity as the explanation for my sweat, but I know the truth. I’m nervous. This isn’t something you do every day.

It’s dark in here without any lights on. There’s only the moonlight glowing through the window, and even that is dimmed by the thick plastic tarping. In the quiet darkness, my mind races, stumbles, threatens to spin out altogether.

Just need a few more minutes of clarity, and I’ll be ready. I shut my eyes and pull in a shaking, trembling breath, remembering what all this is for. Everything that I’ve gone through, put up with.

The abject panic holding my thoughts captive transforms into anger. A seething, dripping anger that curls my fists. Good. That’s what I need. That’s what it’ll take to⁠—

Footsteps in the hallway. Distant, but drawing closer. Coming out of the stairwell. Approaching the door.

I go to rub my sweat-soaked palms against my pant legs to dry them, only to smear the perspiration against the slick plastic of my rain poncho.

Hurriedly I pull out my disposable rubber gloves and slip them on.

The hallway floor creaks outside. Seconds to go. My chest is a flurry of pounding heartbeats. My mind runs wild as the adrenaline surges through my veins. Every inch of me trembles.

In the text, I told Ashley that the door was unlocked, and she could just come on in.

I’ve prepared everything perfectly. Studied all the most accomplished murderers.

There’s nothing I can’t do if I put my mind to it, I remind myself with another shaking breath. I’m smart. The smartest.

It’s a fact everyone at work would’ve done well to understand.

Oh well, too late for that now. The doorknob begins to twist, just as I close my gloved hand around the handle of the knife. I’m crouched against the wall beside the door, ready to pounce the moment Ashley steps inside.

This is it. The seconds tick by in some strange, distorted half-time, removed from the rest of the world entirely. This is separate, away from everything else.

A remote part of my mind flips through the events of the past few weeks, on the utter wreck my life has become. On how I’ve gotten to this surreal place.

Even still, as the door swings inward and I plunge the knife hilt-deep into the flesh of her back, I’m not entirely sure how it came to this.

Only as the knife sinks into her, Ashley lets out a decidedly masculine-sounding groan of pain before crashing to the ground.

And when the hazy, dim moonlight reaches her face, I realize it’s not Ashley who I’ve just stabbed.

Gasping for air as he twitches atop the plastic tarp, is Brian.


TWENTY-SEVEN
MICHELLE


No. No—this can’t be happening.

I did not just stab my boss in the back.

The knife falls from my hand and hits the floor, but I don’t hear the clatter. All I can hear, see, taste—is panic. Pure, unadulterated panic that filters into my very pores, setting every inch of me alight.

Brian wretches, sending a dark splatter of blood spraying across the tarp. His eyes are wide, lolling around as he spasms. I can’t breathe.

Dropping to my knees, I start babbling how sorry I am, how I didn’t mean it.

I don’t know if he can hear me. Can he hear me?

“Brian? Brian?” I say, reaching a trembling, gloved hand out toward him.

He jerks away from me, letting out a grunt that barely sounds human. Like a fish gulping down air after being pulled out of the water, Brian flops around on the plastic.

I don’t know what to do. The knife lies there on the floor beside me. Blood is absolutely everywhere, soaking through Brian’s shirt as he thrashes.

“Brian?” I say again, my voice tight.

His eyes flare wide once more as he coughs thickly, and then he goes still. I remain frozen, my hand still stretched out in front of me.

The pale moonlight filtering into the room barely illuminates his face, but I can see his eyes are no longer blinking. He’s no longer moving at all.

My lungs are so compressed I’m afraid I might pass out. No. This just can’t be happening right now.

How did this happen? I don’t understand. I texted Ashley, she said she was coming, but Brian’s here. What’s going on?

I lick my lips as sweat pours down my face. It must be a thousand degrees in this room. Brian still hasn’t moved.

Pushing back up to my feet, I stumble to the edge of the killbox to look out the window. Are there helicopters? SWAT teams?

None of this is how I thought it was going to be. It was all planned out so perfectly.

I knew this apartment was empty because it was sold recently by Campbell Realty. The former owners moved out two weeks ago, and the new owners live internationally. They’re not scheduled to move to the States and take occupancy until a couple months from now.

We have the keys at the office so we can let in workers for renovations and cleaning prior to their move-in date. It was the perfect location for a murder, especially because the building’s security cameras aren’t functional at the moment—something our office has been on the building manager’s back about fixing before our clients move in.

Just in case, I wore non-descript dark clothing and a hat with my hair tucked beneath it. If the cameras on any nearby businesses happened to catch my image on the sidewalk or entering the front door, I’d look pretty much like thousands of other New Yorkers, coming and going in the night with their heads down.

Ashley was supposed to come in, expecting her surprise party.

I stab her with the knife, she goes down. All the blood spray remains in the killbox.

Dispose of the body by dissolving it in acid in the bathtub.

No body, no evidence.

Take her phone, send an email into work saying she’s quit and is moving out of the city. Couldn’t handle the pressure, blah blah blah.

Then get rid of the phone.

Ashley’s a legal adult, and with that email and no suspicion of foul play, the police wouldn’t spend any resources trying to track her down. No reason to.

It was fool-proof. I’d thought of everything, every possible angle—except this.

I spin around, my eyes falling to Brian again on the floor. He’s just a dark outline in the weak light of the room. I don’t want to turn on the light. I don’t want to face what I’ve done.

Ashley could be made to disappear. She’s nobody, just another starry-eyed twenty-two year old for whom the city lights were too bright.

Brian is different. Someone like him does not just disappear.

My hand comes up to my head. I feel dizzy. It takes everything in me not to vomit all over Brian’s dead body.

It’s so hot in here I think I actually might faint. This can’t be real. Where’s the wine?

Somehow, Ashley figured out what I was planning. I don’t know how, but she did.

Now what am I going to do?

I drop to my knees again, still unable to tear my eyes away from Brian’s body. His eyes remain open, an empty stare on his face, his mouth agape.

He looks so… dead. Hot tears burn my eyes.

They blur my vision as a sob escapes my throat. What have I done? I’ve killed someone. I murdered another human being.

There isn’t any more air in my lungs as I collapse to the plastic tarp. Its slick surface provides no solace. There is no escaping this. What I’ve done.

Maybe I should grab the knife and use it on myself, too. Maybe I just…

I rub my face and suck in a breath. No, I can’t go down like this. I can’t let her beat me.

Somehow, someway, I find a way to summit the mountain of fear that has risen inside my skull. There is always a way out. There has to be.

I’m smart—much smarter than her. She only thinks she’s bested me.

I lick my parched lips, eyes darting around the room as I suck in more oxygen. I’d kill again for a glass of wine right now, something to get my thoughts flowing.

Just think. Think. Shutting my exhausted eyes, I try to force my brain to function through the chaos. What’s my next move here?

There’s nothing tying me to this room. I get rid of the knife, my bloody poncho and gloves, and get Brian’s body into the other room. Start dissolving him in the bathtub like I planned to do with Ashley.

No cameras, no prints. No DNA left after I remove the plastic tarps.

It will be like I was never here at all. I swipe at the tears wetting my face, my breath catching in my throat.

The texts. Ashley had to have been the one who told Brian to come here. I know I didn’t.

My heart beats faster as I push back up to my knees, and then to a standing position.

When the police start looking for Brian, all they’ll find on his phone is a text from Ashley, none from me.

She’ll deny coming here, of course, and show them the texts from me about the surprise party. But what she didn’t realize, was that those texts she received from me? They weren’t from my real phone.

I picked up a burner, knowing she’d assume the texts came from my personal number once I identified myself and told her about how her co-workers planned to celebrate her. I still can’t figure out why it didn’t work, why she didn’t show up here, and Brian did.

What I do know is that she’s going to look guilty.

When someone eventually finds Brian’s remains, and the police start investigating, his phone records will lead them straight to sweet little Ashley.

If they subpoena the phone records of people from the office, mine will show no trace of those texts she’s claiming came from me. If questioned, Steph and the others will say they had no knowledge of a surprise party planned for that night, and Ashley will look like she made up the whole story.

And that burner phone will be long gone, sleeping for eternity at the bottom of the Hudson.

Yes. It could definitely work. That scenario could definitely fly.

My gaze falls once again to the body on the floor. Another realization dawns on me.

With Brian no longer head of Campbell Realty, someone will need to step up and fill his role. It’s just what’s got to happen, so the business doesn’t go under.

Who better than the longest tenured employee?

I never wanted Brian to die, but maybe this could work out even better. If it were me, I’d rather be dead than spend the rest of my life in prison. Framing Ashley for Brian’s murder is actually more satisfying than seeing her dead.

She’ll protest her innocence, maybe leak a few delicate tears along with her pleas.

Would the police buy that? She can definitely be convincing when she wants to be.

That pretty little smile of hers, combined with that incessantly perky personality might just charm a couple male detectives into taking her side of the story more seriously. Which means I can’t let it get to the point of reasonable doubt.

I’ve got to have an ace in the hole. Think.

I pace back and forth across the tarp, the plastic crinkling underfoot as more sweat drips down from my temples. My scalp is itchy from sweating, and I lift a hand to scratch, but pause as a final stroke of genius hits me.

Hair. I have a strand of Ashley’s hair. It’s still stuck to my dress, which is currently crumpled on my closet floor. If I leave her hair here, and the police come looking, they’ll be sure to find that incriminating little piece of evidence along with Brian’s body. Slam dunk.

There will be no arguing the semantics of text messages when there’s hard DNA evidence tying her to the crime scene. Her DNA here, not mine. Not anyone else’s.

She’ll be caught dead-to-rights. All the pretty smiles in the world couldn’t get someone out of that. I scoff, my own brilliance flooring me.

Never out of the fight, ever. Not where my dreams are concerned.

My veins fill with a rush of adrenaline, spurring me across the room. I need to move right now. Think and move. I shake out my hands, eyes darting and back forth as I pace.

This can work, right? My hand swipes across my forehead to mop up the sweat again. It might just work. It should. It will.

Am I forgetting anything? I need a little more time to make sure. Can’t leave anything to chance.

The sun will be coming up in a few short hours, and I’m about to drop from exhaustion and stress, but I still need to clean up the tarps and dispose of the body. Like I said, I’m not going to leave anything to chance.

It’s possible some of my skin cells or hairs became attached to Brian’s clothing when I sat on the floor and cried over his body. I was sweating and crying, my nose running. I have to make sure no trace of me remains.

I want it to be Ashley’s mess, not mine, that the investigators find here.

First, I’ve got to get home, grab the strand of hair and get back here to place it in the scene—without being seen. Then before I leave the apartment for the final time, I’ll need to wipe the whole place to remove any possible trace of my presence. Maybe mop it too.

Ugh, just thinking of it all is draining my last reserves of energy. And after I’m done cleaning up here, I’ll still need to go back home and shower and change for work.

Work. Right. Brian won’t be showing up for work tomorrow.

I need to consider how someone who has no idea what’s going on would act. Curious maybe? Concerned?

When people at the office wonder where Brian is, why he didn’t come in, I’ll be as baffled as they are.

No clue where he is, haven’t heard from him. Never saw him.

Ashley is another matter. She knows something—at least I think she does. She did skip her own “party” after all. But she doesn’t know everything.

And she doesn’t have anything on me.

If she says anything about the “surprise party,” I’ll act like I have no idea what she’s talking about. It’ll be her word against mine.

My thoughts are firing a mile a minute, but this is all good. The more I think about it, the more I start to believe that this could actually be the best thing.

After all, that promotion should’ve been mine. It was owed to me.

Maybe this is what Brian gets for failing to acknowledge how good of an employee I truly am.

My skin ripples with excitement, my body buzzing with energy. This can all work. I lick my lips, my throat dry now too. I’m so dehydrated and beyond wiped out. I don’t know how long it’s been since I slept.

But I can do this. I can see it through to the end. My dream isn’t out of reach after all—it’s just going to require a bit more effort.

Brian did say he wanted us to prove how much we wanted it. Well, how about now, boss? Are you satisfied?

I’m in for a long, long night, but it’ll all be worth it.

Because if you want to achieve your dreams, you don’t just need to set clear goals—you have to take action, too.

Go big or go home.
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I’m a disaster this morning, a pretty far cry from the calm, collected front I wanted to present when I got into the office.

The car rolls down the street toward the Campbell building, entrenched in the early morning rush hour traffic. As we slow to a halt again, I pull out my makeup mirror and hit my lashes with a coat of mascara.

Applying makeup in stop-and-go New York traffic is not ideal, but I have no choice.

When I made it back to my apartment this morning, I had barely enough time for a quick shower and clothing change before I had to leave for work.

Actually, all things considered, I look pretty decent.

It took longer than I anticipated to get Brian off the floor and into the bathroom down the hall last night. A dead body weighs a lot more than you’d expect. It was no easy task getting him into the bathtub either, but I got it done.

After that, I had to start breaking down the killbox so I could dispose of all that plastic. It took several large black trashbags to hold all the bloodied plastic, but I got it packed away.

I also took great care in placing that precious little golden strand of DNA where it couldn’t possibly be missed.

That was as far as I got. I literally ran out of time, and there was no way I could chance skipping work today or showing up late. Not with Brian missing.

The good news is, I still have time. No one knows Brian is dead.

In a few days, I’m sure the police will conclude that something serious happened to him and start trying to find him. He’s too big of a personality to just drop off the face of the Earth.

At that point, they’ll subpoena the phone records, which takes what? A few days? Then they’ll track his phone to the apartment.

There’s nothing tying me to the place at all, and by then the knife and his body and whatever incriminating fibers might have been on it will be long gone—zero usable forensic evidence. The trash bags will have been incinerated, the surfaces wiped squeaky clean and fingerprint-free.

But the detectives will find some evidence. The hair. And Ashley will go down. Checkmate.

We’ll see who’s smiling then.

After work today, I’ll head back to the apartment and finish the job, cart the bags away and meticulously go over every surface I might have touched to wipe away any fingerprints.

Until then, it just needs to be business as usual, acting just as shocked as everyone else that Brian didn’t show for work today.

How odd, I’ll say, my eyebrows raising in surprise.

It’s a good thing I’ve spent the last decade perfecting how to display believable emotions to clients. Today, the world is my client.

I lean my head back against the headrest and close my eyes. I might feel alert—probably running on pure adrenaline alone at this point—but if I remain here with my eyes closed for another few seconds, I’ll probably drop right off to sleep.

The driver murmurs something, snapping my eyes back open. I glance out the window… and my heart drops.

There are police cars parked in front of our office building, lights flashing. Why are the police here?

My throat tightens in an instant, my thoughts running amok. Is it possible they know about Brian already? How?

It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet. Isn’t that how long it takes to declare a person legally missing? That’s what they always say on TV.

Images of the New York City police throwing me down to the pavement, ice-cold cuffs locking around my wrists flood my mind.

The good feelings I had just mere moments ago have completely evaporated at the sight of the police cruisers in front of me. My driver’s already pulled over, but I want to tell him to pull out into traffic again and just keep going.

Would that be suspicious?

My eyes dart across the sidewalk and fall on an officer standing with a man wearing a suit and tan jacket. And Marcus.

He spots me through the back seat window, raising his hand in acknowledgment. Great, now I have no choice but to get out. I can’t swallow around the boulder in my throat.

The tension in my gut is reaching a boiling point. I might just explode right here in the back seat of this car.

“Lady?” the driver asks, looking at me in the rearview mirror. “We’re here.”

“Right,” I say. There’s nothing to do now but exit.

Taking a breath, I mumble my thanks to the driver and then open the door. My heel comes down on the concrete on the sidewalk, and then I’m standing out on the street, my legs trembling.

It’s windier than it’s been the past few days. My hair whips in the breeze as I move forward, focusing on putting one step in front of the other.

Small crowds of looky-loos have stopped to see what all the commotion is about. Marcus is up ahead, speaking animatedly with one of the police officers, gesturing rather wildly with his hands.

My stomach practically drops out of my body altogether.

Do they know? Did Brian tell Marcus where he was going last night or something? I didn’t know they were even friends.

At any second, I expect to see service weapons drawn, sirens flashing red and blue as the police scream for me to get down on the ground.

But then if they were after me, Marcus would have told them already.

I work to keep my expression even. Nothing is wrong. I’ve done nothing wrong, I know nothing.

Steph runs up to me out of nowhere, wide-eyed and breathless. “Have you heard?”

“No. Heard what?” I ask. “What’s going on?”

My voice remains relatively stable, despite the feeling that my heart may leap out of my chest at any moment.

“The police… apparently they want to talk with Brian about something,” she says in a hushed voice.

Talk with him? So they don’t know he’s dead, then? I don’t know what to⁠—

“Do you work at Campbell Realty, Ma’am?”

I turn to find the man in the suit and coat standing beside me. He’s definitely a police officer of some kind. His salt-and-pepper gray hair is parted neatly on the side, and his hairline is retreating.

As he reaches a hand out to me, I catch sight of a badge glinting on the belt of his suit pants.

“I’m Detective Wells, FCU,” he says.

“Michelle Peterson,” I say as we shake. “FCU?”

“Financial Crimes Unit. We’re looking to speak with Mr. Campbell. We received a tip about potential embezzlement within the company. After looking into it, it appears Mr. Campbell has illegally diverted several million dollars in company funds.”

I stare at him, my pulse pounding in my ears. Embezzlement? Suddenly my legs feel even more shaky than before. This time with relief instead of fear.

They aren’t here because of Brian’s murder. They’re here because of his crimes, not mine.

The police were already looking for him, and I had no idea. But does that mean…

Detective Wells tosses his head back toward the building. “We’ve already been up to the office, but it doesn’t seem like Mr. Campbell is in. He’s not at home either. Do you have any idea where he might be? Where he might go before work in the mornings maybe?”

I shake my head. “I don’t, I’m sorry. We’re not close—I mean outside of work. We don’t have a personal relationship.”

The man nods. “Doesn’t matter—we got a warrant to trace his phone this morning, so we’ll find him.”

I really do almost pass out right then and there. They already have a warrant for a phone tap.

Those records will lead the police right to the apartment, where they’ll find Brian’s body, the murder weapon, the bags of tarps and the rain slicker, the gloves.

They’ll find everything.

There’s no time to clean up. For all I know, they might already be on their way over there now.

I’m not ready—I wasn’t finished. Ashley’s hair is there, but with all the other evidence still there at the scene it’s not going to be the smoking gun I wanted it to be.

I feel like I’m melting layer by layer as I stand there facing the detective, my insides writhing and hot.

He’s talking, I’m nodding, but I’m not listening anymore. I’m too busy trying not to collapse in a puddle on the sidewalk.

My DNA is all over the apartment. I didn’t get to do a final wipedown. It’s over—absolutely over.

After another moment I excuse myself, stumbling away from the building. This can’t be happening. Some horrible, awful sense of irony has just descended from the heavens to crush me like an anvil.

I killed Brian for nothing.

He would’ve been arrested within twelve hours. Now with all the added scrutiny, they’ll find him almost instantly.

Nothing is as I expected it to be.

My lungs are barely able to draw breath as I move down the sidewalk, an arm out in front of me to keep me balanced. The very world itself seems to be caving in around me as I stagger forward, the buildings creeping inward, crowding my path.

I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where to go. My thoughts are impossible to pin down, flitting by so fast it’s making my head spin.

Gone is any semblance of my keen intelligence, my rational thinking. Nothing remains but a simple, primitive directive. Run.

Just get away. Where am I even going to go? Who cares? Run. Just go.

My mind is going blank. I can feel—actually feel–myself fading away, like power draining from a computer. The body functions, but the cord has been pulled.

Sweat pours down my face in buckets, but even that hardly registers. I’m lost entirely in my scrambled mind, trapped in an endless whirlwind of disastrous images and screaming thoughts.

My fist comes down against a door, making me blink. I pull my head up and look around. Where am I?

There’s a bottle of wine in a brown bag in my other hand. It’s already half empty. My eyes whip across the standing planters on either side of the door, the window boxes beneath each window on the front of the house.

This is John’s parent’s house. In Westchester. I’m in Westchester now. I whirl around, head thrashing back and forth to look down both sides of the street.

Where are the police? Are they here? Is that a siren?

I lick my lips, tasting the light burn of the wine on them. Then I pound on the door again. He’s got to help me. John has to help me.

“Open the door,” I shout, my voice sounding ragged, almost animalistic.

I hardly recognize it.

The house remains quiet, no sounds of commotion. Where is he?

He can’t leave me—my dream, doesn’t he understand? My dreams are right there, so close. I just need to figure this out.

Still nothing from inside the house. I wrap my lips around the bottle of wine and take another long pull, feeling okay for only a moment before everything crashes back down again.

I rub my eyes, my exhausted, blood-shot eyes, and stumble off the porch, missing a step and almost falling before I manage to right myself.

Where’s my phone? I need to call him. Make him understand.

I did all of this for us. I sacrificed everything for us.

Staggering down the driveway, I fumble to get my phone out of my pocket. My call goes to his voicemail.

“You can’t do this to me,” I scream into the phone, spit landing on the screen.

My mid-section flames with anger. After everything I’ve done, he’s just abandoning me? What kind of person does that?

I spin back toward the house and grip hard to the wine bottle. Then I hurl it as hard as I can. It shatters against the wood siding, painting a dull red splatter across the white boards.

The craziness of what I’ve just done quiets my mind for just a second. Someone will definitely have heard that, and call the cops. I need to get out of here, right now.

I start off down the street, eyes glazed and mouth hanging open as I suck in oxygen.

I don’t know where to go, or what to do. I’m just running—running like a zoo animal that’s just escaped. If I slow down, I’ll be forced to think about what’s happened, and I can’t do that. Can’t stop for a second, just keep moving.

I get back onto the commuter train, landing in a seat in a huff. I can feel the eyes of those around me as they wash over me, accusing me, harassing me. All of them know what I’ve done. I need a drink, just to clear my head.

Did I really kill Brian?

I refuse to believe it. That was someone else, someone different. An entire separate life.

Michelle Peterson wouldn’t have done that. She’s married with a handsome young son, a brilliant career woman. A girl with big dreams.

I see my dad in my mind as reality starts to shift again. He’s hugging me, telling me everything will be okay. It makes my eyes wet. I want to reach out to him, hug him back, but he’s gone.

I’m alone at the train station. Completely and utterly alone.

The chaos of the past few hours has finally begun to dull. Now, it’s no more than a murmur in the back of my mind. I’m absolutely exhausted. People rush around me in a flood, entirely indifferent.

Were I to fall to the floor right now, I doubt anyone would even break stride. Completely alone.

There’s nowhere else to go but back to my apartment now. The sky is even darker than it was this morning, looking as though it’s about to start pouring at any minute.

Maybe it’ll pour and wash me away, down the gutter and into the storm drain along with my marriage and everything else I’ve lost.

I stumble toward my apartment building in a daze, legs moving out of habit as they carry me forward. My footsteps are slow, plodding. I’m too tired now to do much more than breathe in and out.

There’s my building, rising up in front of me. I just need to⁠—

I freeze. There are police cars in front of the building.

A man in a tan jacket turns to look at me. Detective Wells. And our eyes meet.

They know.
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I make it only a few hundred feet in the other direction before I’m brought down by two officers.

My body slams into the hard pavement, my ribs screaming in agony while the officers shout over me.

“Don’t move,” one of them screams, her cuffs closing around my wrists.

My cheek is pressed up against the rough sidewalk. I can feel every bump and ridge. Then they haul me back to my feet as I gasp then walk me over to a bench and force me down to it.

“Don’t you dare try to run again,” the officer says to me.

They don’t have to worry. I won’t try to run. All of my energy is gone now, the last of it sapped in that final, desperate quest for freedom.

“Mrs. Peterson,” Detective Wells says as he saunters over to us. “Where were you going, Mrs. Peterson?”

He comes to a stop in front of me, his hands in his pockets. I watch him look me over. A raindrop falls onto my forehead as I shake my head.

Where was I going? Nowhere. Anywhere. I don’t know where I was going. I don’t know anything anymore. I’m done thinking.

“I figured something was up after I talked to you this morning,” the detective tells me.

“And then we traced the location of Brian’s phone and guess what we found?”

My head lowers. I stare at a black spot of worn gum melded to the sidewalk.

“You know, talking with your coworkers, everyone seemed to agree you were next in line to run the place. Guess you just couldn’t wait your turn, huh? Offing your boss to get ahead? Dissolving his body in acid? That’s pretty cold.”

That does enough to pull me out of my stupor. My gaze flicks to him as I feel that shameful, familiar burn in my stomach.

“I suppose now it all goes to Ashley,” I mumble. “There’s something you should know about her. She’s the one who killed Brian. She was obsessed with him. I bet you’ll find her DNA at the scene.”

It’s a long shot, but I might as well try. What do I have to lose at this point? Maybe it’ll at least muddy the waters of the investigation.

Detective Wells looks hard at me. “Ashley Jacobs? You know, we spoke with an Ashley Jacobs, went by her place. Apparently she made an interview appointment with Campbell Realty… but it was cancelled.”

I blink, confused. What is he talking about?

“Well that’s obviously wrong. She worked there for almost a month,” I tell him, head shaking back and forth.

Detective Wells nods. “And that’s what I’ve heard from your coworkers, but we talked with Ashley Jacobs, and her story checks out. Whoever that was at Campbell Realty, it wasn’t Ashley Jacobs.”

My heart thuds hard against my ribs as his words wash over. That doesn’t make any sense.

“And now that you mention it, we did find a hair at the murder scene, all laid out for us, pretty as you please. Practically had a spotlight shining on it. But it’s fake. Wig hair,” Wells says.

Wig hair? Wait—what is going on?

“Pretty weird stuff. We’re looking into it, but your co-worker, whoever she was, covered her tracks pretty well. Besides, there are more important crimes to deal with than faking ID to get a job,” Detective Wells says pointedly as he looks down at me.

I hardly hear him, entirely lost in thought now as my mouth dries out completely. I no longer care about being arrested for Brian’s murder.

None of it matters in the face of a single, burning question…

If that wasn’t Ashley, then who did my promotion go to?
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I give the interviewer a big smile as I sit down across from her.

“Thanks for coming in, Anna. We’re excited to talk to you,” she says to me.

My hand rolls a strand of my red hair between my fingers as I give her another eager smile.

The layout of the room is bland, corporate. On the woman’s desk is a wilted potted plant and a photo of her children.

She launches into her spiel, the ins and outs of their company and how things work around the place. In a way, it reminds me a lot of what I heard in the interview for Campbell Realty.

Getting into the interviews is easy enough. Mom taught me plenty before she went to prison for fraud and identity theft, especially about how to hack into a company’s database.

You’d be surprised how weak most large company’s passwords truly are. From there, it’s as simple as locating a scheduled interview with a job applicant and then emailing that applicant from a phony email address, informing them the interview has been cancelled.

All you need to do at that point is to show up in their place.

For Campbell, I chose Ashley Jacobs. There’s an innocent sound to that name, isn’t there? A real girl-next-door kind of vibe. Wouldn’t hurt a fly.

After that, it was time to study Brian Campbell and learn everything I could about him. If I was going to bring him down, I’d need every bit of information I could get my hands on.

After scouring his social media accounts, I was easily able to determine what his “type” in women was. From there, I put together an appearance package that I knew would catch his eye.

Blue eye contacts, blonde hair, and some carefully applied contouring makeup to give my nose that cute little rounded tip he’s apparently so into.

Looking back on it, I probably could’ve saved myself a lot of time and just modeled myself after Grace, the girl who originally set me onto Campbell Realty in the first place.

I overheard her telling a friend at the bar about what a scumbag her boss was. The guy got handsy with her, and then fired her when she didn’t reciprocate his interest.

She was scared to move forward with litigation against him because he was powerful—and shameless. She didn’t know what to do.

Mom wouldn’t have stood for that and didn’t raise me to, either. If you can do something about injustice, you do it. That’s what she taught me.

Only thing was, Mom got caught trying to bring down a pharmaceutical executive and couldn’t teach me anymore. I decided it was time to do it on my own.

It felt right. I was ready. Or at least, hoped I was. No matter what, I had to try. For Mom, and for all the girls who don’t have the power to fight back.

So I showed up at the interview, really played up to Brian. Sold the whole perky blonde thing. That got me in the door.

From there, I had to make myself seem indisposable, and that started with the Wallace interview.

Mr. Wallace doesn’t exist—he’s just some actor I hired to come in and give Brian a hard time, allowing me to save the day so that I could prove my worth.

Brian needed to believe I was on his side, a member of the team. That’s what a confidence scheme is all about, really—earning trust.

I needed to gain his trust, so that when my laptop had “issues,” I could borrow his… and copy all of his personal data. Usernames, passwords, emails, everything.

Looks like I played it just right. The dirtball was so eager to please, he handed it right over. I had access to his accounts from that day forward.

The rest of my time was spent covering my tracks. Making sure once I finally pulled the trigger, none of this could be traced back to me. That’s what got Mom pinched.

What I didn’t expect was for Michelle to be the one at Campbell trying to stop me. If only I could’ve explained everything to her, that we were never in competition at all, maybe things would’ve turned out differently.

I certainly didn’t expect her to kill Brian when I sent him over to her apartment that night.

It had just reached a point where I couldn’t keep up the charade any longer, not with his apparent romantic interest in me. I figured those two could work things out between them, that she’d end up getting the broker job after all—because my text to him also included my resignation.

But then she stabbed him, or meant to stab me, I guess. That’s what she meant by surprise party, I suppose. I’m sure she was quite surprised.

Despite everything she did to me, I’m really trying not to hold it against her. Trying to see the good in people, no matter what. She just wanted to chase her dreams.

Speaking of surprises, I wonder if Grace has noticed the money in her account yet. I saw in Brian’s emails that he’d been successful in pressuring her to drop the lawsuit.

I know it won’t fix everything, but I’m hoping that the money I took from Brian will help make it a little easier for Grace to begin to heal.

After tipping off the NYPD about Brian’s supposed embezzlement, I figured my time in the city was done. I’d already packed up the studio apartment and took Marbles’ travel cage out of storage.

The con was over. It was time to move on to wherever came next. Then, on my last night in New York, I overheard another conversation.

Two young women, about my age, commiserating about their sexist boss over drinks.

Looks like it isn’t time for me to leave the city quite yet.

“Any questions for me at this time, Anna?”

The interviewer’s inquiry pulls me from my thoughts. I look back up at her as a man walks by the interview room in the hallway.

He’s older, jowly, with a few patchy spots of hair still left on his head. I can feel him undressing me with his eyes before winking at me. That’s him.

I direct my now-green eyes back toward the interviewer and smile at her as I shake my head.

“I think I’ll fit right in here,” I say.
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