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Aaron

––––––––
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“Well... this is either rock bottom or a rent-free paradise,” I spoke aloud to myself as I stepped into the dark, empty mansion I was going to be calling home.

I used to be an actor. Maybe not a great one, but a known face. Once upon a time, my face had been on thousands of magazines. My name was nearly synonymous with the nineties. Comedies, mostly. Not my choice. I dreamed of being a leading man in serious dramas that challenged audiences and reflected society. I occasionally did plays and even managed to meet screen legends I was terrified to speak to.

But one stupid night changed all that. One idiot I was with just had to open his mouth, and a reporter had caught it all. Guilt by association nearly ended my career, especially the one I’d envisioned.

Now, twenty-five years later, I was squatting in an empty Fifth Avenue mansion. Right before Christmas.

At least the place still looked decent. High ceilings and marble floors, hardly any dust, no broken windows. Which, for a place in New York in December without electricity, was a blessing. Someone definitely lived here. Some billionaire’s vacation home, probably. But that worked out well for me. Even if some heat in the place would be nice.

I wasn’t entirely destitute, but after years of no work, I was getting there fast. I didn’t even have the excuse that I’d blown my money on cars, yachts, drugs, or hookers. That would have at least made for a good story and maybe even a worthy memoir. No, just big bills that came due that I stopped being able to cover.

The mansion had been a stroke of luck, a tip from a former producer who felt sorry for me, or maybe just liked seeing a has-been squirm. It was the perfect place to hide away and lick my wounds.

I wandered through the enormous living room, my breath misting in the cold air. I traced a finger along the grand piano's dusty lid. Twenty-five years. Half a lifetime since that disastrous night at the Chateau Marmont. I could still hear the reporter's sharp question cutting through the drunken laughter, see the flashbulbs popping like tiny explosions. One careless joke from my co-star about the director's wife, and my silence had been painted as complicity. Hollywood forgave many sins, but not bad publicity that scared investors. I'd become radioactive overnight.

The marble floor chilled my feet through worn boots. Funny how the universe worked. At fifty-three, I should've been accepting lifetime achievement awards, not counting loose change for canned soup. The quiet here was unnerving. No ringing phones, no desperate calls to agents who'd "get back to you." Just the wind whistling through ornate vents and the creak of old wood settling. I missed the chaos of sets, the smell of coffee and makeup, the electric buzz before "action!" But most of all, I missed the work. The sacred act of becoming someone else, if only for a few hours.

A gilt-framed mirror caught my reflection in the gloom. The sharp jawline that had once stared back at me on countless magazine covers had softened. Silver threaded through my short hair. But the eyes... Those haunted me. Still holding that same desperate hunger I'd seen backstage at my first movie audition at twenty. That kid believed in transformation. Believed he'd matter. What would he think of me now? Hiding in a stranger's palace like a ghost in my own life story.

The cold bit deeper, gnawing through my thin coat. I rubbed my arms, pacing past shrouded furniture. This wasn't hiding. It was waiting. Waiting for what? A miracle? A callback at fifty-three? The absurdity tasted bitter. I'd traded standing ovations for silence, traded scripts for... this echoing nothing. My breath hitched. Had I ever truly acted, or just recited lines while chasing applause? The question scraped raw. Maybe the universe hadn't punished me. Maybe it had just stopped pretending.

Outside, Fifth Avenue glittered with Christmas lights, a cruel parody of the marquees I’d once dreamed of. I pressed a palm against the icy windowpane. The warmth of a thousand homes bled through the glass, a life I could see but never touch. That reporter’s flashbulb had stolen more than my career; it stole the certainty that I belonged anywhere. Now I haunted this gilded cage, a specter in a world that moved on without a glance. Did anyone remember the kid who poured his soul into Chekhov in that tiny off-Broadway theater? Or was I just the punchline to a forgotten scandal?

Some of the others who had been there that night, in that same picture, had gone on to have major careers. One was even recently nominated for a damn Oscar. So what was so wrong with me? Where had I gone wrong?

I sank onto the couch. Maybe it wasn't the scandal alone. Maybe it was the way I froze afterward, deer-in-headlights, letting the narrative solidify without a fight. Or the roles I didn't take after, the pride that wouldn't let me audition for the sitcom cameos offered as pity. Pride was a luxury I couldn't afford now, yet here it sat, heavy as stone in my gut. The reflection in the darkened window wasn't just older; it was hollowed out. Had I ever truly filled that space, or just borrowed characters to hide the emptiness?

The Oscar nominee from that night? He'd leaned into the infamy, turned it into a rebellious brand. Me? I'd shrunk. Apologized too much, then not enough. Played the victim in my own head long after the public stopped caring. That was the real failure, wasn't it? Not the lost roles, but the lost nerve. The fire that once made me argue with directors over a line reading had banked to embers, then ash. Now, shivering in this borrowed tomb, I wondered if the spark was truly gone, or just buried under layers of regret and cheap whiskey.

Then she showed up.

I’d been in the living room, as usual. The place was enormous. It would have taken me a month to investigate all the rooms. So I stuck to the living room, where I could have a fire going in the massive fireplace when I needed it, and the bedroom I’d decided was mine for the time being. First room on the left up the left wing staircase. Yeah. Left and right staircases. Insane. Even in my most ridiculous dreams of fame and stardom, I hadn’t fantasized about owning a place like this.

When I heard the door creak open, I froze. It was probably just the wind, I told myself. But then I heard it again, and that time, it was followed by the sound of heels on the marble.

When I looked over the back of the couch, as overstuffed and stiff as I assumed the owner of this monstrosity was, I saw the silhouette of a figure making her way through the door.

She was using her cell phone’s flashlight as she continued inside, shining the light upwards against the ceiling to partially illuminate the room. Her heels, which I soon realized were boots, continued to clack. She didn’t even try a light switch. Guess she knew better than to think the lights would be left on. But from what I could see, she was beautiful. A little disheveled, but that wasn’t a surprise. She was slim and definitely younger than me. Twenty-five, maybe? Fuck. I’d be old enough to be her father. And not a teen dad either. Her hair was down and dark, and I could make out some kind of sweater, coat, and I guessed jeans.

She hadn’t seen me yet. I stayed frozen, watching. She was clearly familiar with the place. She walked with purpose, heading towards the stairs. She had what looked like a duffel bag slung over her shoulder. She was going to stay. I could see that much. She was moving like she belonged here, but she didn’t. I knew that. No one who belonged here would be sneaking around with a flashlight in the dark. She was a squatter, just like me.

“Who the hell are you?” I asked, hoping my voice sounded more commanding than shocked. Then again, my voice was hardly a baritone anyway. I also wasn’t exactly the most physically intimidating guy around. I was five-nine and a hundred and fifty pounds. Plus, I was fifty-three. Like I said, not exactly intimidating. Though that had worked to my benefit in the past.

The boy next door. The everyman. A guy who looked just attainable enough for the then-teenage girls to lust over.

"I could ask you the same thing. How did you get in here?" she shot back, her phone’s light aimed right at me. It blinded me for a second, but I caught her features as she took a step back. High cheekbones, piercing dark eyes, and a look that was half surprise, half annoyance.

I paused, sizing her up. She was shorter than me, with brown eyes that were both wary and beautiful. There was a hint of an expensive accent in her voice. This wasn't some local girl who had broken in to rob the place.

"I asked you first," I said, my tone guarded.

She scoffed. "You look a little old for a game of tag," she told him.

I bristled at the comment about my age, but I couldn't deny it stung a little. Sure, I wasn't the young heartthrob I used to be, but I wasn't exactly one foot in the grave either.

"I've got nowhere else to go," I said, trying to keep the defeat out of my voice.

She sighed. “Of course you don’t.”

“Look, I found this place abandoned and decided to squat for a bit. Now will you answer my question?" I asked her.

“I’m Raina,” she said. "And I just need a place to lay low for a while. Noticed the hole in the fence and decided I'd rather take my chances in here than in the cold.”

Her voice was smoother than the whiskey I’d been rationing, and it made me want to trust her. But New York had taught me better than that.

"Why don't we start over?" I suggested, standing up. "My name's Aaron. And why exactly do you need to lay low?"

“Reasons,” she answered.

The flashlight beam dipped, carving shadows under her cheekbones. She shifted her weight, the expensive leather of her boots creaking softly. The silence stretched, thick with unspoken histories. Outside, a distant siren wailed, a reminder of the city that pressed against the mansion’s walls.

Raina didn’t elaborate, but the way she said it, it was clear she wasn’t going to spill her life story to a stranger. Even if said stranger was about to be her– what?– roommate? Co-squatter?

She lowered the flashlight, letting the beam dance over the dust-covered Persian rug. "So, Aaron. What’s your story? Besides squatting in places that could buy a small country." Her tone was light, almost teasing, but her eyes stayed sharp, scanning the room like she was mapping exits.

I ran a hand through my graying hair, giving her a wry smile. “I’m Aaron Sullivan. Used to be a pretty good actor in my day. These days... not so much."

Raina looked me over, maybe trying to decide if she recognized me. She must not have, if her next question was anything to go by.

"How does an actor come to be squatting in a house on Fifth Avenue at Christmas?" she asked.

“Reasons,” I smirked, echoing her earlier evasion.

Raina rolled her eyes and took off her coat, revealing a cashmere sweater underneath. “Fine. I’m taking a break from my parents’ expectations. They think I’m going to marry some rich prick they’ve picked out for me, but I’d rather be homeless than a trophy wife. Now, your turn.”

I shrugged. "Easy. You fall from the Hollywood stratosphere at a certain age, no one wants to hire you anymore, and your savings run out faster than you'd think. So you find yourself in a place like this, wishing life didn't suck so much at the moment,” I told her, the cynicism in my voice not really concealing the sting of it all.

“So, we’re both hiding, huh?” she said, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her lips. "Well, I suppose we'll just have to hide together."

I nodded slowly, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction. "Looks that way."
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Raina

––––––––
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To say this was an unexpected turn of events was putting it mildly. Of course, there was more to the story than I’d told this Aaron, but he didn’t need to know that.

Still, I needed a place to go while I figured out my next move, and Daddy’s summer home seemed like the best plan. He wouldn’t come looking for me, and that was exactly how I wanted it. I was done with all forms of his bullshit. I was thirty, damn it, not thirteen. And if cutting myself off from him, his money, his influence, everything, was what it took, then so be it.

But Aaron being in the house had definitely been a shock. My phone light was only so bright, but I’d seen enough of his face to tell he was at least in his fifties. And not unattractive. But that didn’t negate that he had obviously broken into the house. Though he hadn’t seemed to have destroyed anything. And if he had stolen some things, I didn’t care. He likely hadn’t taken anything of mine.

And he had quite a story. An actor? Maybe. I couldn’t say I recognized him, though. Maybe he’d looked way different in his glory days. Or maybe he really hadn’t been in anything I’d watched.

I watched Aaron take a swallow of whiskey from his nearly empty bottle, obviously contemplating my words.

“Guilded cage, huh?” he asked as he took a seat on the arm of the couch. “Must be one hell of a monster to make you choose this over wherever you came from.”

"Some people don't like it when they realize they can't control you anymore," I told him.

He chuckled. “No, they certainly don’t. I met more than my share of those in Hollywood. Manipulation and intimidation remain king back there.”

The fire crackled in the hearth, casting a warm glow over the cold, opulent room. The stark contrast between us was not lost on me. Aaron looked like he’d been living in the mansion for weeks, while I was still dressed like I’d just stepped out of a magazine shoot. But that was on purpose. The whole reason I even had my most expensive things was to sell them. A girl had to afford her new life somehow.

I looked at Aaron for a long moment, my eyes taking in the lines of tension on his face and the weary tiredness of his blue eyes. I could see the set of his shoulders and the defensive way he held himself.

"So," I said, changing the subject, "I'm going to guess these candles aren't because you were expecting some date, that there's no electricity, heat, or food in this place?"

Aaron laughed, a sad, defeated sound. "No, it's just me, myself, and I, trying to survive until the universe decides to cut me a break. The candles are for light and a little bit of warmth. And I've got a stash of canned goods and bottled water that I found in the pantry. The fridge is useless without power, obviously."

My eyes fell on a leather satchel slung over the nearest chair. “Is that seriously all you have?” I asked him. “What happened? Your accountant ripped you off or something?"

“Do I really look that pathetic?” he asked with a sigh. He took another swig from the bottle. “Let’s just go with or something. While it’s none of your business, I have more than what’s in the bag.”

"Well, forgive me for giving a shit," I told him. "Tell you what. You tell me which side of this mansion you've chosen to occupy, and I'll take the other."

"All right," he said, nodding towards the opposite hallway. "Pick a room on the right. I'm over on the left."

"Deal," I said as I headed off with my previously discarded duffel bag to the rooms to the left which I knew were typically for the house staff.

As I picked a room with a queen-sized bed that I knew was one of the staff’s rooms when my family was here, I couldn't help but wonder what kind of life Aaron had lived to land himself here. It was like he was the ghost of Christmas past, a reminder of what could happen when you gave everything to a career that didn't love you back.

The room was freezing, but I didn't care. I pulled out my phone and saw the three missed calls from my brother. I ignored them. Instead, I thought about Aaron's eyes. They weren't just tired; they were haunted. Like he was carrying something heavy that he couldn't put down. I knew that look. I saw it in the mirror every morning.

My fingers traced the dusty windowsill. Daddy's summer home. The irony wasn't lost on me. Running from one gilded cage to another, only to find someone else's ghost already haunting the halls. Aaron wasn't what I expected. He had that weathered dignity, like an old book you find in an attic—pages worn but the story still holding weight. I wondered what chapter he was stuck on.

The cold seeped through my cashmere sweater, sharper here in this room. I shivered, pulling my knees to my chest on the narrow bed. His eyes... That's what lingered. Not the lines or the gray hair, but the way they held decades of rejection without collapsing into full bitterness. Like he’d swallowed the disappointment whole and it lived inside him now, a quiet, heavy thing. I knew that weight. Mine was different—not the absence of applause, but the suffocation of expectation. Yet the ache felt familiar. Two kinds of drowning.

Outside, the city’s Christmas lights bled through the grimy window, painting streaks of artificial warmth on the bare wall. Daddy’s world. Glittering, relentless, demanding perfection. I’d traded silk sheets for dust, but was I any freer? Aaron’s presence was a mirror I hadn’t asked for. His ruin was visible, tangible. Mine was pristine on the surface, a gilded cage with the door flung open, yet I’d fled into another empty palace. The irony tasted like cheap champagne gone flat. Was I escaping, or just circling the drain in higher heels?

No. I was escaping. I knew what would happen to me if I stayed under my father’s thumb. For some, money did bring freedom. But my father wielded it like a weapon.

“Be a good girl, Raina, and Daddy will buy you that pretty dress,” had been a common phrase in my childhood.

When I got older, it shifted to, “You’re going to have to earn that shiny new car you want, Raina. Show Daddy’s new client a good time tonight and it’s all yours,” while he dangled the keys in my face.

I’d always done what he asked. Until I didn’t. Until I realized the price tag attached to every “gift” was a piece of my soul. That Porsche? A weekend entertaining a hedge fund manager who thought “no” was a challenge. The Hamptons cottage? A summer playing hostess to Daddy’s business rivals, smiling while their hands wandered. The cost was always higher than the sticker price. Now, at thirty, the bill had come due in full: marry Charles Kensington IV, a man whose idea of foreplay was discussing stock portfolios and whose hands felt like dead fish. A merger, Daddy called it. A life sentence, I called it. So I ran. With little more than the clothes on my back and a few pawnable trinkets stuffed in my bag. Freedom tasted like dust and cold air, but it was mine.
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Aaron
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As Raina disappeared, I slumped back onto the couch. It was strange to suddenly find myself sharing the place with someone else after weeks of isolation.

I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about it. On the one hand, the company was somewhat nice given everything. On the other hand, she had an attitude that was only matched by her wit and, yes, her looks. I sighed. Who was I kidding? We’d probably kill each other before the end of the week.

Taking another drink, the alcohol started to burn a little warmer. Part of me was tempted to go to my own borrowed room, maybe catch some sleep, but the silence suddenly felt less comforting.

Curiosity finally got the better of me, and I rose to my feet, following the direction Raina had gone down the hallway. I stopped outside the room she had chosen and was about to knock, but instead I leaned against the wall by the door and listened.

I could hear her moving about inside, the sounds of fabric rustling and what I assumed to be the closet door closing, giving me the idea she was actually unpacking her duffel bag.

I knew I should give her the privacy she was clearly trying to establish, but instead I lingered outside the door. I could only guess it was the loneliness of the past several months making me more unwilling to be alone than usual.

"You could knock, you know?" she stated, not even turning around.

I jerked, realizing she was suddenly moving towards the doorway, looking at me with a raised brow. Apparently, she'd noticed me lurking outside the door.

"For a small guy, you're not subtle," she added.

I gave a half-smile, leaning against the wall with a casual air I didn't feel. "I'm taller than you," I retorted. "And you got me, I was eavesdropping. You seemed like you needed some privacy, though."

"I'm five-five. Most people are taller than me," she retorted. "What's the real reason you're on my side of the house? You seemed perfectly content with the idea of not seeing me again for our whole time here."

I rubbed at the back of my neck. My usual nervous tic, of course, appeared then. "Well, I was on my way to my room, but... I guess I didn't want to be alone."

There was a note of vulnerability in my tone that surprised me. Normally, I didn't reveal my emotional state to strangers. But something about this girl, with her brown eyes and prickly demeanor, made me want to drop my guard.

"What do you suggest? It's not like we can have a movie night without electricity."

"That's true. No power, no distractions. Guess we'd actually have to talk to each other,” I told her.

"A man who wants to talk. That's new," she mused.

I smirked at the jab, unable to deny it had struck home a little. For a brief moment, I wondered if I should retreat back to my side of the house. But something about her presence kept me rooted in place.

"Well, I used to be an actor," I said, leaning against the wall with a casual air. "We tend to be talkers."

"Of other people's words," she replied.

I couldn't argue with that, a wry smile tugging at the corner of my lips.

"Touché."

I watched her, taking a moment to really look at her. In the candlelight, she looked even more beautiful. It was a dangerous thought.

"You really want to talk?" she asked.

I nodded. "I've had enough of my own thoughts for a while."

“Okay,” she agreed with a nod of her own. “Where?”

I gestured down the hallway. "There's a room at the end. A study, I think."

Pushing off the wall, I turned to head down the hall, assuming she’d follow. I could hear that rhythmic clacking of her heels behind me. A sound that was usually irritating to me was suddenly almost a comfort.

This was all uncharted territory for me. Talking to this strange young woman without a script or an audience was suddenly nerve-wracking. It didn’t help that she obviously didn’t have a high opinion of me thus far. And it was my own damn fault, as usual.

In the study, we sat in opposite leather chairs facing each other, a large mahogany coffee table between us. Raina was the first to break the silence.

"What did you want to talk about?" she asked me.

I sat back in my chair, a part of me marveling at the ridiculousness of the situation. Here I was, in an abandoned house on Fifth Avenue, in the middle of winter, sitting on an antique leather chair in near darkness, talking with a woman who'd essentially broken into the property with me.

I chuckled under my breath, shaking my head faintly.

"Damn if I know," I admitted, my expression turning thoughtful. "I suppose we could start with the usual... names, ages, stuff like that."

"I'm Raina, you're Aaron. Names are out of the way. As for age, I'm thirty."

My eyebrow perked at that. I'd estimated her younger, in her mid-twenties at the most. Then again, given her poise and the fact that she was clearly used to wealthy surroundings, it made sense.

I swallowed, wondering if my own age would send her running.

"I'm fifty-three," I said bluntly, bracing myself for her reaction.

"I'm guessing no wife?" she asked without so much as a blink.

I shook my head, a rueful smile on my face. "No wife. Haven't had one in years. Just a string of failed relationships, failed auditions, and a lot of empty bottles of whiskey."

I couldn't help the note of bitterness in my voice. My last girlfriend had walked out with a substantial chunk of my savings, taking whatever remained of my heart with her.

I ran a hand through my hair with a weary sigh, the reality of my current state sinking in.

"What about you? Husband or boyfriend?" I asked.

"Nope," she answered. "Kids?" she asked next.

Despite the twinge of pain at the question, I shook my head. "No. Never had any. Didn't want any. Not when I didn't even know if my career would last."

"Could be worse," she told him. "At least you didn't have kids only to resent and regret them every second of their lives, always telling them how much better off you'd be if they didn't exist."

I flinched, hearing the pain in her voice. It appeared that this whole conversation would be a lesson in shared trauma.

"Yeah," I agreed, my tone quieter than I'd intended. "I guess it could be." 

I took a moment, debating whether or not to ask the next part of the question. But the words slipped out before I could talk myself out of it. "What about you?"

"Never married, no kids, and the last boyfriend couldn't be bothered to tell me he had a wife and two other girlfriends."

"Now that's a jackass move if I ever heard one." I paused, studying her in the dim light. "For how long?"

"Six months."

I watched her expression, seeing the vulnerability she was trying to conceal. "Sounds like you've had a shitty time of it."

Raina shrugged. "My first clue should have been that my father liked him."

I chuckled at that, finding a strange sense of kindred spirit to her dark humor.

"Yeah, that'll do it,” I agreed.

I took a moment to think, wondering how far I should push her. But then I figured, what was the harm? It wasn't like we would know each other after all this.

"Sounds like you don't have the best relationship with your old man."

"No. But don't worry. That's not why I'm sitting here with a man twenty-three years older than me."

I chuckled again, her bluntness both charming and off-putting.

"I'll be honest, at this point, I'm not sure what your reason is," I said, rubbing at the back of my neck again.

"You asked,” she said, her eyes on mine. "You're the first in a while who seems to want to talk to me."

My expression softened as I met her gaze. There was a vulnerability in her words that tugged at something within me. Maybe this strange, prickly woman with brown eyes and a sharp tongue had more layers to her than I'd realized.

"People don't talk to you much, hm?"

"At me would be more accurate. And I'm going to guess your most recent genuine conversation was when your agent or manager dropped you?"

I winced, caught off guard by her spot-on guess. But I couldn't deny she'd hit a nerve.

"Yeah," I admitted, his voice a touch rougher. "Something like that."

I debated how much more to say. But the whiskey had lowered my inhibitions, and the loneliness was making me talk more than usual.

"Turns out being a beloved but eccentric B-list actor only goes so far when your latest movie bombs."

"Maybe one good thing came out of you being B-list. I can't place you to save my life. So you have a girl here not seeing you as some idol or avatar but just a regular guy."

I let out a snort of laughter; her remark was so blunt but so accurate. "Yeah, I definitely appreciate that part," I replied.

“Though I guess now I have to ask, would you have been in anything I'd know?" she asked.

"Probably not," I admitted. "I mostly did indies and small productions. The occasional mainstream, a cult classic or two, but nothing anyone would typically call a blockbuster."

"And I'm guessing not the most recent?" she prodded.

"God no," I sighed. "My last project was so bad my manager wouldn't even recommend me for the Hallmark Channel. You put in nearly thirty years of work, and one big failure is all people remember you for. You can go from top of the world to a has-been and a nobody faster than you can blink."

"Hallmark?" she asked, her eyes widening slightly. "Ouch.”

"Yeah," I agreed, my tone dry. "It wasn't exactly one of my proudest moments. Although I suppose if I've fallen that far, I can't be upset at someone not immediately recognizing my face. Then again, maybe it's the fact that it's been so long that you don't recognize me. Some say I aged well, but I definitely don't look how
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