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Sage

Surrounded by whispering gossipers in the corridor, their lipsticked mouths moving constantly, I hold my bride’s trembling hand. I can’t help but wonder if her nervousness stems from starting anew romantically, or if her age is the more likely cause.

I almost can sense the cameras flashing, the people gasping upon the news that scatter through articles online. Acclaim from those who recognize true intelligence, contrasted with animosity from those who pursue love through a destructive and relentless search.

So, I straighten my back, staring at the snowflakes of white hair that fall on each side of her face. The wrinkles on her cheeks and around her eyes would be more prominent hadn’t it been for her facelift, but the surgery room may call for Bonnie again sooner than later.

Seeing the golden band, worth over half a million dollars, slide onto my finger brings a grin to my face. More camera flashes erupt, and the priest gives me a tight-lipped once-over.

Perceptibly, this is the first time they see a twenty-eight-years-old man marry an eighty-five-years-old woman.

Yet, causing a scene is the thing I do best; so when the hushes mix with the priest’s words of: “You may now kiss the bride,” I make grander motions.

As I dip her waist to kiss her, a soul-deep greed takes hold. It is a meeting of interest and curiosity, this marriage that had felt cursed since my proposal on a Santo Domingo beach.

She sees me as an accessory to flaunt the latest Chanel bag in male form—a man with a sharp tongue and smooth social graces, the kind her friends will envy and sigh over at their gatherings.

So, as I smile at the bride, a quick glance taking in the wrinkles around her eyes, what am I really thinking about? Her money. That’s the long and short of it, as obvious as the gleam of her ring. Messed up, sure, but undeniably the easiest way to map out the rest of my life.
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Sage

Everything in this world boils down to mathematics, much to my chagrin, as numbers are my weakness. Even relationships, it seems, are divisible into two key honeymoon phases, each lasting three months. The first is when the relationship develops from its initial state—be it friendship or even mutual dislike—and every discovery about the other person becomes captivating. The most delightful observation.

The second honeymoon, they say, arrives when the commitment deepens to where a proposal feels inevitable. Today marks my third month married to Bonnie, and instead of showering her with gifts—likely charged to her own account—, I remain lying on our vast bed. It’s so large we could practically reside on separate continents, yet when I finally woke up a mere two hours ago, she was already gone.

I sigh, pushing my glasses up the bridge of my nose and toying with the remote as I lurk through Netflix. Nothing seems to catch my interest, but that’s not surprising. I should have gotten ready to go out with Phineas long ago, slipped into one of Bonnie’s newest cars and partaken on whatever adventure Michigan called me towards today.

Instead, the most recent text I get stops me in my tracks and leaves me stranded in my bed. Wifeless. Duty-less. Absolutely and utterly bored.

I could start counting the cars passing by the enormous window of the main room at our mansion. Instead, I raise my eyebrows at the sheer number of Fast and Furious movies that exist.

Phineas: I had to take Otto to his mother’s.

Phineas has been my friend since the moment I opened my eyes. His mom was my mother’s hair stylist, and while I endured the annoying hair dryers at the salon, I spent hours with a certain short guy with plush cheeks carrying many science-fiction books.

Though we’re both twenty-eight, Phineas’ life has taken a different turn than mine. I slide the white covers off myself, because I can’t stay lying down aimlessly, and begin typing a new text.

Sage: Now she’s showing up? Wow!

Sage: She wasn’t around when Otto’s birthday took place.

Otto’s my godson, a chubby-cheeked one-year-old who clutches my long fingers like they’re the cheese sticks Phineas forbids him. Surprise, surprise, I’m the one who lets him have them.

My gaze fixed on my phone as I walked down the light-colored wooden stairs, a design directly from one of South Korea’s most renowned architects. I still don’t quite understand it. Phineas has an on-again, off-again thing with Otto’s mother, a pulmonologist he met back when we decided to dabble in a few literature semesters in college.

Phineas graduated, I didn’t. I’m not much of a reader, if I say so myself.

It seems Sandra, Phineas’ on-again, off-again love, can’t commit to life with a child. Just as he tries to involve her in Otto’s life, she retreats down the path she just returned on.

Phineas: She had surgery. Stop it.

Sage: You’re staying over at her place, aren’t you?

Phineas: For Otto. That’s all.

Sage: My. God.

The vintage kitchen doors open on their own as I chew on my cheek, wondering what to say next. Or what to grab for food, but Bonnie’s cook isn’t around. Leaning on the counter, my stomach feels hollow, so I snatch an apple, bite into it, and type another message to Phineas.

Sage: No matter how great a woman fucks you, you can’t stay with her when you’re a disposable bitch.

Five seconds is all it takes for him to respond. Yes, I’m counting. Yes, I laugh at what he writes.

Phineas: Rich coming from the asshole who married a woman for her money.

Sage: Take notes.

Phineas: Fuck you.

Just when I plop my phone down, thinking of what to do for the rest of the day—or find the cook to heal my starvation, because I’m not the best with a pan—, the doors glide open and I almost think it’s Fernand. The chef that converses with me each time that he’s preparing something worthy of a five-stars restaurant.

Rather, Bonnie enters with a steady gait. As a Gautheraux, she’s invariably ready for the day, adorned in the finest attire and with a determined jut to her chin, her morning-sky eyes holding an air of mystery for the world.

One would think someone would accompany her. Maybe the cook, the maid, the hair stylist responsible for that perfect white bun, or even the nieces and nephews who have their eyes on what’s technically mine. Instead, Bonnie lets a sheaf of papers fall on the counter. They probably originate from the law firm she’s had since she was thirty-five.

The brown blazer on her shoulders remains stiff, not even shifting with her movements as she takes off her glasses and rubs her eyes, then places one hand on the ceramic I’m leaning against.

“You know, most wives expect their husbands to do something. At least, around the house.” Bonnie speaks through gritted teeth. Seems like it is not a good morning today.

Though, the last few weeks consist of nothing but terrible days. Bonnie has a heart condition, so let’s begin there, and I often have to wake in the middle of the night to check her heart rate, yet her immediate reaction is to tell me I’m not doing it correctly.

That, and the reality that her law firm is experiencing its worst month ever. It’s all thanks to her oldest nephew, who managed to lose a crucial case because of his incompetence and the whiskey he stashes in his Maserati.

Taking another bite of the apple, my gaze slides across the wrinkles on her forehead, her slim nose that droops ever so slightly with time, and the thin lips she coats in pink, courtesy of the stylists who move through the house at seven every morning.

“I had nothing to do today.”

Just the words seem to annoy her. Her slim eyebrows draw together in a frown as she replaces her glasses and spreads her hands fully on the counter. “You sure?”

Oh, that doesn’t sound good.

Our marriage operates like the contracts she handles daily. Not as frequently as before, but her skill remains sharp. We don’t share any romantic connection beyond fleeting touches and polite kisses at public events, yet I have to do everything she says: attend unwanted parties, organize family gatherings, send emails to relatives she despises. And so on.

We exist as a spectacle, a blockbuster everyone observes and critiques, though their assumptions are wrong. My role is more of a caregiver, with Bonnie on the receiving end, compensating me with all my desires and a promise.

The Gautheraux? They’re snakes. They’re champions at stabbing each other in the back and then crying at the funerals like it’s a tragedy. Since her daughter cut her off after a fight, Bonnie has her nephews and nieces around, but she needed someone to give all her possessions to, just in case her eighty-five years of living ended.

That’s where I came in, on a night just two years ago.

“Certain.” I conquer, quivering an eyebrow. “You didn’t tell me I had to do anything—”

Or I don’t remember, really. I admit I’ve gotten lazy with my husband-duties as of late.

Like any marriage after the honeymoon phase, let’s be honest.

“Sage LeBlanc.” Hearing my full name makes me uneasy, so I offer a wide, toothy smile to try to appease her. “What did I tell you two weeks ago?”

Shit, I can’t recall anything. Not even what I ate yesterday. “Uh...”

“Sage.”

Pressing my index and thumb to my forehead, I sigh, closing my eyes. “Let me try to remember. I, uh—”

“What date is it today?”

“March 28th.” I respond.

“When is it Celeste’s birthday?”

Celeste Gautheraux is probably the only thing that ranks higher than Bonnie’s ego. Her money doesn’t intrigue her as much as the prospect of cutting off her family, quite obviously, but that’s because Celeste hasn’t been around lately.

The full details of the tale remain unknown, but as far as I know, Bonnie’s only daughter slipped away from her life four years ago because of an argument that ended in thrown objects, mascara-coated tears, and a promise to never visit her, not even on the brink of death.

I’m unaware of any other details, however.

“I completely forgot to plan her party.” I admit, and that’s enough to have Bonnie lowering her face in between her shoulders. “But it’s on June 17th! We still have plenty of time and...” My voice trails. “She probably won’t come, Bonnie.”

She didn’t two years ago, when I took over the planning process and prepared an event at the beach. Or last year, when the party took place in Sweden and we sang happy birthday to another person on the invitee list to make it seem meaningful. She probably won’t do it this year, either.

“What do you mean you haven’t started?” Bonnie’s seething voice makes me gulp. “You’re not my husband just to look handsome and spend my money, Sage. I—”

“I’m on it!” Although not literally true, the rustling plants and my hands on her shoulders created a feeling of universal truth. “Not me per se, but I finally found us an assistant to help us with all of our social preparations. She’s...amazing. You’ll love her, I’m sure.”

She squints, her gaze fixed on my brown eyes before she shakes her head. “You said you haven’t planned anything.”

“Well, I had forgotten because I’m not the one planning it.” Excuses leave my mouth before I can even think. It’ll be easy, won’t it? I just need to find an assistant, pay them the usual fee for this kind of work, and I won’t have to take care of this pointless party.

Her features soften, and she clutches a hand to her chest. “If you’re lying to me...” she whispers, before clearing her throat. “How about this? You’ll introduce me to the assistant this afternoon at two. And if you’re lying, Sage, I’ll figure it out and I swear I won’t leave a single penny for you and your greedy ass.”

That can’t happen. It’s not that I come from a poor family, far from it, but I definitely don’t have nearly as much money as I do with Bonnie. Truth be told, a lavish life is what I’ve always aspired to: enough money for my risky adventures to give my life meaning, but also the certainty and support I long for in a relationship.

“You’ll meet her at two.” One look at the screen on the wall displaying the time, eleven forty-five, makes me close my eyes tightly. That’s it. I have less than four hours to salvage years of trying to improve my life.

“Good.” Bonnie picks up the five pounds of papers she had on the counter and glances at me once over her shoulder. Anyone would think she’s getting tired of me, and that’s likely true, but I have to prove to her that without me, her grand societal image crumbles. “Be good, okay? You know love isn’t what’s keeping you here.”

With that, the doors slide open for her, and she vanishes from my view in the direction of the living room.

The thought of it in magazines makes me wince. Just another name associated with Bonnie Gautheraux, who didn’t become a billionaire. Pride stings one part of me, while the other fights to maintain my agreement.

Damn me for being lazy and forgetful.

Before two in the afternoon, I need to find a top-notch female party planner who can convincingly pretend she’s already planned my party—where?

My fingers soar over my phone screen to get in contact with the only person who can get me out of this mess.

Sage: Do you know a party planner who can pretend she’s been organizing Celeste’s birthday party? I procrastinated and now I’m probably on the brink of divorce.

Three dots meet the screen as Phineas types.

Phineas: ...You had one job, Sage.

Phineas: I don’t. Let me see who I can find, but I promise nothing.

Phineas: Try an underpaid actress, maybe?

That’s it! I can pay whoever to act as an assistant and then take care of it myself. Organizing parties is part of my specialty, after all.

Now, where the fuck can I find an actress without raising suspicions within Bonnie?

First, I need to leave the house, because there’s absolutely no way that I, a LeBlanc, am going to lose my marriage to someone worth five million dollars.

Not today, universe.
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Meredith

As Lennox shouts final instructions to her kids from her car, my Golden Retriever, Tim, is licking my face.

“Dylan, you’re not bringing your girlfriend home!” Lennox yells, fixing the yellow dotted scrunchie on the top of her head as she gets out of her suburban house. Somewhere in Holland, here in Michigan, where a happy family had once lived.

The long-haired seventeen-year-old teen holds onto the door as he screams back. “I’m not a kid, Mom!”

“I’m not turning my house into a sex dungeon. End of story!” With her white shorts pulled higher on her hips, Lennox speaks, while a neighbor escorting his children past casts a wide-eyed glance, quickly drawing his kids protectively to his side

Lennox doesn’t miss a beat to grin at the man.

“Mr. Lopez, nice to see you and your kids!”

With a brief, dismissive nod, the man makes it clear he has no desire to engage with the notoriously foul-mouthed Lennox Winslow. “Afternoon, Winslow.”

With that, he’s moving ahead, trying to get as far away as possible.

From the backseat, Tim keeps licking my face, completely oblivious to the scene Lennox was putting on.

“I’ll still bring her, Mom,” Dylan reiterates, closing the door in front of him with a bang and earning another shout from Lennox.

“Dylan Louis Thomas, don’t you even dare! Your little brother is here with you and you’re in charge of him. Dy! Dylan!”

Time to barge in.

The steering wheel groans under my hand as I lie on the horn, three sharp blasts cutting through the air. Lennox’s voice vanished, her eyes widening as she stares at me; the forgotten task of grocery unloading and the immediate need for a better internet connection clashing in her mind. My Wi-Fi was down, so I asked for her assistance in locating some.

Part of me wants to get out of there. Another part just desperately needs to stop whatever argument has ensued between Lennox and her oldest son.

Luckily, Rhett, her youngest, is only nine and hasn’t started the typical teenage phase yet.

“Hate to break it to you, but we need to keep moving.” To speak with Lennox, I lower the Honda’s windows. She responds by bracing her hands on her hips, which are quite substantial.

“I’m coming. I just needed a minute...” Lennox sighs, giving up with one last purse of her lips towards her home before she slides into the driver’s seat and puts on her seatbelt. “Would it be a crazy-mom kind of thing if I waited outside to see if that Daphne girl dares enter my home?”

A scoff escapes me as Tim wrestles free from the back, then worms his way onto my seat. The assault of licks restart on my face—a wet tongue even skimming across a tooth—culminating with him seating his backside squarely on Lennox’s face.

“It’d be crazy.” I tell her, placing both hands on each side of Tim’s everlasting-puppy face. His weight welcomes my lap when I drag him closer, and Lennox finally breathes, lifting one of her fingers in the air.

“Don’t let your dog’s anus anywhere near my face ever again, you bitch.”

As Lennox adjusts the collar of her orange crop top, her dark skin catches the sun, highlighting her curves and revealing the beauty of plus-sized single mothers. She’s just beginning to start the car when I say to her:

“Besides, you said you’d take me somewhere to steal some Wi-Fi, and I’m still waiting.”

An eventful Monday unfolded on our recondite street when a junkie, driving under the influence, crashed his car into a pole, snagging a multitude of cables. While he’s thankfully uninjured, that single incident meant two days without electricity for us, and now, our internet connection is also gone.

For someone who, technically, works online...I need my internet to live.

“Shit, I’d forgotten...a client just called to book a nail appointment and I really need the money to save for Dylan’s college tuition.” Lennox interlocks her fingers with mine to press onto them for support. “...But Rhett’s at home using my Wi-Fi for TikTok and I need someone to make sure my boy doesn’t get his girlfriend pregnant, so...you could always use mine.”

To be honest, Lennox holds my absolute trust over anyone else in this world. There might be an old acquaintance, someone I haven’t connected with in years, but in the present, it’s definitively her. I don’t have to squirm or invent a reason as I adjust my backpack at my shoes to prevent Tim from crushing my laptop with his tail.

Though two years old and enormous, he still has the heart and habits of a puppy.

“Not sure you want me to post my cam-girl videos while your children are around. I don’t want to, if you ask me.”

When I first began, I would have cringed to say it out loud, especially at twenty-two, a little over a decade ago. I’m certainly not a porn star, but creating raunchy videos for a living has been my consistent means of support throughout the majority of my adult years.

The whole thing started with a relationship’s promise, but it quickly became an unescapable bind. All those cameras, angles, flashes, and the artificial volume of my voice blending into words that weren’t my own. For someone who acts like a sex goddess, especially with my meager and inadequate acting skills, I’m quite a private person.

“Oh, right!” Lennox makes her announcement, and the car begins to move through Holland’s streets, vibrant with flowers.

My love for the reds, yellows, and greens that merge in perfect beauty will never fade. One feels profoundly connected to nature in this spot. It was this feeling that brought me here when I had to flee.

“Ezra’s out of town with that guy he met online.” There was no turning back after I met Lennox at a waxing appointment at twenty-three. I began going every month just to chat with her, and it was through her that I connected with Ezra. She waxed his eyebrows to give him the shape he felt most confident with, and slowly, the three of us built a lasting friendship.

“Precisely.”

“Why can’t he post it?”

I sigh. “Point of view,” I start, leaning my head to the side to stare at Lennox’s side profile. Rounded cheeks, plump lips in dense lip-liner and caramel eyes that glimmer with thick eyelashes. “You’re meeting a guy for the first time in Texas and suddenly, he takes his laptop out while you’re sharing a hotel room with him and he posts a video of his shared porn account that he has with a friend. Sure, they both post separately and do individual videos, but it’s still shared, you know?”

“...Oh, come on, Ezra probably told him he does porn,” Lennox conquers, quirking an eyebrow. “Besides, you two are good friends. No actual sex or anything. You’re awfully professional about what you do. Please both men and women.”

“Normal people don’t work like that.” I tell her, exhaling. “...Which reminds me, we need to talk.”

“Oh, I don’t like it when I hear that.” Lennox’s fingers jab at the screen between us, searching through her Spotify playlist. Soon enough, “Everybody Talks” by Neon Trees tears through the speakers, a familiar anthem for her car journeys. “About?”

“Don’t scare Dylan away. He’s a nice kid.” When I met Lennox, he was only seven years old. Hiding behind walls or his dad’s legs. “Sure, he’s trying to rebel against you by screaming because the divorce has been tough on everybody, but he’s only seventeen. If you restrict him from things, he’ll do them more.”

“I’m a Mom. I have to restrict him from things.” Lennox says, stubborn as ever. “I was seventeen, too. And right now, he’s cuddling and holding hands with that Daphne girl but I used to do the same thing with his dad until he stopped holding my hand and then, that hand was somewhere else and soon after, we were pregnant with him.”

Sliding my palms on top of Tim’s ears, I joke: “My kid didn’t need to hear that.”

“He isn’t listening. Dylan, I mean.” Leaning her head against the window, propped by her hand, she adds. “It happened four years ago, goddamn it. His dad hasn’t appeared in their lives ever again and the repercussions are still there. I can’t give them more of my attention because I need to work, but he doesn’t make it any easier on me.”

Tales of broken families are effortlessly familiar to me; it’s all I’ve ever understood. Lennox’s family, on the other hand, still has love as their core, something to truly contend for.

“He misses his dad.”

Lennox scoffs. I’m aware that she yearns for William—Dylan and Rhett’s dad—from time to time, but knowing Lennox, she’ll never actually admit it. “Yeah, well, his dad doesn’t miss him.” She relents, tapping her fingers against the steering wheel. “I have an idea.”

“We’re not travelling around the country to find William and castrate him.”

Lennox waves her finger in the air, smiling at me. “Your brain, girl? The reason I love you. Jot that down for our summer plans.” She answers, turning on a street that doesn’t lead to her workplace. “I know a place with Wi-Fi and it has the biggest field you could ever imagine. You could watch porn out loud and no one would hear you.”

“...You’re leaving me stranded in the middle of nowhere?” I have my questions. Not that I believe Lennox would ever do such a thing, but her ideas can be, well, unique sometimes—to put it mildly.

“No!” The grin on her face speaks of mischief. Expected out of her, honestly. “But I was too broke to hire a personal investigator when I was catching William in his affair and I would sit outside of his side-bitch’s mansion and steal their internet connection to pass time.”

“You mean to say...” I clear my throat, putting on my rounded sunglasses when Lennox turns the volume up louder.

“I still have the password, darling.” She says. “And they stole my peace, so I get to steal their Wi-Fi connection, at least.”

It’s probably not the best idea, but the urgency of paying the crew repairing my street’s cables, which directly impacts my ability to keep working, is pushing me to post this video.

All I know is that Tim and I are going to a side of Holland we have never been to before.



Nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one, zero.

That’s the password. And even so, William’s affair partner believed Lennox wouldn’t just take it from her front stoop. “Front porch” might be an overstatement, though, because when Lennox parked her car out front, a new world opened up.

Greenery burst with red roses and long, polished grass, all meticulously kept to maintain an elegant look. A bright gold entrance door stood at the end of a light rock path, stark against the cream walls that stretched endlessly. But on the right, a textured wall provided a hidden corner next to a window. There, splayed on the grass as if for a picnic, I opened my laptop and plugged in my earphones to post my video.

Years ago, it was truly nerve-wracking. It still can be, at times. Every time I see the preview, with my body illuminated by my room’s LED lights and my mouth unnaturally contorted, I feel like I’m watching a stranger. The saving grace is Ezra: he promised not to view the content I sell, gave me access to his much larger following, and, most importantly, he agreed to show only the lower part of my face, as I requested.

Though everyone knew who I was. For I had shown my face before.

When I was in this business with my ex-boyfriend, that is.

I shake off the thought, concentrating on a title to play into the fantasy people eagerly consume. To them, we’re not Ezra Knight and Meredith Hawthorne. We are Rebel Rose and Jade Grace, simple, memorable names that serve as their go-to source of addiction.

To our viewers, we are friends with a collective channel that post solo content for men and women.

To us, we are business partners and pals.

The video loads as I lean my head back, resting it against the cream walls and sighing. If I had known my life would turn out like this when I was younger, I don’t know what I would have done. Love used to mean so much to me, conceptualizing sex in a way that made true intimacy almost impossible for me to grasp. It always needed to be meaningful.

Now, I help people get off through a camera. Because, let’s be honest, once I started in this business, there was no way out.

As my eyes gently close, the soft sun sends its rays onto my eyelids, while Tim rests beside me. I draw in the fresh air, then slowly let it go.

Living here would be a dream, but I can’t allow myself this kind of place.

I certainly earn enough, but I’m far from a star. With only a few thousand viewers and the earnings split, I barely make ends meet.

In mere minutes, the gentle quiet that had enveloped my dog and me gave way to Tim’s ceaseless barks. I opened my eyes. Though I’d probably just nodded off, that thought vanished as I saw a shadow approaching us.

Thankfully, the video finished uploading, but the moment I closed the laptop—knowing it would be worse to be caught uploading my porn than simply being found here—the figure stepped into view.

The first thing I notice are his legs: long, endless, and slim lines emphasized by his gray trousers. Trousers, at this time of day, surprise me—though not entirely, given where Lennox left me. His hips taper subtly toward his waist, a black turtleneck clinging to his model-like body. He possesses the kind of anatomy belonging to a man who sips champagne and has never changed a tire.

His broad shoulders, however, balanced his physique, leading up to an oval-shaped face. His fuller bottom lip contrasted with a slimmer upper one, meeting a slightly flat, rounded nose and bored brown eyes. These were hidden behind golden-brimmed glasses, which, because of his low-set, straight dark eyebrows, somehow made him appear angry.

His hair is just as black, swished away by the wind and falling on top of his ears.

“Shh, boy. Stay still. Quiet.” His voice is a raspy vibrato with a sly lisp. My heart confuses itself at the paradoxes of him, because that little change of his accent is adorable, at the very least. He kneels to pat Tim’s fur, but his eyes are on me.

Soon after, he’s looking down at my graphic t-shirt turned into a crop top and ripped shorts, but I don’t move the slightest bit.

I won’t let this man know that I’m terrified.

“May I know what you, a complete stranger, are doing in my house?”

Oh, so he’s asking questions. At least, it doesn’t seem like he has called the police on me yet.

But what does one say in this situation?

I’m not much of a talker either. Shit...

“Wi-Fi.”

“Excuse me?” Lifting the eyebrows now visible above his glasses, he asks a question. They are dense and gorgeous, fitting to balance his face.

“...I was...stealing your Wi-Fi to work?” I tell him, clearing my throat. I could have demonstrated I was using his internet for legitimate office hours, but the question was, did I want this handsome, undeniably pretentious man to see me touching myself online for voyeurs?

No, thanks.

“You know the password?”

“From number nine to number zero.” I respond.

He frowns once again, and Tim’s looking between us with confusion written all over his small face. “How do you know that?”

I can’t rat Lennox out. “I figured it out.”

“I’ve never seen you around here.” He’s standing up at that moment, fixing his glasses and crossing his arms across his chest.

“It won’t happen again.” That excuse is so weak, but I’m already up my feet, tugging my crop top down my torso to cover more of my tattoo before nodding. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll grab a taxi. I’m sorry for the inconvenience and...uh, thank you.”

Is that what I’m supposed to say?

Just as I prepared to bypass him, contemplating how to pretend I hadn’t seen him—or that I was merely napping while engaged in work I concealed from most people—I heard his voice break the silence again.

And with that lisp and deep voice, he says: “I could call the police.” The stranger threatens, and I stop in my tracks. “Or not, but I need you to do me a favor.”

A chuckle rips from the back of my throat before I clear it. “You must be joking.”

“Not really.” Once again, he fixes those glasses. Could it be that he’s nervous? I turn around, squinting at the sun bathing us. “I told my wife that I’d have an event prepared by a party planner, but it’s a lie. If she figures it out, we’re over.”

“You’re telling me this because...?” It can’t be possible that the stranger outs himself to other people like this.

“She’ll come home in just twenty minutes and I haven’t found someone to play the party planner role.” He must be joking. Please tell me he is. “...And since you were trespassing into private property and I want to let it slide, we can make a give and take situation. You pretend to be my party planner and I forget this ever happened.”

I fix the backpack over my shoulder, shaking my head. “I don’t know you or your wife, if you don’t realize...”

“Better yet! She’ll bite into it.” Doesn’t he notice my clothes? I certainly don’t project the image of a ‘party planner for someone as wealthy as the guy from Facebook.’ “Come on, I know you are probably not an actress, but it’s a good deal.”

“I wasn’t trespassing, if you don’t realize.”

“Yes, you were.” The stranger retorts, and I ball my fists.

“No, I wasn’t.”

He sighs, running his right hand through his hair. “One week and five thousand dollars.” I don’t get what he’s saying at first, but he babbles. He’s a better socializer than me, for sure. “You’ll come here every day for a week and pretend as I tell you to and I’ll pay you five thousand. Cash. I don’t mind, just...please.”

His marriage must be in a terrible place for him to press his hands together, looking at me like a little boy asking for candy. He looms over me; my face barely reaches his chest as I get near him, my eyebrows drawn.

“Why should I believe you?”

He waves his finger around the house. “I mean, looking at my house, you can guess I really have five thousand dollars.” He stops. “You don’t want them?”

Hell yes, I do. Five thousand dollars could get my Wi-Fi fixed and I wouldn’t have to see this condescending asshole trying to pay his way through life.

“I want the payment today.”

“And how would I know if you were going to come tomorrow?” The stranger asks.

“Fair enough.” I take my phone out of my pocket, searching for the calculator app. “Five thousand for seven days would be...” I look at the results before humming. “Seven hundred fifteen dollars per day.”

“Alright.” He shrugs his shoulders, clapping his hands to call Tim over as he was rolling on the grass nearby. “Now, come in, come in. She’ll be here any minute and we have to sort things out before she arrives. You know, plan what you’re going to say and all.”

Like she’d actually buy that I’m a party planner...

However, the moment he turns and opens the doors—to what could easily be a castle—leaving me with a perfect view of his sculpted back, I feel a distinct advantage. Should this plan fail, he’ll at least have to pay me seven hundred.

Is this the husband of the woman William cheated on Lennox with? Or is he just a new resident in the mansion where Lennox once spent her time?

I have Tim, if anything happens, but just as I close the door behind us, I realize just how easily money moves the world around.

The stranger knows it perfectly well, and so do I.

“Shouldn’t I know your name, at least? Before I enter your house, I mean.” I say, walking behind him as he leads us to the living room.

Cream-shaded, elongated pillars define the hexagonal living room. The light green bamboo-based couches shudder with his weight as he stretches his legs out and lifts a notebook from the coffee table.

“Sage.” The name fits him. Elegant and beautiful. “Last name’s LeBlanc; if you need my Facebook to make sure I actually exist. How about you?”

I play with Tim’s ears when I sit on the couch across from him. “Meredith.”

It’s been a while since someone has known me for anything other than being Jade Grace.

“Last name?” He doesn’t seem like he knows me, and sure, it could be because his probably beautiful wife fulfills him enough so he doesn’t have to watch some nobody on a laptop screen.

“Hawthorne.”

Sage whispers the name with a pensive look on his face. “Meredith Hawthorne.” He repeats. “For going around stealing internet connections, your name sounds awfully rich.”

“After working one week here, I might be.” I tell him, and Sage chuckles, opening the notebook and jotting something down.

“If five thousand is that for you...” Of course, it may be nothing for him, and that shows me just how different we are. “So, my wife has a daughter—”

He’s rattling off the story of what he wants me to do and say in mere seconds, without even glancing at my body or making any inappropriate comments.

He genuinely just wants my help.

I don’t know if that makes him really stupid or very smart.

Probably both.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Meredith

That March afternoon, I learned Bonnie Gautheraux was remarkably well-preserved for her age. Her piercing blue eyes held such power, they could compel a serial killer to confess with just a glance.

The upside? I hadn’t ended up in a stranger’s house, dreading the worst. Sage’s honesty was evident the moment his wife appeared. She had to be well over eighty, but there she was, home at two o’clock sharp. She sat down at the same dining table Sage had practically dragged me to after outlining his plan, her hands interlocked, her squared glasses set aside as she studied me intently.

Sage had said Bonnie still handled cases, and she certainly treated me like one, assessing me with the focused intensity of a lawyer poring over evidence.

This woman is a lawyer.

A whole lawyer.

If I get on her bad side, wouldn’t I go to jail? How’s that called? Defamation? Lying to authorities? Conspiration?

The first thing she did was scrutinize my clothes. I’d chosen the outfit impulsively for grocery shopping, prioritizing ease, but as the afternoon cooled, goosebumps prickled my thighs. My eyes darted to Sage, who sat beside his wife, hand propped on her forearm. He was utterly unperturbed, his expression revealing nothing but serene calm.

My finger hooks around one of the blonde highlights in my deep black hair, and I fold the page of the notebook Sage had given me to look down at my notes. Yes, like a script.

I’ve handled scripts; this is no different. My ex, Florence, put me through years of memorizing dialogue—far more than I want to recall—to maintain his “Jade Grace” fantasy: a demure, blushing virgin-next-door. The lines I uttered felt foreign, even when I was still a virgin.

This is easier. Less gut-wrenching. Less of an ego-hit that will never be erased from my story.

“Nice meeting you, Mrs. Gautheraux.” I start mentally casting myself in a new role. I’m a party planner; I decide, with a penchant for comfortable fashion, perfect for that sweet spot in early spring when winter’s icy breath still carries a crisp breeze. “My apologies for not meeting you earlier. Other events kept me busy, but that won’t be a problem again.”

My voice sounds foreign to my own ears when I stand up from the very elongated table to grasp her hand and give it a shake. She takes mine only with three fingers, as if deeply repulsed, nodding once at me. “I don’t think I’ve heard your name.”

No ‘darling’, no ‘pumpkin’. Seems like age didn’t make Bonnie any sweeter.

I go back to my seat, tugging at the back of my shorts because what I need the least is to show my butt-cheeks to Trunchbull over there.

“Meredith Hawthorne.”

“Mmm,” Bonnie hums, playing with the brim of her glasses, a curl of short white hair falling on her forehead. “I would have guessed there could be some Latino in you.”

There is, but I keep it to myself. Perhaps it’s the stubborn tan on my skin, unfading even in winter’s chill, or maybe she sees something more.

Sage cuts through the thick air with his body leaned back, mighty as one would expect from him, one leg crossed over the other when he says: “Bonnie, she’s had the greatest idea for the party we are hosting for Celeste. It’s worth dying for.”

It is actually, but I don’t tell her he was the mastermind behind it all. His glasses had slipped down the bridge of his nose as his slender hands rapidly scribbled in a cursive so unintelligible, I struggled to decipher it after taking my seat.

Someone, at least, is having fun. Tim’s barking in the far distance, and one look through the clear glass windows shows me he’s biting on a red rose.

“Let’s listen.” With her glasses back on, Bonnie clasps her hands before her, every inch the guarded judge. I half-expect her to launch into a tirade about my inauthenticity right then and there.

And she would be right, which is even worse.

“Sage told me about the connection you and your daughter have...” Not really. He’d only mentioned they weren’t speaking, nothing more. I couldn’t help but wonder if this woman—perhaps William’s mistress—had been caught by her own daughter in some illicit dealings with younger men, and now Bonnie lives with the after-effects of her doings. “And I have decided to prepare a healing party. You know, an event that feels...out of this world.”

Sage had explained it so much better, and Bonnie is already frowning at me.

“Healing?”

Shoot. How had he said it? Wasn’t it healing? Or was it that the party was going to help them heal their relationship?

“I think what she means—” Sage is barging in, but I can’t possibly out myself like this. Seven hundred dollars is on the line.

“Have you ever visited an art museum, Mrs. Gautheraux? The silence is already enough to heal the soul, but there are museums that make their infrastructure their crucial piece of art. They don’t want you to look at the art; they want you to live it.” I’m hanging on the only thread of sanity I have left, and I close the notebook with a bang. Time to improvise. “I want to conjoin that feeling into an event, where people, other than celebrating, are also at peace where they stand.”

Bonnie’s head tilts, a sign that her interest had piqued. I hadn’t entirely captivated her, not yet. “And how do you plan to do that?”

“Showing the peace she can have back at home, of course.” That’s such bullshit, but I keep going. “Imagine a garden, like the ones we have here in Holland, but toned-down with dark greens and astonishing
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