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Chapter 9

Think it through for yourself.

Paige said it’s just dinners, adding people on social media, making conversation... nothing would really happen. Marcus, do you think that’s true?

I don’t know. I really don’t.

Marcus, do you think Paige really landed that two-million-dollar account back then through the fitness club?

I don’t know the details. Maybe.

Marcus, would you think I’m...

I was just about to answer when another message popped up.

Never mind. Good night, Marcus.

The next morning, I reached automatically for the BMW key fob on the table before heading out to pick Paige up.

Only then did I remember I’d left it on her desk the night before.

So I went straight to the office.

I’d barely been there an hour when Paige called.

“Where are you? It’s after ten.”

“You told me not to pick you up last night,” I said. “Didn’t you drive home?”

“No. I took Olivia home in a cab, then took one back myself.”

“Oh.”

“Come pick me up now.”

“Take a cab. I’ve got work to do.”

Her voice sharpened. “Marcus, what exactly is your problem?”

“No problem. I’ll be at the office waiting for you.”

She arrived close to eleven.

Her face was stormy, and when she walked into her office, she slammed the door hard enough for the whole room to hear.

I knew what that meant. She expected me to go in and apologize.

But
















Chapter 11

I looked at her directly. “Is he investing in you, or in the agency?”

Paige smiled. “Is there a difference? The company is me. I am the company.”

“Then you should decide.”

I gave her my answer anyway.

But her expression turned ugly. “Marcus, are you angry with me?”

“No,” I said firmly.

“Then why didn’t you pick me up this morning?”

The second she said it, something crashed inside the office.

A sharp clatter.

Like something had hit the floor.

I turned toward the door at once. “Olivia? You okay?”

“I’m fine, Marcus,” Olivia called back. “I just dropped my phone.”

Paige stared at me, hard. “Answer me.”

I looked back at her. “About what?”

“Why didn’t you pick me up?”

“The BMW key fob was here at the office. I told you that already. It was easier for you to just take a cab.”

Just then the office door opened, and Olivia stepped out.

She was wearing a business formal outfit—clean, crisp, understated. It made her look both innocent and sharp at the same time.

I glanced at her once, then immediately looked away.

Otherwise Paige would start something.

And sure enough, she did.

She shot me a look and said, “Fine. You can go back now.”

So I did.

Then she took Olivia out to meet Investor Grant.

I didn’t know what happened during the meeting.

I only knew the result.

Investor Grant ended up putting in two hundred and ten thousand dollars for eight percent.

Much less than I would’ve expected.

A few days passed, and Olivia never brought up the meeting with Investor Grant.

In the end, I was the one who asked.

Only then did Olivia say, “He offered it himself. Paige didn’t know either.”

Then she added, “Paige told me not to spend time around guys like Jason. She said I should look further ahead—really think about what kind of person suits me. In a place like New York, anything is possible.”

I replied, “Do you believe that?”

She said, “I didn’t used to. Now I think I have to.”

“What does that mean?”

“Maybe I can do it too.”

I stared at that message on my phone and had no idea how to respond.

Two days later, Paige told me to drive her to one of Nathan Sterling’s dinners.

It had been a long time since I’d last touched her BMW key fob.

The dinner was set in the Chelsea Arts District.

So the conversation there, at least on the surface, would probably have something to do with art too.

I parked the BMW, and Paige led me inside.

The private dining room was huge.

Nathan Sterling sat at the head of the table. Beside him was a middle-aged woman wearing a diamond necklace.

Paige walked over with a smile and took the seat right next to Nathan.

The woman beside him kept a blank expression the entire time.

Paige introduced me. “You’ve met him before—my agency manager, Marcus Hale.”

Nathan then introduced the woman at his side, and to my surprise, she was his wife.

He also said the others hadn’t arrived yet.
Chapter 12

A few minutes later, four or five more people trickled in. One worked in film, one in private equity, one in brand licensing, one owned a boutique bakery. Everyone went around introducing themselves. Paige moved through the conversation as if she belonged there, chatting easily, clinking glasses with everyone.

At the whole table, only two women were present: Paige and Mrs. Sterling.

Mrs. Sterling didn’t drink.

Paige drank a lot.

People kept praising her, calling her impressive, saying she could outdrink most men in the room.

At one point I got up to use the restroom, and she came out too.

She was walking a little unsteadily.

I stepped forward and caught her by the arm.

She was about to thank me, but when she looked up and saw it was me, she changed what she was going to say.

“Why haven’t you said a word all night?”

“I’ve been listening.”

“What’s the point of just listening? You need them to remember you.”

“Why do they need to remember me?”

“If they remember you, they’ll think of you. And if they think of you, they’ll remember to send work your way.”

I helped her as far as the women’s restroom, then she went in.

I waited outside.

When she came back out, she said, “I threw up. I’m better now. Don’t hold me up anymore. You should be drinking with them more.”

We went back into the room.

Nathan was talking about a project he’d invested in out in Jersey—a tourism and entertainment development that had made a fortune. Everyone praised his judgment and vision.

After that, the drinking picked up again.

I tried proposing a toast twice in the middle of it.

But no one seemed inclined to raise their glasses.

The guy from the brand side even asked, “Who is this again?”

Nathan said, “Paige’s manager. Brought him along to broaden his horizons.”

The man gave me an absentminded, “Oh, right, right.”

Then he put his glass back down.

Paige said, “Then let me make a toast.”

Only then did everyone lift their glasses again.

When dinner finally ended, I called a driver.

Nathan helped Paige into the back seat himself.

With his wife watching from nearby, he looked every inch the gentleman.

Before the car pulled away, he reminded me, “Make sure Ms. Mercer gets home safely.”

By the time we reached her building, Paige was barely conscious.

The driver parked, and I supported her all the way upstairs.

I got her into her bedroom and settled her on the bed.

I was turning to leave when she caught my arm.

“Marcus,” she said, “do you still like me?”

“You’re drunk.”

“I’m not that drunk. I know you used to have a crush on me.”

I didn’t say anything.

She looked at me and asked, “Do you think I’m dirty now?”

I still said nothing.
Chapter 14

“Then wait for me. I’ll change.”

I stood downstairs and smoked while I waited. By the time she came out, my cigarette had long since burned out.

She was in casual clothes.

When she saw me, she called out, “Marcus.”

“Yeah.”

Her eyes were red when she looked at me. “I just wanted someone to talk to.”

We walked out of the complex and went to a convenience store.

We bought two bottles of water and a couple of hot soup cups.

Holding one in both hands, Olivia said quietly, “Marcus, I actually know what Paige wants me to do.”

I said nothing.

“I’ve heard about girls like that too…”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t want to go.”

“Then don’t.”

“But I’m scared not to.” She lowered her eyes. “Paige’s been so good to me. She bought me clothes. She taught me how to talk to people.”

“She has a reason for everything.”

“But she really has been good to me.”

“You need to see the truth of it.”

She looked up at me. “The truth is, I need money too. Can you give it to me?”

That left me speechless.

After a while, she said, her voice full of sadness, “If you could’ve given Paige what she needed back then, do you think she still would’ve ended up on this path?”

I had no answer for that either.

In the end, she threw the half-finished soup cup into the trash.

Then she looked at me and said, “Marcus… can you hug me?”

I stepped forward and pulled her into my arms. She rested her head against my shoulder.

Crying, she whispered, “Marcus, I like you too. I didn’t mean what I said before. I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s okay.”

We stayed outside for another hour. When I noticed she was shivering, I walked her back to her building and stopped downstairs, meaning to send her up alone.

Instead, she leaned close to my ear and said, “Marcus, come upstairs with me.”

My mind went completely blank.

And somehow, in that daze, I followed her upstairs.

The next morning, when I woke up, Olivia was already gone.

On the dining table were boiled eggs and a bowl of plain oatmeal.

Beside them was a handwritten note.

I went to work. Please forget about last night.

I took a cab to the office.

When I passed Olivia’s desk, her body stiffened slightly.

On the day Paige had arranged for that client meeting, Olivia showed up in a short white dress.

After they left together, Jason Carter from planning came over to me and said, “Marcus, Olivia turned me down. She said she has a boyfriend. Since when?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

Jason stared at me. “How do you not know anything? I swear, it feels like Olivia’s following Paige’s playbook.”

“Is that so?” I shot back.

Jason from planning said, “Maybe I’m overthinking it. Which country club did they go to?”

“I don’t know.”

“You could ask.”

Right. Ask.

So I texted Paige immediately.

She sent me the address.

I went straight there.

The gate attendant at the private country club tried to stop me. I told him I was a friend of Paige Mercer’s. He called in on the intercom, then let me through.

When I got onto the course, I saw a middle-aged man in a visor standing behind a woman, both arms wrapped around her as he guided her swing.

Paige stood off to the side, smiling as she watched me approach.

Like she’d already won.

Like she wanted me to see it with my own eyes.

And I drove my foot into the middle-aged man and knocked him to the grass.

Paige’s mouth dropped open. “Marcus, are you out of your mind?”

Then she ran straight to the man sprawled on the lawn, dropped to her knees beside him, and said, “Mr. Nolan—are you okay? Are you okay?”

Mr. Nolan was already cursing. “What the hell? Why’d you kick me? Goddammit, get somebody over here!”

Security was on me almost immediately.

And only then did I finally see clearly—

the woman in his arms wasn’t Olivia.

Paige came over and slapped me hard, again and again. “Apologize to Mr. Nolan. Now.”

I stared at her. “What is going on? Where’s Olivia?”

Paige said, “I never brought Olivia here.”

Mr. Nolan never accepted my apology.

I was held at the local precinct for ten days.

When I came out, Olivia was waiting for me outside.

She said, “Paige is sitting in a car not far from here. She didn’t let me go that day. She found a model to take my place.”
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