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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Bella

          

        

      

    

    
      I think being ghosted is one of the lamest and cowardly ways to break up with someone. Lack of communication is one thing, but not giving the other person the opportunity for closure is cold.  Imagine you’re walking along a path and all of a sudden you’re hit by a brick wall you didn’t even see someone putting up.  That’s what it feels like to be ghosted. You wonder all the things you could’ve possibly done wrong and all the things you could’ve done better.

      Which is why I’m crying into a bag of cheese doodles on my couch on a random Tuesday night. My girlfriend, well I guess my ex-girlfriend ended things with me by blocking me across social media and ignoring my phone calls. Sure we’d only been seeing each other for a few weeks but still.  I’m still not sure entirely what I did wrong or why she couldn’t just talk to me. I swear it feels like some kind of cruel twenty-first century punishment. When I first noticed, my heart started racing so fast my apple watch gave me one of those obnoxious notifications. You know the one, it’s like ‘you’ve been sitting down but your heart rate is too high’. I’ve been getting those a lot lately. Most of the time when I think about Jenny or when I think about how I’ll probably never see her again or hear from her again. Fuck, there it goes again. You know, I really don’t appreciate this feature Apple. It’s like, doesn’t it know I’m heartbroken enough without a literal reminder from my heart?

      “What’s going on?” Sara asks, walking into our shared apartment.

      “Jenny ghosted me.” I sob.

      “I always thought you were too good for her.” She shrugs and plops down on the couch next to me.

      “You did?”

      “Yeah, anyone who doesn’t like coming to their girlfriend’s apartment is weird. Just because her place was a little bigger doesn’t mean you should have to do all the traveling.” She sighs.

      “That’s true.” I nod, it was frustrating that I was always the one going to the city instead of her visiting me at college. It’s not like I was in a dorm room or something, Sara and I shared the apartment during the school year. We each had our own bedroom and shared spaces. Plus it was rare Sara was ever even home.

      “Plus, I was like never home. I think I only met her once on your birthday,” Sara adds and picks up my bag of cheese doodles. She takes a handful and shoves them in her mouth.

      “That’s true too,” I agree. Jenny was kind of a shit girlfriend when it came down to it.

      “So are you ready to go out and find someone new or is today when you need to sob about it?” She isn’t judgmental in her tone, but more so asking about what I need.

      “I need to sob about it some more,” I admit. I’m not ready to be with anyone else yet, and I think that’s okay.

      “Okay, let me know when you’re ready to get back out there.” Sara jumps up, kisses my forehead, and heads to her room.

      Sara is the kind of friend I know I can count on but not one that necessarily hovers. She’ll give me the space I need to feel my feelings but she doesn’t necessarily want to be there while I feel them. I respect it. And I know if I really need her, she is just a knock away.

      I decide to eat my Doritos in my room, from the comfort of my bed and in the privacy of where I don’t have to wear pants. Not that I can’t wear pants in the living room, but it is appreciated that I don’t. So I kick off my pants, throw them in the corner of my room, and climb into my bed. I am ready for this day to be over and for these feelings to be over.
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        * * *

      

      Three mornings later, I feel like a person again. I’ve showered, eaten more than chips, and left my bedroom for class and to see friends. It’s safe to say I am over the ghosting situation and ready to move on. I am not the biggest fan of one night stands so I doubt I’ll want to have the kind of fun Sara wants me to have but I like going out. Sometimes she joins me and my best friends, Morgan and Ellie, for a night out. We all get along well together and we always end up having a good time.

      Knocking on Sara’s door, I’m not surprised to find she’s not home. She is out a lot more these days and I know it is because of her job. She is a high paid escort. Not a hooker, she swears she never does anything like that. Just getting paid for a night out and a conversation is enough. It is hard not to be a little judgmental of her job. It is so foreign to me, and seems too good to be true. But time and time again, Sara books clients where they take her out for a nice meal, pay for her company only, and drop her back home with leftovers and a hearty tip. I’d be lying if I said the idea of working there hasn’t crossed my mind.

      I hate living off my parents’ money and the small amount of income I have from summer jobs and savings. I can pay the rent and groceries but there’s barely leftover any money for me to get tattoos or do fun things. It is hard enough going to school across the country from where I grew up. But spending most of my time traveling down to the city isn’t helping. Visiting Morgan and Ellie whenever I can and exploring the city I’ll soon live in.

      Sara gets home around ten, and I’m sitting at the dining room just finishing up some homework. She puts her leftovers in the fridge and then joins me at the table.

      “How was dinner?”

      “He was sweet, his wife died a few years ago and he was just lonely. We talked about his job and his family. He asked to see me again which is always a good sign and he was a great tipper.” She smiles. There’s no hint of shame or embarrassment on her face. I admire how she sees the job and I wish I could too. I wonder if it’s because of the way I was raised, or the stigma attached to her job. Either way, I wonder if I could ever open up to it.

      “That’s good.” I smile.

      “Are you ready to go out yet? Or are you still in mourning?”

      “I’m ready.”

      “Yay!” She cheers. “We’ll have to plan something for this weekend!”

      “Okay.” I smile. I love when Sara picks the place, she always knows these cool and trendy places from the work she does.

      “You don’t happen to know anyone else who might want to be an escort, do you? My boss is looking to expand a bit and I know you’re not interested but I thought you might have a friend or two who could use the money.”

      “Actually.” I pause. “I think I’m interested.”

      “Really?” Her eyes almost pop out of her head.

      “Well, no money in exchange for sex right? It’s all about the connection?”

      “Of course. I’ve never slept with any client. A kiss on the cheek, but they need to ask first,” she explains.

      “Okay, then yeah. I think I’m interested. I could really use the money.”

      “Look, I’ll give you her number, but please don’t call if you’re not serious about it. Maybe take another day and sit on it. I don’t want you rushing into anything you’re unsure of.” She hands me a card with just a phone number on it.

      “I just think I need a change and some money so why not do both at the same time?” I ask.

      “I understand it, you just need to know the judgement that may come with it from your friends and family. My dad still isn’t speaking to me because of what I do for a living.” She sighs.

      “This might be something I don’t necessarily tell everyone,” I ponder.

      “That might be for the best.” She nods. “Well, I have some homework to do, but hit me up if you have any questions.”

      I nod, looking at the card she handed me. The phone number is local, 212, but I doubt it is in the phone book. Not that people even have phone books anymore. I am impressed with myself for asking for the number but for wanting to call even more. I mean this is something I could do, right? I am a social enough of a person to be able to go on dates with people and talk to them, hear about their lives. It is just getting over the stigma attached to the job, but maybe that will come with time. I take a deep breath and decide this is what I need to do. Dialing the number, not knowing it is about to change everything.
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            Dylan

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m sitting at my desk, like I do every Monday morning, when Lucy pops her head in. She is my best friend in and out of work. Someone I can count on to make these meetings less dreadful and more exciting if I had anything to do with them. Her long blonde hair cascades down her back, showing me she actually had time this morning, and I glance at the coffee in her hands.

      “Is that for me?” I gasp. I’d already had a shot of expresso on the way in, but I would never turn down a coffee.

      “Yes, I had time this morning since Noel is with his father.” I wrinkle my nose at the mention of Lucy’s ex-husband. It is just the fact that I always knew she could do better than him and then he was the one to cheat on her. The irony was not at all lost on it.

      “You look great, Mr. Lefts might say something if he hasn’t already.” Our boss is known for saying inappropriate work comments. Usually about how much or little we work or how, for me, I should be married by now. I am pushing forty something and without a ring on my finger, ever. It is something that hardly crosses my mind but it bothers my boss for some reason. A comment he brings up whenever he can.

      “Oh he has, he saw me walking in.” She rolls her eyes and takes a seat across from me.

      “We have the romance presentation in a few hours, but I feel good about it, do you?” I ask, hoping she got a chance to look it over last night. I had made some changes after she left last night.

      “I checked it this morning and everything looks perfect. I just updated the last slide and I think we’re all set.” I think about the last slide, but draw a blank. I pull it up in an instance, and she’s added a section about citing all the sources we’ve used. It’s unnecessary but smart. She is always adding things I’d never think of.

      “Enjoy your coffee.” She waves and heads next door to her office. Despite the glass door, the rest of our offices are boxes with a floor to ceiling window and thick walls surrounding it. I like the privacy it provides when I am working, honestly.

      I get back to working on the next few proposals I need to look over. Lucy and I basically run To Be Read Publishing ourselves, with the little help from the boss our board hired. I think they were worried Lucy and I would ask for more money considering all they did, so they hired a yes man to be “in charge” of us. I only say it like this because it is clear he is more of a window dressing than a boss. He is only around for the important meetings and the gala events more than doing any of the work Lucy and I do. If Lucy and I ever quit, it will go down in flames in a heartbeat. But besides his annoying comments about my single life or Lucy’s beauty, he isn’t terrible. Just unnecessary.

      “Dylan? There’s a call for you on line two.” My assistant, Reba, smiles, poking her head in. She is older than I am, with graying hair and a hunched back from sitting at a desk most of her adult life, but she is also the kindest woman I’ve ever met.

      “Thank you, Reba.” I smile and pick up the phone.

      “Hello? Dylan Marsh’s office, how may I help you?”

      “Hi, it’s Michelle Rosen, I’m hoping you might have an update on my manuscript today? You said to give a call if I haven’t heard from you by the tenth,” she explains softly. This poor girl. I am about to have to let her down gently, I hate these kinds of phone calls. I wish there was someone else we could hire to handle all the rejections.

      “Hi, Michelle, I remember you.” I pause. “I’m very sorry we haven’t given you a call back.”

      “My book was rejected wasn’t it?” She’s smart. I remember her book clearly, it wasn’t that it was bad, it was just that there was a better more marketable book we had to take on.

      “It was. I’m very sorry.”

      She starts sobbing immediately, and I feel my heart clench. It is truly the worst part of my job, I swear.

      “It wasn’t that it wasn’t well written, it was a great story. I read it myself. But there were other factors that made choosing yours impossible. I do want to encourage you to keep writing and submit again next time submissions are open.”

      “R-really?” I hear her sniffle.

      “Yes. You are incredibly talented and I think you just need a little more experience, something the other contenders had. So maybe in time, yours will be chosen. Please don’t give up on writing,” I encourage her.

      “O-okay.” I can hear her blow her nose before thanking me and hanging up. I really need Reba to start screening my calls. I hate having those conversations.

      Before long, it’s time for my meeting with Lucy and Mr. Lefts. I sigh, seeing his face is not on my list of things I want to do today. But I make my way with my iced coffee and binder in hand to the meeting and take a seat next to Lucy.

      “Is everyone here?” Mr. Lefts asks. He is notorious for not knowing all his employees. Too many times has he started meetings without half the staff being here.

      “We’re missing Kim in marketing, but she’s on a conference call,” Lucy explains.

      “Perfect, we can get started then.” He claps his hands together and looks between Lucy and I.

      We present our presentation without any interruptions which might be for the first time ever. I swear we usually had at least ten questions or issues arise with Mr. Lefts. Some of which could be answered if he just let us tell him the rest of the presentation.

      “I liked it,” he says when we finish. I think half the room snaps their head to stare at him. Not that the presentation wasn’t awesome, it was. But we’ve never so much as heard praise come out of his mouth before.

      “T-thank you, sir.” Lucy smiles. She looks as shocked as I feel.

      “It could use a few improvements but I’m willing to push the project forward. I like the presentation, good work, girls.” I ignore the way he calls us girls because the rest of his statement is positive.

      The marketing team makes their presentation next and they look more relaxed than we were. I guess we caught Mr. Lefts on a good day? I raise an eyebrow, wondering what his angle could be, but I don’t know. He smiles but doesn’t say anything about the marketing teams presentation which could mean he hates it but maybe he’s in some kind of anger management now? It is really jarring and freaking everyone else out.

      After the rest of the presentations, he’s the first one out the door. As if he couldn’t leave the room fast enough. We all stay behind to talk about how weird that meeting was and how weird he was acting. Lucy heads to her office, not taking part in the office gossip like usual, but I love to be a part of it.

      “Is he taking medication?” Barbara in marketing asks.

      “Maybe he’s in anger management,” I offer.

      “He must be going through a midlife crisis,” Sal in illustrations says.

      “He’s only twenty-two,” I point out.

      “Well, with his anger he wasn’t going to live that long,” Barbara jokes.

      We laugh and chat for a bit, but it is clear no one actually knows what is going on with him. Which only makes the office on edge more so than usual. I check on Lucy after lunch and she’s working away on the next book proposal.

      “Hey, did you see that email I sent?” I say loudly as I step into her office. It is office code for can we talk.

      “Yes, I did.” She gestures to come in, and I nod.

      “No one knows what’s up with Lefts but it’s weird as hell.”

      “It is, he was actually nice to me today and asked if I needed to come in later because of Noel.”

      “Whoa.” He is usually giving her a hard time about her coming in a little late every day.

      “Anyway, I finished up this proposal so the next one has your name on it. It’s a romance, but the one you chose,” she explains.

      “Okay, are you going to the dinner at the hotel tonight?” I ask every month and every month she gives me the same answer. It is like a mixer for the seasoned authors to meet the newer authors.

      “No, I have to get home for Noel, but say hello to all our authors for me,” she says with a smile.

      I nod and head back to my office. Which is where I work until it’s time to head to the event. It’s a monthly way to introduce our new authors to the team and to our previously published authors. It’s always a draw of who’s actually going to show up but usually a good variety of people do, which is why I go. Lucy has the Noel excuse but for most of us, it is encouraged that we go.

      Reba peeks her head in to let me know she’s heading home for the night but my dress is hanging in the bathroom and my shoes are on her desk. I thank her and she heads out. I love buying new clothes so I have a black skin tight, floor length dress that shows off my figure and a pair of heels that have me towering even further over everyone else. I change, style my hair slightly, and redo some of my makeup before heading to the cab waiting for me downstairs.

      I’m one of the first people from the office to arrive and I reward myself with a drink from the bar. Grabbing a mint mojito, I sip it lightly, appreciating the open bar, and look around for anyone I need to talk to. I wave politely to the people I know from the office but this is my chance to talk to the new authors and provide any updates to the older ones. It is held in the hotel’s dining room but all the tables are spread apart and there is assigned seating based on jobs. I don’t mind it except my table is usually missing a few people due to Lucy and our fellow co-workers skipping the dinner. Which means I will skip around and join tables I don’t belong to. I am looking for my place to sit when I catch Mr. Lefts eyes. He finds me before I can avoid him. Greeting me with a kiss on each cheek, like we didn’t see each other six hours ago at the office.  It is disgusting to be kissed by a man, let alone this man child who has barely hit puberty.

      “You here with anyone?” he asks, looking around me as if someone is going to suddenly appear.

      “Nope.” I pop the P, tired of people asking me if I am seeing anyone or if I am ever going to settle down.

      “Is your partner in crime here?”

      “No, she has her son tonight,” I explain.

      “Well, it’s about time I said something about this. You aren’t getting any younger, Dylan. For the sake of the company, it looks incredibly bad for one of our executives to be running around single at your age.” He huffs. There is the old Mr. Lefts. The one who speaks out of term and doesn’t respect anyone working for him.

      “Excuse me?” I’m not actually surprised by his words, but his bluntness of them. Usually he does the curtsey of saying it a bit nicer.

      “You need to think about bringing someone with you to the next event, and that’s not just a suggestion,” he says before walking away. I don’t have the chance to defend myself or say anything more. He’s across the room talking to someone from marketing when I see her run away crying. Yup, our old boss is back.

      I know I am getting a little bit older but that doesn’t mean I need to settle down. Lucy is the same age as me and she isn’t settled down, at least anymore. I sigh, I know what he’s saying though. For the sake of the company, the board responds better to someone in a relationship. But would they respond better to me in a relationship with a woman? I have never disclosed my personal preferences, but they aren’t exactly hidden either. I just don’t know if the board is privy to information like that.

      God, this whole night makes me want another drink. I down the one in my hand and grab another from the bar. Then I distract myself with small talk for the rest of the night. At least there are people who want to talk to me, not like everyone else who seems to be avoiding my boss. He is on a rampage and I want no part near that. He’s already done enough damage. It isn’t like he has to try very hard to be terrible, but somehow tonight he is excelling at it.

      “This is my fiancé, Brad,” Casey, my newest romance author, says, introducing me. We exchange pleasantries and I smile.

      “Are you here with anyone?” Casey asks curiously, but it strikes a nerve.

      “Nope.” I grit my teeth.

      “Oh, okay.” She looks at me uneasy and makes a face before making an excuse to talk to someone else.

      Is it really that big of a deal if I don’t bring anyone to a work event? I mean would I even want to subject them to this kind of scrutiny? It just seems like a place I would bring someone I hate as a form of torture. Sure, I like it, but I am married to my work. I can take the heat with my boss, but could someone I am dating handle it too? It has been so long since I’ve actually dated someone long term where I considered bringing them to someplace like this. I think the only person who would come with
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