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Chapter 1 

 

 

WARD

 

“Don’t go dying on me,” says Rob, my agent, and probably the only person whose opinion I value. 

“I’m not going to die. I’m taking it easy. That’s not going to kill me.”

“You’ve been taking it too easy.”

Easy isn’t how I would describe the last few months. I throw him a resentful look. “I’ve had stuff to deal with.”

“Do you have to work from bed? The same bed you sleep in?”

“I’m not in bed now.”

“You’re not at your desk, either.” Rob exhales loudly. “I’ve given you the time you need, Ward, but you’re not making any progress. You’re in danger of missing the deadline. This book was supposed to release along with the movie.”

I grab a handful of potato chips and shovel them into my mouth. 

“So, I’ve made the decision for you. You’re going to Chicago. A change of setting will do you good.”

I almost choke, and get up off the couch, dropping my bag of chips in shock. “I’m not going to Chicago.” Hell, no. 

“I’ve rented you a beautiful mansion. It might help.”

“How?” How the hell will being in Chicago help me? My satin robe has fallen open. Rob looked at me oddly and made a sarcastic comment when he first saw me. I quite like this. It’s comfortable. Far easier to sit and write in this all day than wearing sweatpants. I pull the sash tighter, but not before Rob gets a peek at my flabby torso. He winces and I turn away. 

I’ve packed on a few pounds. My face might have rounded out a bit. I’m in a funk and have been like this for months.

“It’s not permanent,” Rob insists. “Three, four months. You need to finish the manuscript, Ward. You can’t miss your deadline.”

I sink back onto the couch. The words don’t flow these days. They haven’t for a while. For the second time in my life, I’m stuck with my writing. I used to be able to pull words out of thin air and piece together plots that would have my readers keep turning the pages.

I’ve lost that gift again. 

“This is a seven-figure deal and you need to honor it. What you don’t want is to risk incurring a penalty. Think of the bad press. Think of the movie that’s coming out. Think of the book tour. The publicity. The talk shows. Think.”

I hang my head because all the things he’s just mentioned weigh me down. Rob has done great things for me. He’s been my agent for over a decade, my only agent. He’s been more like a mentor, guiding me when I’ve had no real-life role models. I hate publicity. I hate talk shows. I’m no good at them. I can’t talk to people, much less laugh and joke with them, but because of this trilogy, this amazing book and movie deal Rob negotiated for me, I have to do the whole publicity crap.

The first movie in my Morbid Trilogy will release by the time the last book comes out but it’s this last book that I’ve hit a wall on. I can’t see me making the deadline. I haven’t written much. I’ve tried and struggled, and I have failed. 

“You’re not doing yourself any favors slobbering in front of the TV all day,” Rob complains. 

I lift my legs onto the couch and lie back. “It’s research.”

He stares at the screen. “Grey’s Anatomy?”

“It’s research,” I repeat. “Wait till you see what happens to my main character during surgery.”

“I’m looking forward to it. When will you get the manuscript to me?” 

I say nothing, because I have no idea. Rob shoves his hands in his pockets and paces around my study. “This isn’t good, Ward. You being stuck like this again.”

My jaw tightens. “It’s not like that,” I throw back. “I’m not in that same hellhole I was in all those years ago.” This isn’t like that. “Don’t worry about the interviews and shit. I’ll be okay by then.”

“You need to write the book first!” He points at me. “When you clean up, when you take care of yourself, you come up looking good. When you look good, you feel good. It doesn’t matter what you say in your interviews because most of those women readers of yours, they like that you brush up real good.” 

I groan. 

“It’s a damn shame that you look like a slob right now.” He throws me a look that is soaked in disapproval. “When was the last time you shaved, or got a haircut? When was the last time you left the house?” 

I lie. “Last week.” It was two months ago, when I needed to get into my psychotically deranged murderer’s head. I prowled around the streets of New Orleans in the early hours of the morning, trying to get into character. 

“Last week?” Rob’s tone indicates he doesn’t believe me for one moment. “To do what?”

“Have a cup of coffee.” Being a writer means that lies come easily. Making stuff up for a living is a skill that comes in handy in real life. 

“You expect me to believe that you went outside and sat in a coffee shop and had a cup of coffee, surrounded by people? You? Ward Maddox, the reclusive, hermit author?”

“Yeah, I had coffee. That’s what I did.” I rest my hand on my stomach and feel the soft, marshmallowy flesh. I have packed on a few pounds too many. “I replotted the ending, then I had to go back and change the middle, and then I hit a bar and restaurant in the evening.” I lie again. He knows me too well and will see right through me. 

If I could have things my way, I would never leave my writing cave. That’s why I bought one of the most expensive and beautiful of houses here. A twelve-bedroom home with chandeliers and fireplaces in each room, stained glass windows and elaborate architecture. This is my castle. A place where I reign, where I am at my happiest. 

A place where I feel safe. 

Good for nothing piece of shit. That’s what my stepdad called me. The bastard would turn in his grave if he could see me now. I wish my mom had come here and seen my home and what I made of myself. She could have lived here, I even asked her to even though she didn’t deserve an ounce of my kindness. She turned me down, and we barely saw each another over the years. 

“Yeah, sure you did.” Rob stares out of the window. “You also brought home a beautiful woman you picked up at said bar and spent the whole night showing her a good time.”

Bastard.

Now he’s messing with me. I can tell he’s annoyed because it’s not like him to bring up that stuff. He knows I’m cautious around women. Dating a basket case will do that to you. Sometimes I wonder if I am always drawn to insane people. Or maybe they are drawn to me because of what I write?

Rob stares at me as if he knows everything about me. And the problem is he does. This guy, who is supposed to be my agent, has become the only person I ever have any proper contact with. 

“How many pages have you written?”

This is the question I’ve been dreading. “Six.”

“Today?”

I laugh, because that is hilarious. “Today?” Hell, no. “Six in total.” 

His brows squish together like angry caterpillars. “In total?” He massages his temple. “You can’t afford to miss your deadline.”

I never miss my deadline. Unless I’m in a funk. “I’ll get it done.” But I’ve been in this funk for months. 

“That’s what you said last time.” Rob knows what it does to me. He’s helped me through it before. 

“I will get it done.”

He strides towards me. “Damn straight you will. I’ve made arrangements.” 

I sit up slowly. He said something about Chicago. No way am I leaving my house, especially to go there of all places. “I’ll get it done,” I insist. I don’t want to hear what he has to say. 

He nods. “You will. In Chicago.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Hell, no.”

Rob scratches his eyebrow. “James Garvey approached me. Wants me to represent him.”

“And?” I clench my teeth and wonder why the guy needs a new agent. I can’t stop another author from wanting Rob to represent them. But James Garvey hates me too. Considers me to be an upstart. That’s because he’s in his sixties, and I’ve just turned forty-one. He and I often compete for the number one slot on the New York Times Bestseller list. 

“I’m just letting you know. Say what you want about him, but the guy is prolific He’s written three books this year, and he had a heart attack two years ago. He managed it somehow.”

I clap my hands together mockingly. “Let’s hear it for James Garvey.”

Rob looks at me, and his eyes trail down me from top to toe. “If you’re not careful, you’re going to end up with a heart attack. Maybe even a stroke. Sitting down all day isn’t good for you.”

“I used to take care of myself.” I used to be good. Good diet, I hardly touch alcohol, and I’d work out regularly. That was until my mom got sick and summoned me to her deathbed. I went running, like a fool. 

“Then what’s gone and happened to you again?” He looks genuinely concerned. 

I don’t want to talk about it. “If you want to represent Garvey that’s your call.”

“I don’t want to represent too many authors. Sally wants me to slow down and take it easy. We want to vacation more and spend more time with the grandchildren.” He makes me feel as if I’m too much trouble. “I don’t want you to die on me, Ward. Hearing about Garvey’s health scare, and seeing you,” he jerks his chin at me, immediately making me feel self-conscious, “it worries me. I’ve made a decision.”

I lift an eyebrow and brace myself because it involves Chicago. He knows I hate that city. I’m surprised that he’s suggested it. 

“You need to get back on track, Ward. This writer’s block you’ve been fighting has gone on too long. You look out of shape and you sound unmotivated. Freya says you wander around the house all day—”

“You grilled my housekeeper?” 

“I can’t rely on you to give me all the facts.”

I manage to stare at him without blinking. It’s frightening how well he knows me.

Freya has been with me for years. The stern but efficient housekeeper is the only person I see on a daily basis. She has the key to the house, and is there by the time I wake up, right through until the evening, when she has my evening meal ready. 

Sometimes she brings her ten-year-old grandson along with her. I’m worried she’s going to leave me. I don’t want to think about replacing her. She’s irreplaceable. She doesn’t talk much, I barely notice when she’s around because she hardly makes a sound. She makes my meals, takes care of my laundry, and cleans all the rooms slowly, one room at a time. I don’t want a cleaning company. I don’t want a live-in cook, maid or housekeeper. I want my mansion to myself.

“You need to get your act together and finish the book on time, and you need to get into shape for the book tours and interviews, and don’t forget the movie premiere.”

I groan loudly because that stuff makes me want to retch. The first two books in this trilogy sold millions of copies worldwide. Both are getting made into movies. I should be ecstatic, but I’m not. The publicity, the idea of having to meet other people and pretend to like their company, makes me break out in hives. 

“Are you stuck on the plot?”

I’m stuck, but it’s not the book. It was facing my mother on her deathbed that did it. She pined for the monster she had married. The man I was supposed to call my dad, but I never did. The man who punished me for it. “You don’t need to babysit me, Rob. I’ll get over it. I just can’t function the way I need to at the moment but I will. I promise you I will.” 

“Has your magic pen stopped working?” he asks. 

“My magic pen is safe and sound.” I write everything longhand with my MontBlanc. Notes, first thoughts, basic ideas, the first rough, rough, rough draft. It’s all done on paper first. 

“I can’t lift you up all the time, Ward. It’s exhausting, so you’re either going to do what I say, or …”

“Or what?”

“There is no other alternative.”

I swipe my hand over my face in exasperation. “You want me to go to Chicago to finish the book there?” 

“You’ve always said your past defined you. Maybe go back and face your demons.”

He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. What makes a child grow up and want to write horror. A stepfather who locked him up in the dark. That’s what. But that didn’t hurt as much as watching the mother I doted on, who doted on me, change into someone I barely recognized the moment she met him. “Chicago is the last place on Earth I want to visit.’”

“I’ve rented you a house, nothing as beautiful as this, but I’ve tried to find you something to your standard. All paid for by you, of course.”

“I’d expect nothing less.”

“You have bad memories of your time there. You’re stuck and, given what’s happened, maybe you need to go back to the source of your pain.”

“You think, huh?” I pick up the bag of chips from the floor and stick my hand into it.

“And there will be no more of that.” Rob nods at my chip bag, then picks up and shakes each of the four empty Coke cans that are lying on the coffee table. “I’ve got you a personal trainer and I’m still looking into getting you a—”

“A what?”

“A personal trainer, and I’m still looking into getting you a housekeeper.”

I draw in a slow and steady breath. “I don’t need people. I’m a fucking writer.”

“Then write, for goodness’ sake, write.”

“I’ll take Freya,” I throw back. The only problem is that she’d have to live with me, and I don’t want anyone living with me. In fact, the best part of having Freya as my housekeeper is that she goes home every day. 

“I’ve already asked her and she doesn’t want to go. She doesn’t want to leave New Orleans.”

The wily little fox. Rob’s been making plans behind my back. “I don’t need a personal trainer.”

“You’ve turned into a sloth. You’re out of shape. Your face is puffy. When did you last shave?” 

I raise a hand to my beard. It’s thick and prickly but there is no need for me to shave. Or get a haircut. 

“When was the last time you got a haircut?” I knew that would be his next question. 

“A couple of months back.”

“Try to look presentable. You don’t want to scare the new people away.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary. I can work out on my own.”

Rob crushes the cans between his hands. “You look like you’ve been working real hard,” he snorts. “You leave next week, and by that time, I’ll have found you a housekeeper.”

“A housekeeper? I don’t need a housekeeper.”

“I beg to differ.” Rob looks around the room in disgust. 

“What I need is a box of donuts,” I tell him. I’m being serious, too. 

Rob snorts. “You’re going to end up looking like a donut if this continues.”

“I’m processing things.”

“It’s been months, Ward. Months. Is this going to be like the last time?” 

I close my eyes. The last time I went into freefall, I couldn’t write a word for months. I open my eyes and glare at him. 

“That’s what I thought.” He walks towards the door. “Chicago will jolt you into action.”

He has no idea. Chicago is full of bad memories. 

“Get a haircut. Try to look decent.”


Chapter 2 

 

 

MARI 

 

I’ve lost everything in the space of a week. 

Sitting on a park bench with Jamie, listening to the happy cries of children playing, I wish I could be as carefree and happy as they are. 

“It’s a lifeline,” I say, staring at the sheet of paper with the description of the only job I could find that needed someone urgently. I’m going for an interview tomorrow. “This is so beneath my current pay grade and position,” I wail. 

“It was,” Jamie reminds me. “It’s only temporary.” He accompanied me to the recruitment agency which was my first stop this morning, after he’d helped me move stuff out of my apartment.

“Only temporary,” I repeat, feeling the need to reassure myself. Being a housekeeper is not the career move I had in mind, but then, Jamie and I never expected to get laid off when we went to work a few days ago. 

“Hey,” Jamie nudges me gently. “Think of it like a new start, from everything.”

“For you, too.” I say, nudging him right back. I’m so grateful for a friend like Jamie. My life has gone to shit in the space of a week. We worked at a small family-run hotel. I was the front desk manager, and Jamie worked behind the scenes, overseeing the hotel’s amenities. We had no idea that our boss was taking part in shady money laundering activities. The hotel shut down immediately and all the staff had their contracts terminated. 

And not only did I lose my job, and a very well-paid and satisfying job at that, but I found out that Dale, my boyfriend of two years, had been secretly seeing someone else and had gotten her pregnant. I made the mistake of stupidly forgiving him after I found him cheating on me the first time. 

Jamie was lucky. He found a job almost the next day, working in the local gym. It’s nothing like what he had at the hotel, but at least it’s something. 

“This will cheer you up.” From his backpack, he pulls out a bar of my favorite chocolate. This guy knows all about the small things which make me happy, and right now, I’ll grab any slip of happiness that comes my way. 

Grinning, I take it from him and waste no time in peeling it open. “Thanks.” I offer him some, but he refuses to take it, probably because he knows just how much I love my chocolate.

“I’m going to apply for other jobs in the meantime,” I tell him, taking a bite of the chocolate bar. 

“Me too. I can do better than where I’m at.”

“We can both do better. At least you have a roof over your head.”

“You can stay with me for as long as you want, Mari.”

He’s a good guy. A good friend. Someone I can depend on, unlike the douchebag who was my boyfriend. “You’re too kind, but it’s not ideal.”

“Seriously, you can stay as long as you want.”

I ditched Dale, of course. I don’t need someone like him in my life, but I wish I’d learned my lesson the first time around. I deserve better. Jamie always says I’m too nice, too forgiving, that I always see the best in people, and that’s my downfall. My mom always used to say that, too—back when she was my mom, before the dementia hit and slowly made her forget who I was. 

A few days after that? My landlord told me to leave after I couldn’t pay the rent for my apartment for the third month running. The well-paid job? I’d started using my income to pay for my mom’s nursing home care. She lived with me in my small apartment, but she’d started to have a few falls and then she would get upset when she forgot something. I didn’t think anything of it at first, but one day she got lost when coming home from grocery shopping. That’s when I took notice. 

Over the next few months, she would become irrational and get upset easily. She thought she was seeing people walking around in the house or outside. I was starting to find it difficult. 

Then she fell down and broke her arm and while in the hospital, she was diagnosed with stage four dementia. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t keep an eye on what Dale was up to. I’d stay at his place a lot, but the sicker my mom got, the less I saw him. There was no possibility of him coming to stay at my place. It was tiny as it was. With my mom being there, it was hard. 

Still, she was my priority and I nursed her back, but it wasn’t easy, what with her new forgetfulness and mood swings. It was when she left the stove on all day that I decided she would be better off in a nursing home. I found a nice assisted-living facility for dementia patients. It was expensive and it didn’t take Medicaid, but I had no choice because I didn’t want her to be transferred to a state-run nursing home.

It was hard, at first, to explain to her that we couldn’t live together anymore. She flits in and out of being ‘my mom’ and being a stranger. The trick, and the gift, the beauty, is to have her for as long as possible being my mom. And this week, this week out of hell, I was told that she has stage five dementia. 

It’s good that she’s in a nursing home, having someone keep an eye on her all the time is less worrisome for me, but I still worry. She’s only been there a few months, and I’ve been paying to keep her there, thinking that the promotion I was going to get was going to come through. My boss had told me it was. And then the crook himself messed things up for us all.

I’d been paying a third of my rent for the past few months, needing to get my mom settled but my landlord got impatient and threw me out. 

“Why so quiet?” 

“My life is a shitshow.” 

“It’s not. This, right now, your life and everything that’s happened, this is what’s supposed to happen. This is where you’re supposed to be. Hopefully, you’ll learn this time.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Learn what?” I scoff. “Being broke, discovering my mom’s dementia is worse than I thought? Losing my job? Having a cheating boyfriend?” 

“That you are too nice, too forgiving, too …” He pauses, then presses his lips together, as if he doesn’t want to say.

“Say it.”

“You’re too reckless, especially when it comes to guys. You can do better. Dale is a jerk. He was a jerk the first time he cheated on you, and now he’s a …” He shakes his head, and I can tell he wants to swear. 

“I fell in love,” I say, putting the chocolate wrapper in my pocket now that I’ve gobbled it all up greedily. I was in love. I am reckless, perhaps. I give my heart too easily, without thinking. I don’t second-guess when my insides go all mushy, or when someone kisses me and my toes curl. I’m not a hussy, but I can’t not react at times like this. And Dale was so handsome and wonderful in the beginning. 

“Who’s it with?” he asks. “The interview tomorrow? A family with kids?” 

“I think it’s a guy. A businessman.” That’s what the recruitment consultant told me. She said it was a new job placement that came up and they didn’t have many details about it yet. I look at him and widen my eyes, exaggerating my very scared face. “A perv, you think?”

Now Jamie looks worried. “I’ll come with you, if you want.”

“To the interview? How stupid would that look?”

“The offer’s there if you want.”

“I’ll be okay. I’m a grown woman. It’s just an interview. Oh, my goodness!” I squint at the paper with his address as it hits me. “He lives in the Gold Coast area.”

Jamie’s eyes widen. 

The famed Gold Coast is one of Chicago’s most prestigious areas. Suddenly, my woes have evaporated and I feel uplifted. In the nightmare of my week, this new revelation is as shiny as a diamond. But Jamie stares at me as if there’s an axe murderer standing behind me. “Maybe you shouldn’t go alone.”

“I’m going, and I’ll call you before I go in, and as soon as I come out, okay?”

“Deal.”

A red football bounces towards us. I look over to see a bunch of teens yell at us to kick it back so I get up and give the ball a hefty kick. Too bad it shoots off in the wrong direction, about five yards wide of where the guys are. 

“And remember, you have a lot going on at the moment. Don’t worry about finding a place to stay. You can stay with me for as long as you want.” 

“Awww.” I squeeze his arm slightly. “You’re very sweet.”

“Just trying to help you out,” he mumbles, before moving his arm and looking away. 

Now I’ve upset him. This is a strange thing, us being such good friends. He hasn’t been lucky with women either, though as far as I know no one has cheated on him. We went out as a foursome once last year, and I met his girlfriend, but they split up a few months ago and he never really gave me a reason why. 

Me sleeping on his couch might raise eyebrows with some of my friends, or even my mom, depending on what sort of mood she’s in and if she remembers who I am, but it’s the only way my life works right now.

“I worry about you,” says Jamie, staring at me pensively. 

“Awww, stop that. You have plenty of worries of your own without adding me to the list.”


Chapter 3 

 

 

MARI

 

I stare at the fancy four-story house and I pray that I get the job. I pay the taxi driver and climb out with my mouth open in awe. It’s got one of those limestone facades, cream-colored brickwork, and shiny, sparkling expensive-looking windows. I catch a glimpse of a chandelier sparkling from one of the ground-floor windows. 

My whole world has completely topsy-turvied, from having to leave my tiny apartment, to walking in to this glamorous new world. 

I could work here for a few months. 

I could be a housekeeper. 

I ring the doorbell, my heart thumping as if I’ve sprinted the last mile. I’m not a nervous woman. I’m used to dealing with difficult customers, people who are rich, and feel entitled. While being a housekeeper isn’t something I’ve aspired to, this job is going to be a cinch. Though I won’t tell any of my friends, aside from Jamie, about it. 

The door opens and a friendly-looking older gentleman opens the door. The skin around his eyes crinkles as he gives me a warm, friendly smile. I feel relieved because he looks normal and nothing like the axe murderer my imagination had served up. 

“Hi.” I smile back and extend my hand. “Nice to meet you,” I say, putting on my best voice. I’m always professional, but a glance at the mansion and now seeing what it looks like inside makes me nervous. 

I assume that he is a rich banker type, maybe someone who travels a lot, or is here for a few months. Maybe he has been sent to work here from someplace else, which would explain no mention of a wife or family. 

“Pleased to meet you, Miss Evers,” he says, shaking my hand before closing the door as I step inside to admire another chandelier which hangs just above me in the large entrance hall. The walls are beige colored, and there is a gorgeous rug on the floor. Everything in here, even the soft wall lighting, reeks of money. “Marianne Evers,” I say, forcing myself to stop gawking at the surroundings, “but people call me Mari.”

“I’m Rob. Let’s go into the kitchen, shall we? This shouldn’t take long.”

I follow him into a kitchen that is bigger than my entire apartment. The cabinets are a dark blue wood. I’ve never seen anything like them. Sparkling wine and champagne glasses glisten behind squeaky clean shiny cupboard windows. Silver domed lights hang over the white marble kitchen island. 

It looks brand new, squeaky clean and spotless.

“This is beautiful,” I say, looking around me. It’s a whole new world. I want to live here, I’ve already decided. 

Rob looks at his watch. “When can you start?”

“Excuse me?”

“I read your resume, and the agency confirmed that the hotel you worked at suddenly closed down.”

I’m impressed by his research. “I lost my job last week. The hotel where I worked shut down instantly. It put a lot of people out.”

“And you were a manager?” he asks. I’m prepared for this. I knew I would be overqualified for the role. “Yes, but I don’t mind this job. I need something quickly. I’m adaptable and I’m good at accomplishing things. I’m also resourceful, hard-working, I can—”

“Relax. You seem to be perfect.”

My jaw falls open. He barely knows me. 

He clears his throat. “My client needs someone quickly,” he says, as if he can read my mind. 

“Your client?” A chill ices through me. It suddenly strikes me that this guy is not who I will be working for. 

“He’s here, he’s, uh …” Rob coughs lightly and looks over his shoulder. My heart starts to race. Something feels off. If the client is here, why isn’t he interviewing me? And what is Rob’s role then? He clears his throat again which sets me further on edge. “My client isn’t the easiest person to get along with.”

“I thought you were the client?” I say nervously, and then I glance around, expecting someone to jump out. 

“I shouldn’t even be doing this. I’m a literary agent.” He laughs to himself as if he’s enjoying his own private joke. “You’ll be working for Ward Maddox.” He waits, observing my reaction. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do. The name rings a bell, but only because it sounds slightly odd, strong, unusual. I think I’ve heard of it before, but I can’t place where. 

“You don’t know of him?” Rob asks. “The horror writer. He wrote The Dark Woods and The Attic.”

I shake my head. I don’t read horror. I can’t abide gore. 

“What do you like to read?”

“Romance, mainly,” I say, and then, because I don’t want him to judge me, “also thrillers and mysteries.” Which is true, but I wish I hadn’t felt the need to say that. 

“Ward is a best-selling horror writer.” He gets up and disappears, before returning with a bunch of hardback books which he lays out on the island. 

“Ah, yes.” I nod. I’ve seen those books before. They’re distinctive. They were everywhere at one point. “Didn’t they make a movie about this?” I say, picking up The Attic. I’m trying to remember what the author looks like, but I can’t. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him before. Horror isn’t my genre, so I would never read these books. I turn to the book’s back, expecting to see a picture but there isn’t one.

“Of The Attic? Yes. And The Dark Woods, although that was written many years later, the movie for that releases this year. Ward is currently writing the third book in that trilogy now.”

“Oh.” I’m going to be working for a horror writer. A famous, best-selling author. Of horror. My week couldn’t get any more surreal. 

“Hopefully, Ward will get his mojo back and finish this book on time.” Rob crosses his fingers for luck. “Then we can have another New York Times Bestseller.” 

I’m sure it’s a great thing, but I’m anxious to meet the guy now. A ball of excitement paws through my stomach. This is a great thing. A new journey. “So, I’m going to be a housekeeper for him?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve got the job,” he tells me, glancing at his watch again. 

“What?” I blurt out, shocked. “Just like that?”

“I need to go. I’m going to be late for my flight.”

“But we haven’t agreed to terms and conditions.”

“I’ll have the contract emailed to you when I get home.”

“But, but, my hours, my duties, you didn’t tell me anything—”

“I’m sorry. This must seem strange to you. It’s a strange situation.”

“You’ve said the word ‘strange’ a few times now. I’m getting scared.”

He laughs. “Not backing out, are you?” 

“No, but I—”

“Good.”

“Can you start now?”

I scoff, out of sheer shock. “I was supposed to find a place to live,” I start to explain, but he already looks as if he’s in a rush to go. 

“I’ve had a hard time finding someone at such short notice. Someone who could fit the part.”

I swallow. “What part?”

“Ward is fussy. He’s moody, and temperamental, and keeps to himself. He’s rude and short-tempered.”

“You’re not selling this to me,” I say, and feel my heart thumping beneath my ribcage. I look around at the opulence of the mansion, and my brain is figuring out whether this is worth it.

What other choice do I have?

“I need to find a place to stay.” It’s true. After the interview, I was going to look around and find the cheapest, most habitable place to live in.

Rob tilts his head up. “You don’t have anywhere to stay?”

“I lost my job, got thrown out of my apartment, my mom’s in a nursing home and ...” I stop myself from humiliation. This guy doesn’t want to know my story, and I’m not the kind of woman who willfully doles it out. I don’t know what’s come over me. I’ve lost my mind just being here. 

“You can stay here.”

“What?” My voice is shaky. 

“You can stay here. This place is too big for one person. It’s got seven bedrooms, eleven bathrooms, a library, a study, a—”

“Eleven bathrooms?” My mind explodes. Who the hell needs eleven bathrooms? And only seven bedrooms? It doesn’t make sense. 

“This isn’t Ward’s house. I’ve rented it for him for a few months. He needs to get the book finished. He’ll have a personal trainer coming in every day, and you to cook and make sure the house is clean. You’ll barely see him.”

“It’s just me and him living here?” My heart skips a beat at the thought that  I’m going to be living in a sprawling mansion with a horror writer. 

“There’s a personal trainer, but he won’t live here. Ward doesn’t like people.”

I almost choke in response. “I don’t have to live here,” I reply. In fact, I don’t even need this job. I’ll find something else. 

“I’ll double your salary.”

“You’ll double my salary?” My heart almost misses a beat. “Why would you do that?”

“I’m not paying you, I’m only the agent. The money is coming from Ward.”

“You sound desperate to find a housekeeper.” 

“This guy is falling to pieces. I can’t help him. I don’t expect you to help him other than to cook and clean, and between you and the personal trainer—” he pauses, then looks towards the door, “Trevor, he should be finishing up now. Between the two of you, you might just scare Ward enough for him to hide in his writing cave and finish the damn book. That’s all I want.”

“Double?” I say weakly, partly because I’m speechless that he could double my wages so easily. He might as well have been a genie that popped out of a lamp. I start to wonder if I’ll get two more wishes. 

“Double, and you stay. Don’t worry. I’ll figure everything out.” He flashes me a cheesy smile. “He’s harmless, and a recluse. You won’t see him. He’s also a slob. Messy and unmotivated. I need you to make sure he eats well and healthily. Trevor is here, hopefully doing a workout but I need to leave this city. I don’t have time to find anyone else, and goodness knows Ward’s not going to do a thing about it.”

The door flies wide open and a man charges in, all hair and wild eyes. “I am not listening to that fucking man!” he growls.

Rob lets out a slow exhale as he stands. “Mari, meet Ward Maddox, world famous horror author extraordinaire.”

The beast—because this is exactly what he looks like—turns and stares at me and I almost stumble back from the shock of his angry gaze. There’s a growth on his face, a good three inches of thick, prickly beard. His hair is long and unruly, longer than a man’s hair should be. He pushes it back from his face with a sweep of his hand. Menacing eyes, framed by dark eyebrows stare at me. He’s wearing shorts and a t-shirt which make him look flabby next to the other guy who’s just walked in. He too is dressed for the gym, but he is toned, and muscular, and fit. The contrast between the two couldn’t be more prominent. 

“I don’t need this,” Ward tells Rob in an angry tone. “I have words to write.”

“And how many have you written?” Rob asks calmly.

“That’s not the point. If I didn’t have this bullshit stuck in my schedule—”

“It’s an hour,” Rob points out. “An hour, right?” he asks the other guy who I assume must be the personal trainer. 

“An hour, but I’m happy to do more, just say the word.”

“Let’s stick with the hour for now,” says Rob, expertly ignoring Ward. “Trevor, meet Mari, the new housekeeper.”

Before Trevor can move forward to shake my hand, Ward explodes. 

“She’s the new housekeeper?” He doesn’t so much look at me as give me the evil eye. His curt reply startles me. First of all because I assumed that all people who were famous were nice, and secondly, because I’ve done nothing wrong. The guy barely knows me. 

“We agreed to this,” Rob says calmly. “You need structure.”

“This messes up my timetable.” Ward gesticulates with his hand, waving it in the direction of me and Trevor. Trevor gives me an apologetic smile. 

“Excuse us,” Rob walks out with the writer in tow, leaving just me and the gym guy. 

“Welcome aboard,” Trevor says warmly, then shakes my hand. I take an instant liking to him. 

“Is he always like this?” I ask.

“This is my second day. So far, yes. He was like this yesterday.”

He’s going to be worse than the most difficult customers I’ve dealt with at the hotel. Still, I’ve always been good at my job, and I see Ward Maddox as a challenge. “Are you staying here?” I ask Trevor. I would feel so much safer with someone else under this roof, instead of it being just me and the psycho. Having met him, and knowing that Ward is a horror writer, fills me with dread. 

“God, no. I’m only supposed to give him a daily workout on weekdays. I’m supposed to encourage him to get into shape. Encourage him to go for a run or do a workout.” He snorts. “It would be a miracle if I could get the guy to get up off the couch.” He goes on to tell me about yesterday’s botched training session. “At least he got dressed today,” Trevor adds. “Yesterday he was floating around in his robe.” 

“Why does Rob even bother?” I ask, finding the whole thing ridiculous. 

Trevor shrugs. “As long as I’m getting paid, I won’t complain. I’ve been paid and the dude hasn’t even done one class. What are your duties?”

“To cook and clean.” I’m not even sure I want the job now.

“And you’re staying here?” Trevor asks, looking worried. 

I feel his worry. A knot forms in my belly and I consider my original plan to start looking for an apartment. But then I remember that Rob doubled my salary on the spot, without even batting an eyelid. 

I can do this. If the money is this good, I have to do this, and it’s only a temporary contract. For a few months. 

Even I can put up with that caveman for a few months. 

 


Chapter 4 

 

 

WARD

 

“Let me remind you, I’m doing this as a favor because you don’t want to deal with these people.” Rob’s lips clench tightly as he closes the door to my writing room. “Can’t you at least open the blinds?” he asks. “How the hell do you write in here when it’s so dark?” 

“You forced me to move here, at least have the decency to let me choose my writing environment.” 

This house is too fancy, too bright, too beige and too modern. It’s not me. I like darkness. I’m used to it now. My home in New Orleans is stuck back in time. Four-poster beds, beautiful windows, rich, detailed architecture. My writing cave there is dark wood, rich red curtains, a thick blood red carpet. Those things create the perfect setting in which I can write. 

I have struggled with the brightness of this room, but at least it has a fire and a couch. I despise the light gray carpet, but if I keep the blinds drawn, and light a few lamps, I can partially create the right mood for me to write in.

Not that it’s helped. I’ve only been here a few days and my skin is crawling with the thought of having to talk to these surplus people I don’t need. “Is this really necessary?” I struggle not to explode, and try to keep my voice as neutral as I can. 

“It hasn’t worked. You’ve written six pages in how many months?” Rob paces around the room. “Your mother died. I understand this might have raked up all sorts of emotions.”

I inhale deeply. I’m dealing with it, in my own way. Shutting down, closing off more than usual. Rob doesn’t understand, and what he’s done has only made things worse. “Just get rid of them. Please. I can work better if it’s just me. I’ll get the book finished on time. I’m good with deadlines.”

Rob lifts his nose and pins me with a deathly stare. “You can’t. You couldn’t even get up off the couch, and I have that personal trainer on your back trying to get you to move.”

“I hate exercise.” I run my hands through my hair which is knotty and long. I’ve hit rock bottom, even I am aware of this, but I can and I will work through it in my own time. 

“It’s eleven in the morning and you’re still in …. in … that thing.” He glares at me as if I’m wearing a thong. 

“It’s a robe and it’s comfortable,” I reply defensively.

Rob clenches his fist. “You should know, Ward, that this is not what I’m supposed to do. I’m not supposed to babysit you.”

“You don’t have to babysit me. I’ll get my shit together. I’ll get the book done.”

“If you wanted to, you would have by now.” 

I have a better idea. “I’ll stay here. You’re right, maybe being back in Chicago might help.”

“That’s better. Go back to your roots and face your past.”

That I won’t do. “Get rid of those two.”

Rob looks at his watch. “Can’t do, and I’m not arguing about that. I need to be back in New York. Four days here has been too long.” He points a finger at me. “I only did this to help you. You need a manager more than you need me.”

“I don’t want a manager.” Rob has been a godsend, and I don’t want to piss him off. 

“You have a personal trainer, and you have a housekeeper. When I next see you, I’d better see a new and improved version of you, and I want the first draft finished.”

“I can do that. It’ll be done. Don’t worry.”

He moves towards the door and says something that really pisses me off. “By the way, the new housekeeper, she’ll be living here.”

“What?”

“She needs a place to stay. She said she needed a week to find a place to stay. I told her she could stay here.”

He knows I hate people. He knows I hate having anyone around. He knows. “Why the hell would you do that?”

“You want the truth? Because I’m worried about you.”

“I’m fine.” As if having that woman living here is going to help me. 

“You were a mess last time, Ward.”

“Last time was different.” Last time I was in love with a woman who was crazy. 

“This is not negotiable.”

I follow him out into the entrance hall. “This isn’t going to work,” I tell him. 

“Make it work. Face your demons. Write the damn book.”

 

 

MARI

 

Trevor and I are laughing when the others walk back into the kitchen. I’m holding one of Ward’s books and it must look as if we’re laughing about that. Feeling guilty, I quickly put the book down. 

“Ward is ready for your training session,” Rob says. Ward has a scowl on his face. He looks anything but ready. Or maybe he always looks that miserable.

“Good luck,” Trevor whispers under his breath as he walks away. 

“Is he always this difficult?” I ask when it’s just me and Rob. He slips on his jacket and looks as if he’s ready to leave. 

“He’s an acquired taste. He takes some getting used to. Stay out of his way, and he’ll stay out of yours.” He chuckles. “Get him a box of donuts if you really want to make a good impression.”

“But what am I supposed to do? What do I cook? Is there a cleaning schedule? Where are the cleaning supplies?”

“You look like a smart woman. You’ll figure it out.” 

I rush after him. “What does he eat? Where do I buy the food? What hours am I supposed to—”

He lets out a groan, and from that one simple sound, I can tell that this guy doesn’t have it all figured out. This is as new for him as it is for me. He grabs his briefcase and looks at his watch again. “Take this,” he slides a business card out of his jacket pocket. “Call me if you have any questions.”

“I have questions now!” 

“I have a plane to catch, and I don’t want to miss it. I’ve been stuck here for four days waiting to find a housekeeper. You’re perfect for the job.”

Lucky me. I feel as if Rob has washed his hands of Ward and dumped his duty to me. I rush towards the door as he prepares to make his exit. He can’t leave me alone in this house with that beast.

“I’m not sure I want this job.” It’s a last-ditch attempt because my fear has overtaken me. 

Rob spins around fast. “You have to take this job.”

“Why?”

“Because I need you to do this. That guy can be a piece of hard work. He’s not always like this, but …” he shrugs. “His mother died last year and the guy is a mess. He won’t talk about it, but he’s had stuff to deal with. Problem is he also has a book to finish. This is my way of getting him to finish it. Him getting fit and back in shape wouldn’t be a bad thing either,” he mumbles. 

My head is spinning and a trickle of compassion oozes from my heart. He lost his mom? I feel sorry for him because caring for my mom and losing her to dementia has ripped a hole in my heart. 

“Fine then. I’ll stay.” Let’s face it, what other choice do I have?

“It’s only temporary. Until he finishes the book.”

“Easy enough for you to say.”

“Call me if you need anything, or,” he pauses then looks at me, “or if you can’t get anything out of him.”

“You haven’t even shown me to my room or taken me around the house. I don’t even know where everything is.” 

He lets out an anguished groan. “I cannot miss my flight. I’ll call Ward and get him to show you around. You might as well bring your things over as soon as possible. Goodbye, and good luck.”

I wonder how much of that good luck I’m going to need. 


Chapter 5

 

 

MARI

 

Excitement mingles with fear and apprehension as I make my way back to Jamie’s place. I have to start packing. I don’t want to take much, even though I could move all of my things into the mansion and the author guy wouldn’t even notice. 

I think about it for a few seconds and let the idea go. Ward Maddox is a rude, feral, short-tempered man. 

I don’t want to give him ammunition to get rid of me. As things stand, he already seems to hate me being there. 

I throw things into my suitcase and my shoes and toiletries into another bag. I don’t want to take a lot, which means most of my life’s belongings will stay here at Jamie’s place. He hasn’t complained one bit. Jamie has been the kindest soul to me, letting me keep most of my stuff here. His apartment isn’t as tiny as mine, but that’s not the point. The point is I have so much stuff. I had to take everything with me when the landlord told me to leave. I’ve got a lot of my mom’s things with me as well. A part of me thinks she’ll come home. In my head, I tell myself that her nursing home stay is temporary. That one day I’ll have a better job and I might be able to bring her back home, when I have a home, and then I’ll be able to hire a private nurse for her. My imagination goes wild sometimes. 

I bet I could match Ward Maddox when it comes to making things up, though I wouldn’t want to fill my head with gory things. It has to be shiny, happy things in my world. Unfortunately, right now, my world is anything but that. 

I don’t want to dwell too much on my current predicament: that I’ve landed a job in a beautiful home, with a beautiful salary. The nice things are overshadowed by the beast of a man I will be living with. 

I can’t wait to tell Jamie. 

He walks in a few hours later and sees my suitcase by the door. 

“What’s this?” he asks, glancing at me with a dour face.

“I got the job!”

“Already? This is the interview you went to today?”

I nod excitedly. “Incredible, right?” I clap my hands together, trying to make myself feel good about this even though it dawned on me earlier that I’ll be living with a total stranger, and a guy who’s not really nice at all. The house might be a luxurious haven but this guy looks scary. 

“You were offered the job on the spot?”

“Uh-huh.” 

“Wow.” Jamie takes his backpack off his shoulder and leans against the door, as if the shock of my news isn’t what he wanted to hear. I expected more from him. A little bit of excitement for me, given the bad week I’ve had. But even when I tell him that the guy offered to double my wages, he doesn’t flinch. “Aren’t you worried about that?” he asks, adding more fuel to the fire that is my worry. 

“Guess who the mystery man is?” I ask him, “the guy who I’ll be cooking and cleaning for?”

He looks confused. “I have no idea.”

“He’s someone famous. Someone world famous.”

Jamie’s eyes widen. “World famous?”

“Not like a movie star or anything. Someone more low-key. You might know of him though.”

He looks at me as if I’ve asked him to marry me.

“Ward Maddox,” I pause and let that sink in. Jamie blinks twice.

“The Ward Maddox? The guy who wrote The Attic? The guy who writes horror?”

I nod, relieved to get some sort of reaction from him. “Isn’t it exciting?”

Now he’s buoyed up and asks me all sorts of questions. I answer them as best as I can, while leaving out all negative stuff about Ward. I tell him everything about the house, the parts of it that I have seen. 

Later, I pack my belongings into my car, but Jamie insists on coming with me to help. 

Somehow, having Jamie by my side for as long as possible, is a great comfort to me. 

 

 

WARD

 

This situation stinks like a rat’s ass. 

What the hell am I doing here in this house that isn’t even mine?

With two people I barely know?

Screw Rob. 

I can replace him in a heartbeat. There are enough New York agents who would gladly take me on. 

If only it was that simple. 

Rob is more like a friend. 

I’m stuck with him or, rather, he’s stuck with me. 

Screw Rob.

How will I survive the next few months? He’s left me with no choice but to get on with it, but he hasn’t made it any easier. He likes to think he’s helping me, but he’s not. This book won’t get written any faster even with this new setup.

Like I told Trevor, the trainer guy, I’m up for exercising. I used to do it before. My career will kill me. Sitting at a desk all day long is bad for my health. I’m aware of the problems. I just can’t fix everything at once. I can’t write and get healthy and fit when I’m in a funk. I told Trevor that I need to take things slowly. He showed me around the entire gym room and told me how each piece of gym equipment is used—like I don’t already know. He’s a cocky, arrogant guy. I’m not stupid. I see him judging me. Just because he’s got the muscles, and I have the flab. I can look like him, I have had that type of physique, maybe not as pumped as him, but not far off. If I choose to put my mind to it, I can get it back, but my mind has been elsewhere, lately. 

When your mother stops loving you at a young age, and you live your whole life waiting for her to say she made a mistake, waiting for her to say she was sorry, straining your ears to hear her beg for forgiveness—and none of this happens, it sinks you into a funk so big that nothing and no one can help you dig your way out. 

Today’s training session was a waste of time. I didn’t make any progress, and I didn’t really work out. Rob thinks he can click his fingers and I can magically transform and spring into action. 

I fucking can’t.

After Trevor leaves, I return to my den. There’s no need to shower because I haven’t worked up a sweat, but now there’s something else to worry about. I can’t concentrate because she’s here. 

Somewhere.

The new housekeeper. Rob told me to show her to her room and to give her a quick tour of the house.

The bastard.

As much as I love and respect the guy, he’s made more work for me. I haven’t decided which room to allocate her and I’ll wait for her to come to me. At least the house is big and there are plenty of rooms so I won’t have to run into her. 

I sit down to write but the words don’t come easily. Too much has happened today. Rob doesn’t understand how much this new setup is going to derail me. I was already struggling to do that simple task—sit down at my desk, put my favorite pen in my hands, and start writing, always on loose sheets of paper, with my notebook of plot points and characters to hand. 

I always write a few chapters longhand, then let that sit before I go back and tweak it. Later, I type it up into my computer for what will form my first draft, and I flesh and deepen things as I type. I chisel at some things that are not needed. Working this way, the story transforms, changing, and growing, and becoming a story worth telling. Once the first draft is complete, I’ll read it again, and fix it, then read it some more, and fix it some more. I do this for as long as it takes to perfect the idea that was once in my head as it takes form on paper. And during that entire time, nobody but me gets to read it. 

But I haven’t been able to do this since my mother died. 

Those six pages are all that I’ve managed. 

With these new changes to my day, I am determined to finish this book so that I can get back home to my normal routine and get my life back. I look through the loose sheets of paper and read through what I’ve written. 

It’s garbage.

Then I look through my notebook hoping for inspiration but the doorbell rings. The interruption knives through my concentration. I glance at the clock and am shocked to see that it is late evening. I’ve lost track of time. The doorbell rings again, and I ignore it. 

The new housekeeper has already failed in her first task. “Mary!” I roar, not wanting to get up. She won’t hear me. The house is too big and she could be anywhere. I’m going to need a bell or something to summon her with. Or get a pair of walkie-talkies so that I won’t have to physically look for her. 

“Answer the goddamn door!” I bellow, my rage simmering as I am forced to leave the cocoon of my study.

I hear a shout and banging on the door. I head towards it and open the damn thing myself. Two curious faces stare back at me. One of those faces belongs to the new housekeeper. What the hell is she doing outside?

“It’s Ma-ree,” she says. 

“What?”

“It’s not Mary. Ma-ree.” 

I blink at this woman telling me how to pronounce her name. This woman who should not be here. This woman I am stuck with as a punishment from Rob who foolishly thinks it will help me to finish my book. 

Now there’s an incentive if ever I needed one. 

“I thought you were inside. Where did you go?” My eyes shift to the guy standing next to her. 

“I had to get my stuff. Rob told me to move in as soon as possible.”

“I bet he did,” I grumble. 

“This is Jamie,” she says quickly, introducing me to the grinning idiot. He’s had a smile on his face the entire time. I sense that any moment now he’s going to ask for my autograph or a selfie. Of course, I’ll have to decline both. 

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Maddox.” The guy holds out his hand. I refuse to take it, and I turn away. I have words to write. 

Or words to pretend to write. 

Or a chair to try to sit in and pretend to look busy in. 

I walk away to return to my den and leave them talking. She tells him she’ll be fine but by the tone of his voice, the guy doesn’t seem to think so. Then the door closes, just as I approach the door to my study. 

“Wait!” The housekeeper’s loud yelp pierces through me, forcing me to turn around. 

This.

This is what I did not want. 

Or need. 

Tight-lipped, I turn around and glare at her.

“These are for you.” She hands me a bag which I refuse to take. 

“What is it?”

“Take a look, you might like it.” She laughs nervously.

I still refuse to take it. “What is it?”

She looks at me, wide-eyed and nervous. I can smell her fear. 

“It’s something she brought for you,” her friend says.

“Donuts. Rob said you liked them,” she explains.

I take the bag and peek inside. I recognize the box. It’s fancy looking and from one of the most expensive bakeries in the city. I’m curious as to why she went to so much trouble. “Donuts?” I say. 

“You like them?” Her eager expression wills me to like them. I dislike neediness in people. I dislike people, full stop, but neediness pisses me off completely. “I don’t know.”

“Haven’t you tried these ones before?” She’s eager to please me. 

“Can’t say I have,” I lie. 

“These are supposed to be the best—”

“I guess Mr. Maddox will try them in time.” Her friend puts a restraining hand on her arm. 

The housekeeper steps back, looking disappointed. “I don’t know where my room is. Rob said you would show me. This is a beautiful house, by the way. I’ve never stayed in a place so beautiful be—”

“Please stop talking.”

She clamps her mouth shut. 

“I can’t think with so much noise.”

She looks shocked. “But I don’t know what my duties are. Rob didn’t have time to show me much.”

This is the shit I shouldn’t be dealing with. I scowl back at her. 

“He had to rush off. He said you would do it. He had a flight to catch and he was in a rush, so I—”

“Please! Stop talking.” I swipe a hand across my face. The woman will be the death of me before I get to the end of my book. I gape at her as if all the energy has been sucked out of my body, and it has been, almost, or will be, soon. 

What have you done, Rob?

I am not used to living with someone. I’m not used to being around people. I am not used to being told what to do. I live in fictional worlds with fictional characters. It’s safer that way. Most of all, I despise having to show this woman around. 

I miss Freya. She makes my food and leaves it in the kitchen. The house is always clean. We can go weeks without passing one another even though she comes every week day. 

It works. 

This isn’t going to. For a start, this one talks too much. She’s going to kill my concentration. 

“If you’re busy, writing and all, I can make my own way to my room. Just tell me which one it is. I don’t want to bother you too much. Rob said you had a book to …” She’s doing it again, talking too much, but as I watch her silently, her voice trails away. She’s getting the
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