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THE PACT
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THREE A.M. SOMEWHERE in the dark, a key slid into the lock.

The bedroom door—the one I'd thrown the dead bolt on before climbing into bed—eased open.

Footsteps. Slow. Crossing the rug. Coming closer until they stopped a breath away from my mattress.

The air went still. He was watching me. Checking whether I was awake.

I didn't move. Didn't change my breathing. Kept my eyes shut and pretended to be somewhere far away in a dream.

The scent reached me first—something bright, clean, faintly citrus. My orange shower gel. The one I kept on the second shelf in the master bath.

I exhaled. "Where the hell did you get a key to my room?"

A soft laugh from the edge of the bed.

"It's my house, Willa. Of course I have a key to every room."

I wanted to throttle him.

"I'm exhausted." His voice had gone low and lazy, the way it did when he was pleased with himself. "Yell at me when I wake up. Please?"

His name was Damien Vance, and he was the son of my late employer.

Seven years ago, I moved into the Vance estate in Greenwich, Connecticut, to manage the household and look after Daniel Vance's only son. A boy exactly sixteen years younger than I was.

At the time, I was three months out of a catastrophic marriage, four months pregnant, broke, alone, and burning through whatever reserves of stubbornness I had left. I didn't particularly want to play live-in nanny to some rich man's kid. But the rich man paid extraordinarily well, and dignity is a luxury most people pawn at least once.

For that kind of money, I could swallow a lot.

I made it about six weeks before my ex-husband, Brad, materialized in Daniel Vance's foyer with a manila folder and a martyr's expression.

"Mr. Vance, I have a moral obligation to warn you." Brad always opened with moral obligation. He'd used the phrase the day he asked me for a divorce. "Willa was a disaster in high school. Skipped class, ran with the wrong crowd, slept around—she's been dirty, sir, top to bottom, for as long as I've known her. She's chased rich men her entire adult life, and every single one threw her back. You're the only one stupid enough to let her into your house. She's a con artist, Mr. Vance. Don't fall for it."

The folder contained photographs. Statements. A truly inspired chronology of all my worst decisions, laid out in twelve-point Times New Roman.

I waited for the floor to open and swallow me whole. When it didn't, I cleared my throat and said, "Mr. Vance, I'm sorry. I'll return everything I've earned. I'll be gone tomorrow."

Daniel just smiled at me. He had a smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes, a kind smile—the kind I hadn't really believed existed in men over the age of forty until I met him.

"Willa," he said gently, "do you honestly think I didn't already know all of that?"

Brad's mouth fell open.

Daniel calmly tore my resignation letter in half. "Liking money isn't a character flaw, dear. Conveniently, I have a great deal of it. The Vances don't care about your past. We care whether you'll do the job. And so far you've done it very well. Will you stay?"

It was the first moment I noticed that my employer was, in addition to being extravagantly wealthy and disarmingly kind, also kind of devastatingly handsome.

In a different life I would have made Brad's existence a living torment. I'm a vindictive woman; I come by it honestly. But Daniel Vance fed me three meals a day and paid me more than I'd ever made anywhere in my life, and the contentment of it was so unfamiliar that when my ex slandered me to my face, I just smiled politely and considered sending him a thank-you card.

When I was small, getting sick was a luxury. A regular cold was fine—runny nose, sleep it off, you'd live. But if I ran a fever, my parents would scream that I was a waste of money, and they'd wait until I'd actually collapsed from the heat of it before driving to the CVS for Tylenol.

I was the one who was sick. And I was also the one who felt guilty about it. Like I'd done something wrong. Like the fever was a moral failing.

I swore I would never let my child grow up that way.

I would work. I would give birth. I would love that baby with so much ferocity that the universe wouldn't dare make her doubt it. We would have a beautiful, ordinary life.

If you tried hard enough, happiness was the eventual outcome. Right?

Wrong.
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DANIEL OFFERED TO DRIVE me to my prenatal appointment that February afternoon because the snow was coming down hard and he didn't trust the roads. We were on I-95 northbound, about ten miles out of Greenwich Hospital, when a delivery truck jackknifed across the median and came through the driver's side door.

Daniel got his arm across me a half second before impact.

He died on the highway, pinned between the steering column and a length of rebar that should have gone through me. Blood ran in a slow steady ribbon down the leather seat. He didn't have time to say goodbye. He didn't have time to do anything except shield me, instinctively, the way he'd done everything in his life—efficiently and without complaint.

Daniel Vance. My boss. Damien's father. Dying in front of me without so much as a grimace.

I looked down. Blood was pooling between my legs, too, but it wasn't from him.

If there is a God, I thought distantly, He doesn't have a shred of mercy.

He couldn't leave me one thing. Not one.

Five minutes earlier I'd had my hand pressed flat against my belly, feeling her kick.

For years afterward I would wake up at three a.m. and turn the same useless questions over in my head:

Why did I pick that day for the appointment?

Why was Daniel free to drive me?

Why him? Why an innocent man? Why did he have to die for me?

There aren't answers. There's just coincidence. And the older I got, the more I understood that coincidence has another name.

Fate.

My parents had told me my entire life that I was born with bad blood—a cheap, worthless thing. I'd refused to believe them. I'd built my whole personality around being so spectacularly, gallingly, unshakably happy that I would prove them wrong.

The moment I watched Daniel Vance die and felt my daughter slip out of me onto a Connecticut highway, I conceded the argument.

They were right. I was cursed.

I tapped out.

I drifted through the hospital stay. I drifted through Daniel's memorial at Christ Church. I drifted through the casseroles and the apologetic hugs from people I didn't know. And when I finally returned to the Vance estate, when I was alone in the great hushed cathedral of that house for the first time in months, I went into the kitchen, opened the drawer where the housekeeper kept the paring knives, took one up to my room, sat down on the edge of the bed, and drew it across my wrist without ceremony.

Happiness is a terrible thing.

You can live without it perfectly well. It's only after you've held it, after you've been allowed to taste it, that losing it becomes apocalyptic.

When a person loses the capacity to be happy, the soul withers out from inside. Skin first, then everything underneath.

The only thing that made my heart beat properly was the bite of the blade.

I was deciding the first cut hadn't been deep enough when the door swung open.

A boy stood in the doorway.

Pale. Too thin. Dark, ungentle eyes. Hair shoved hastily back. He looked at me, and he looked at the knife, and he looked at the blood running down my forearm into the rug, and then he looked at me again.

"Willa." He didn't sound surprised. He didn't sound horrified. "I'm hungry."

That was Damien.
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THE FIRST TIME I'D ever seen Damien Vance was the day I moved in.

The estate was so absurdly large I got lost looking for a bathroom. After two wrong turns and an unscheduled tour of what I would later learn was the library wing, I finally located one, used it, washed my hands, opened the door—and there was a boy in the corridor, leaning against the paneling with one shoulder, smoking a Marlboro Red.

I had never seen anyone like him.

He was twelve years old. He had the face of a Renaissance painting—too pretty, too still—the kind of face that draws a crowd and then makes the crowd uncomfortable. His skin was startlingly white. His mouth was a thin, bored line. Smoke curled around him like he was something a séance had summoned by accident.

I'm not exactly hideous, but I lost a breath looking at him.

Daniel had described his son to me a week earlier. Quiet. Polite. Mature for his age. You won't have any trouble with him.

His mature, polite, quiet twelve-year-old was three inches deep into a cigarette.

I went into nanny-mode reflexively. "Aren't you a little young for that?"

Judging by the way he held it, it wasn't his first.

He flicked ash onto the floor and looked at me, unimpressed. "What, you going to tell my dad?"

"Nope." I plucked the cigarette out of his fingers and dropped it into the powder room toilet. "But smoking in front of a pregnant woman is rude."

He blinked. Once. "You're pregnant? Why is a pregnant woman taking a job as a housekeeper?"

I smiled at him. "Because I got dumped, sweetheart."

Something flickered in his eyes—too quick to name. Curiosity. Maybe sympathy. He didn't like that I could see it. He looked away.

"Feel sorry for me yet?" I teased.

"Boring." He pushed off the wall.

"Looking forward to working with you, Damien Vance."

"Don't worry about it, Willa." The way he said my name was bored and a little mocking. "I board at school. You'll barely see me."

That was the first time I'd ever heard him say my name like it was a punishment.

For years after, that was the only way he said it.
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DAMIEN'S MOTHER HAD died of cancer when he was three. Daniel and his wife had both been orphans—no aunts, no uncles, no cousins, no nothing—so when Mrs. Vance died, Damien was left with his father and a rotating cast of staff. Daniel traveled constantly for work. To make sure his son didn't get too attached to any one nanny (because attachments meant complications and eventual breakups, Daniel said), he rotated us at least every few months. Cooking and cleaning—that was it. The rest of Damien's upbringing was self-administered.

To his father, Damien had been a model child since toddlerhood. Calm. Obedient. Brilliant.

In my opinion, Damien was simply a child who had never been allowed to be inconvenient.

A boy who'd raised himself doesn't get the privilege of throwing tantrums.

He boarded at Brunswick School and avoided coming home. Weekends, holidays, school breaks—he stayed on campus or got himself invited somewhere else. The only time I'd seen him in two months was when Daniel had basically threatened to send a car for him at Christmas.

Christmas Eve I rolled my sleeves up and made lasagna Bolognese from scratch. Three layers. Béchamel I'd cried over. I plated him a generous square and set it down with my warmest, most maternal smile.

Damien took one bite. Didn't look up. "It's bad."

Daniel slapped the table. "Be polite to Miss Hayes."

"It's fine, really." My smile got warmer. "I'll do better next time."

The second Daniel looked away, I shot Damien a death glare across the candles.

You little shit.

I had simmered that ragu for six hours. I had imported San Marzano tomatoes. I had whisked that béchamel until my forearm cramped. There was no possibility on God's green earth that lasagna was bad.

I'd actually felt sorry for him. I'd been sympathetic. And the brat had decided I was his cartoon villain.

Fine. Villain I shall be.

Damien caught the glare, lifted an eyebrow, and gave me the slowest, most provocative little smirk I had ever seen on a twelve-year-old's face. I rolled my eyes so hard I almost fainted.

He stood up, leaned across the table, and very tenderly placed a piece of meat onto my plate. "You're too thin, Willa. You should eat more."

Daniel beamed. "That's what I want to hear."

I looked down.

It was the fattiest, most marbled, most disgustingly gristle-streaked piece of brisket I had ever seen.

I do not eat fatty meat. I have never eaten fatty meat. I would sooner eat a candle.

Under both Vance males' approving gaze, I cut that brisket into pieces and ate every last bite.

Damien lifted his juice glass in silent salute, eyes laughing.

After that, every school break I'd cross my fingers that he'd stay on campus, please God, please don't come home and ruin my life.

He came home anyway. After Daniel's funeral. Which he hadn't attended.

He'd grown taller. His face was just as cold as before. There was no visible grief on him for the man we'd just buried, and no visible sympathy for the woman bleeding out on the bedroom rug in front of him.

Just a flat statement: I'm hungry.

I bandaged my arm. I went down to the kitchen. I shoved two pieces of brioche in the toaster and slid them across the counter at him.

"Got any peanut butter?" he asked.

Of course.

I dug a jar of Justin's out of the pantry and slammed it down.

"Thank you." He spread a methodical, even layer of peanut butter onto the bread, the way you'd execute a chess move, and ate it with annoying composure.

When he was done, he rinsed his plate, dried his hands, and turned to face me.

"Willa. Strictly speaking, you and I aren't close. Now that my father is deceased, your employment contract has terminated by default. There's no reason for you to continue working in this house. Let's part on good terms. Yes?"

He was thirteen years old.

If I closed my eyes, I would have sworn I was being fired by a senior partner at a white-shoe law firm.

I supposed I should be grateful he hadn't accused me of murdering his father.

"Sure," I said. "Agreed."
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DANIEL'S ESTATE WAS, to put it mildly, complicated. The attorney, Robert Sterling of Sterling & Cole, walked Damien through the basics. Damien insisted on handling most of it himself. He sat through hours of meetings without flinching. He signed documents in a hand far too elegant for thirteen.

Sterling pulled me aside afterward.

"Miss Hayes, that boy is the most tragic child I've ever represented. Both of his parents were orphans. He has no surviving relatives—no one. He's just inherited an estate that I can't even disclose the value of without making you sit down. He's about to be the loneliest billionaire in the state of Connecticut. He's going to collapse, ma'am. He needs an adult in his life. You're his father's friend, and he—he needs someone—"

"He fired me," I said.

Sterling sighed.

"Also, Mr. Sterling, I'm in no condition to mother anyone. I just lost a baby, I lost my job, and I cut my wrist open on Tuesday. There's a non-zero chance I'll be successful on the second attempt. I really shouldn't be entrusted with someone else's child."

He stopped pressing.
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THE MOVERS SPENT FOUR days hauling my belongings out of the Vance house. I rented a small place in Stamford with my severance and the trust Daniel had quietly built into my employment contract years earlier.

I'd been there exactly one night when I realized I'd left a duffel bag in my old closet.

I drove back at midnight. Used my old key. Slipped inside. The house was silent in that enormous, echoing way I'd never been able to get used to.

I was on my way out, bag over my shoulder, when I noticed Damien's bedroom door was open a crack and a light was on inside.

One second.

That one-second decision—whether or not to push the door open—rerouted the rest of my life.

He was sitting on the edge of his bed.

A small mountain of white pills was cradled in his palm.

He hadn't dressed. His hair was sticking up in every direction. His face was a pallid green-white I'd never seen on a person who was still breathing. There were violet bruises under his eyes. His pajamas were too big. I could see the knobs of his wrists, the hollows under his collarbones. There was nothing left of the brittle, dazzling boy from the funeral. He looked like a puppet someone had broken and forgotten to throw away.

It hit me then: however precocious he was, however coolly he could talk to a probate attorney, he was a child.

Damien lifted his head. Smiled at me weakly.

"Willa," he said. "What do I do? I can't think of a single reason to keep doing this."

I stood there. I couldn't move.

"Who do I show my report card to?" he asked. Quiet. Conversational. "When I do something good, who tells me good job? When I come home, who's going to be in the house?"

His voice got smaller as he went.

Maybe it was because something in me always softened at night. Maybe it was because he was the only piece of Daniel Vance left in the world. Maybe it was because I'd already lost my own reason to keep doing this, too.

I walked across the room. I sat down beside him. I wrapped both arms around him.

He sobbed into my shoulder so hard the bed shook. Months of grief he'd kept compressed under marble. He cried until my T-shirt was soaked through.

I smoothed his hair. He caught my wrist mid-stroke.

He pushed my sleeve back. He stared at the line of scabs on my forearm. He ran the pad of his thumb across them very, very gently, the way you would touch a baby bird.

"Should we do it together?" he whispered.

"What?"

"Willa." His lashes were wet. He looked up. His eyes were enormous. "Should you and I do it together?"

He was thirteen years old, he had just buried both parents in his short life, and he was inviting me to die with him.

I looked back at him. I felt drugged.

I nodded. "Okay."

I got up. I walked to his desk. I tore a sheet of paper out of a notebook and uncapped a pen.

I wrote:

Following mutual discussion, Willa Hayes and Damien Vance hereby agree to commit suicide together five years from today. Method to be jointly determined at the time. Should either party fail to honor this agreement, the surviving party reserves the right to murder the defector personally.

I signed it. Dated it. Pressed my thumb to the bottom in ink. Held the pen out to him.

He looked at the page with an expression I couldn't read. "Why five years?"

"Because right now you're a child," I said matter-of-factly, "and you can't drink, vote, get into a bar, or kill yourself. I'm not going to drag an underage boy into a suicide pact, Damien. The internet would crucify me."

Damien stared at me.

"Five years from now," I went on, sitting back down beside him, "you'll be eighteen, I'll be thirty-four, you'll be a legal adult, and I'll be entirely sick of being alive. Honestly, I've wanted to die before thirty for as long as I can remember. I never wanted to watch myself wrinkle. If I die now everyone will say, Such a tragedy, Willa Hayes, dead at the height of her beauty. For you, though, I'm willing to delay. I'm confident I can still stay hot until thirty-four."

Damien blinked at me.

"Plus," I added, "you just inherited a fortune. If you die without spending any of it, what was the point? You owe it to your dad to burn through the inheritance. Five years of grandiose, wildly irresponsible spending. We blow every last penny. Then we die. Tasteful, no?"

"Fine. I'll sign." He took the pen. He scratched out a beautifully fluid signature.

I tore the contract from the notebook, folded it carefully, and tucked it into a manila envelope. The next morning I'd put it in the safe in Daniel's old study.

"From now on," I said, looking him in the eye, "you bring your report card
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