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To Patrick, Lily, and Jack—

Obviously, none of the cities we visited could be quite as compelling as whatever was on your phones at the time. Thanks for humoring me.




Bex

I WAS BREECH. BRONWYN WAS NOT. MY STEPMOTHER SAYS this proves I began causing trouble in the womb, which would be funnier if she’d actually given birth to me, and funnier still if it wasn’t true.

But it is. And here I am, once again, proving her right.

I run through the airport, dragging my massive suitcase behind me. I’m sweating and disheveled by the time I reach the counter, my passport damp from my clammy palm as I hand it over.

“Your flight leaves in less than an hour,” says the airline attendant, without sympathy. “It’s too late to check a bag.”

“But—” I begin, and then my mouth closes. This woman is stuck working five days before Christmas and does not care that I’m headed to London to appear on a TV show, that I have my big suitcase filled to the brim with all my favorite winter clothes and every ounce of makeup I own. And maybe if the show was for some big channel, she’d at least be interested, but no one my age has even heard of GoldenNest TV. I wouldn’t have heard of it either if my dad’s college roommate wasn’t a senior VP there.

“My boyfriend hid my passport,” I tell her. My eyes fill, which is helpful and not entirely fake because I am worried, and it’s been a very stressful two hours since I woke up late and hungover and discovered that Brian—who isn’t actually my boyfriend and definitely never will be now—thought it would be really funny to hide my passport before he left. “I’m supposed to be in New Jersey today so I can fly out of JFK with my family tomorrow and they’re going to be so pissed.”

Her face softens. Maybe it’s the tears or maybe it’s that angering one’s parents is a universal fear, like death. “Let’s see what we can do.”

After a fair amount of searching, she says she can get me on the red-eye to JFK, landing in the morning with my luggage. Jessie, my stepmother, is still going to be very upset but perhaps this might not turn into the Year Bex Ruined the Show.

We already have the Year Bex Ruined the Beach Trip, the Year Bex Ruined Thanksgiving, the Year Bex Ruined the Family Photo … I’d rather not add to a fairly lengthy list.

Arriving tomorrow really isn’t a big deal, but Jessie’s going to be mad anyway, and if she knows what actually happened, the lectures on responsibility will dominate our vacation. They might anyway—they often do.

Therefore, when I call from the airport to tell her I’m not making my flight, I share only as much of the truth as I can afford to, which is actually very little of it. Blaming it on traffic, as opposed to oversleeping, is still not quite good enough for Jessie, however.

“Rebecca,” she snaps, “this is exactly why I asked you to fly home yesterday. You’re supposed to be here—they’re filming us leaving the house together.”

The show—a reality series about the family travel agency my dad co-owns—is supposed to feature my father and stepmother exploring glamorous cities and staying in swanky places as they plan trips for other people. There is nothing less swanky and glamorous than their home in New Jersey, but GoldenNest’s target demographic is middle-aged parents, so the producers wanted that last-minute moment of travel chaos to make us relatable, to leave the viewer thinking, Hey this family is just like us!—a mom, a dad, one good child getting in some last-minute studying, and one bad child who’s too hungover to pack.

I’d be playing the role of bad child, obviously.

“This will just make for a better way to introduce the characters,” I tell her, pulling my bag off to the side of the entry door so I’m out of everyone’s way. “You know, instead of just informing the audience that I’m irresponsible, we kick off with me actually being irresponsible.”

“The show matters, Rebecca,” Jessie snaps. “Without it, Baby Makes Three takes the last of our business.”

She’s saying this as if the show wasn’t my fucking idea … an idea she laughed at when I suggested it.

Kylie and Jasper, the influencer couple behind Baby Makes Three, were initially content to simply ridicule my dad’s company, Families Travel, before deciding to replicate it instead, leveraging their millions of followers on social media. Their glossy reels—them floating in a cerulean Turkish sea with their adorable kids or taking a sleigh ride past thatched-roof homes in Finland—make family travel look a lot more appealing than my dad’s brochure, which wasn’t even available online until a year ago and still features a fifteen-year-old photo of my family glumly posing in front of the Eiffel Tower. Baby Makes Three has grown while we’ve floundered, and this show is how we’ll get back on our feet.

Unless I ruin it. Always a possibility.

“Look, this was the best we could do,” I tell her.

“Fine, just please get on that plane. We’ve got dinner at the restaurant with the press-for-champagne button tomorrow night.”

Bronwyn will be smirking if she’s listening in—it’s been an inside joke between the two of us, the fact that Jessie couldn’t care less about anything in London other than a restaurant where a button will summon your waiter if you desire champagne.

“I get in hours before you,” I tell her. “It’s foolproof.”

She ends the call undoubtedly thinking that nothing is foolproof where I am concerned and that this would never have happened to Bronwyn, which is entirely true.

Bronwyn is a month older than me and superior in every way that matters. For the bulk of our lives, we’ve been High-Functioning Bronwyn and Underperforming Bex—a set of age-matched but otherwise dissimilar dolls—and this would probably have led me to hate Bronwyn except that she is funny and kind and one of my favorite people in the world. Even if she is Jessie’s daughter.

She calls just as my Uber is pulling up to take me back to my apartment. “You’ve ruined the show,” she says with a quiet laugh as I walk to the waiting Toyota Prius. “Mom’s flipping out that you might miss the press-for-champagne button, to no one’s surprise. So what actually happened?”

I swing my bag into the trunk. “I thought my story about an accident on the 405 was compelling and entirely believable.”

“You see, when you describe something as a story, you’ve already gotten off on the wrong foot.”

Bronwyn would even be better at lying than me, were she ever forced to lie.

“Fine,” I say, waving to the driver as I climb in, “but don’t tell on me. Someone bought us a pitcher of shots last night, which led to Brian coming over, and he thought it would be funny if he hid my passport.”

“Ugh,” she groans.

Her disdain is less about the drunkenness and passport hiding than it is about Brian, who is the kind of guy High-Functioning Bronwyn would never bring home. She dates lawyers and surgeons twice her age, while I date guys like Brian who are young and hot but otherwise entirely useless.

The Bexes and Brians of the world were doomed to failure from the start. We will marry drunkenly in Vegas because we deserve nothing more than someone just like ourselves, and then stay married because neither of us can summon the energy to research annulments. Together, we will produce two children who are good at sports but aren’t especially smart, accrue so much credit card debt that we need to declare bankruptcy to get out from under it, and then one of us will leave the other and begin the process anew.

“This trip already feels doomed,” she says. “Did you hear about Theo?”

Ugh. Theo.

“The Henchman?” I ask. “What’s he done now?” Theo owns the UK half of Families Travel, and though we’ve never met, he’s constantly advising my father to come down harder on me—Jessie makes sure to let me know—and he was an absolute dick during our one and only phone call last spring.

Though, to be fair, this conversation did occur right after he helped Dad get me out of jail.

“He’s my future husband, so at some point, you’ve got to stop calling him that,” she replies. “Anyway, he’s not going to be in London when we get there. He’s going to be here for the holidays—well not here, but Puerto Rico—with some woman. My plans to woo him are ruined.”

Yet another way Bronwyn and I could not be more different: our capacity for planning, in that she is capable of it, and I am not. She’s already determined that she will join the company after law school and marry the Henchman, who—according to my dad—never stays with any woman for long, though she’s convinced he’ll change for her. She’s chosen upper-crust names and private schools for their incredibly entitled future children. As far-fetched as it sounds, Bronwyn gets the things she wants from life. I have no doubt she’ll get these things too.

“Do you need me to pull a Bex?” I ask.

She laughs. “I’m not seeing how it would help, since that usually involves you using your looks to get a man to do something he shouldn’t.”

“I’ve turned over a new leaf, for your information.”

“Uh-huh,” she says, her doubt clear. “How many of those shots did you pay for last night?”

“Irrelevant,” I reply. “Anyhow, I could probably find a way to frame him for murder. That would keep him around until we get back.”

This may have less to do with helping Bronwyn than it does my desire to see Theo spend some time behind bars.

The driver, who’s apparently been listening, scowls at me in the rearview mirror.

“Framing him for murder would cause more problems than it would solve. Also, I’m not sure internet crime is really your strong suit.”

“Nothing is my strong suit. That’s what frees me up to pursue this life of being bad at everything. I’ll see you in the morning. Cheerio, as the British say.”

“I don’t think they actually say that.”

“I’ll say it frequently over the next week to be sure,” I reply. “Love you.”

“Love you too,” she says as she hangs up.

And those words don’t feel the least bit final.

…

A day later, I’m texting Bronwyn from JFK. I tell her I’ve done some research and it’s harder to frame someone than I thought. She responds that she doesn’t want Theo in any legal trouble whatsoever, then just stops texting me though I’ve made several very valid supporting arguments.

I don’t think much of this because Bronwyn is the responsible type who puts her phone away when her mother suggests it’s rude, unlike myself, and they were running late because of filming so I’m sure things are hectic.

I still don’t think much of it when a crowd forms near the gate. They aren’t responding to my texts, but shit happens. Cell signals are bad. They’re probably panicking as they try to get through security to make our flight. Jessie will eventually find a way to make all of this my fault, then conclude that she’s going to “let this go,” as if she’s the bigger person. That’s how this usually unfolds.

But when first class boards, then groups two and three, and there’s still no word … I start to worry. “I’m not sure what to do,” I tell the gate agent. “My family was taking the train in, but they’re not here and they’re not answering. Should I get on board or wait?”

Her face falls and she and the guy beside her exchange a look. “You heard about the crash, right?”




Bex

“TAKE THE XANAX, REBECCA,” SAYS JILL. “WE’VE GOT EVERYTHING covered.”

Xanax? Everything is already too surreal as it is—I pinch my thigh, half certain this is a nightmare. Apparently it’s not.

The press reports on the train crash as if it’s a miracle. Only thirty-one people, three percent of the train’s passengers, died. Of a thousand passengers, my family made up ten percent of the fatalities.

It really happened, Bex. I pinch myself again. It’s not a nightmare.

I slip the Xanax into my pocket when her head turns. Today, of all days, I don’t want to embarrass my family. Their funerals—three at once, the height of efficiency—should be the rare occasion when I don’t shame them. If there’s a heaven, I want them to be sitting there thinking, Oh thank god, she’s not making an ass of herself for once.

I also don’t trust Jessie’s sisters. There’s nothing especially alarming about any of them, but there wasn’t anything especially alarming about Jessie either, and I still had to tread carefully.

“This belonged to our mother,” says Jenny, holding up some vase on the mantel. If she had a purse big enough, I suspect she’d slide that vase right in.

Maybe that’s why I don’t trust them—because they’re circling ever closer, like hyenas nearing a carcass. They shed tears for Jessie and Bronwyn at first, but I’ve sensed self-preservation stealing over all three of them for the last day or so, ever since the will was read and they discovered everything is going to me. They now want to run through the house like game show contestants, grabbing every valuable they see.

Joanna emerges from the powder room a moment later, frowning at me in the exact way Jessie used to. None of the sisters care for me, and this week has made that worse.

They don’t understand why I’m not crying. I haven’t cried once in the week since the accident, but it’s not that I’m not sad. It’s that I can’t grasp that it’s happened. I’m underwater, pressed deep by its weight. The sounds that reach my ears don’t make sense—everything I look at is dark and slightly blurry. What I’d really like to do is sleep. I just want to sleep for a very long time. And not allow these vultures to steal all my family’s shit while I do so.

Jill looks at her watch. “We should go.” She holds out her hand for the house key, as if I’m a child playing with a valuable. “Head to the car and I’ll lock up.”

“I’ve got it,” I say staunchly.

They glance at one another with a look I’ve seen several times this week. There she goes again, being a pain in the ass. Jessie warned us. Maybe I am being a pain in the ass. Or maybe there’s something Jill wants to snatch once I’m out of the house. Given how annoyed she is, my money is on option two.

I lock the door and stumble to the waiting car, flanked by three women who dislike me.

I shouldn’t be going through this with them. I shouldn’t be alone. I shouldn’t be here at all.

I’m still alive because I got drunk the night before my flight and arrived at an airport too late. I’m still alive because I didn’t care enough to arrive on time, because my family was filming a show intended to save my dad’s business, and I basically blew it off.

The limo heads toward a church I dislike, at the wrong end of town. After the burials, there will be a reception at the country club my dad and Jessie joined a few years ago—one of those places that takes pride in the way it hasn’t moved forward with the times. Cell phones and denim are forbidden. Women aren’t allowed on the golf course before one p.m.

It annoyed me that Jessie wanted to join, that she was so enamored of the club’s prestige that she was willing to overlook the way it marginalizes pretty much everyone who isn’t a balding Caucasian male.

And you’re here resenting a woman on the day you’re burying her, Bex. So which of you is worse?

We arrive in the church’s parking lot forty minutes early. Everyone watches as I climb from the car. A heavyset man with gray hair practically radiates disdain for me—the Henchman, perhaps, here to ensure I’m appropriately dressed and not carrying a flask. If so, the joke’s on him: I’m not wearing panties, and the flask is in my purse. Sure, I don’t want to shame my family, but emergencies happen.

Linda, my dad’s longtime assistant, walks over while the aunts bicker about what we should do next and pulls me toward her. “Oh Bex,” she whispers, choking on tears. “I’m so sorry.”

I want to cry with her. I don’t know why I’m so numb, why I can’t seem to feel anything. I want to promise her she’ll always have a job, but I don’t know what happens to the company now, without the show.

“You need to stand by the door,” says Joanna, placing her hands on my shoulders and pushing me in the church’s direction, “so you can thank people for coming.”

I turn to stare at her. There’s been a lot of this over the course of the week. A lot of you need to …

You need to host an event after the funeral.

You need to write the death notice.

You need to call people.

I don’t understand why we expect a person who’s experienced a devastating loss to … perform. To offer a eulogy. To choose between an open bar or beer and wine only and to decide if finger sandwiches are really worth three grand. I don’t understand why we expect a grieving person to design in memoriam handouts and drive to Staples at rush hour to pick them up, to accept the hugs of strangers for hours on end and thank them for telling you how sad they are.

Jesus fucking Christ. I already need the flask.

“Rebecca, let’s go,” says Jenny.

“No,” I whisper. “I’m not doing that. I’m not greeting people.”

I can’t. I can’t. Not when every one of them is wishing I’d died instead of Bronwyn. I don’t fault them. I’m wishing it too.

“Rebecca,” Jenny hisses, and I hear a hint of Jessie in the tightness of her tone, which has tears springing to my eyes. I don’t know if my tears are from rage or grief, but I do what I’ve often done when Jessie’s hurt me: I flee.

I fled all the way to California once, but today I only make it as far as the fields behind the church. Away from the prying eyes of the funeral-goers, yes, but inside the cemetery, where a man stands with his back to me, facing three pits, three identical piles of dirt behind them. My insides hollow, my stomach locks … but my feet continue forward—frost-covered grass crunching underfoot, my breath fogging the air. Some voice in my head screams at me to turn around but I can’t stop moving toward it.

I step up beside the man. He’s tall and older than me but not old. Too well-dressed to be here from the funeral home. A young professor of Bronwyn’s perhaps, or one of those Wall Street douches she dated.

And then I force my eyes to the holes that have been dug, to the dirt. Waiting to close my family in, waiting to hold them deep in the earth and never give them back to me.

This can’t be happening. I’m not going to allow it to happen. I can make this stop. I can do anything I want.

“Do you smoke?” I ask, glancing up at him for the first time. He has a perfect nose, a perfect face. Dark hair, bright blue eyes. Not someone Bronwyn dated, then. She was more attracted to intellect and power than actual attractiveness.

He looks over, startled. “No.”

“Me neither,” I whisper. “Can we start? Is it too late?”

His eyes widen. “I don’t think it’s ever too late, but my father died of lung cancer. Sort of a bad look for me.”

He has a British accent. I don’t know a ton about British accents, but I’m guessing his would be deemed posh. Plus there’s the expensive coat and the exquisite face. Looks like that mostly come from centuries of rich men marrying really hot women.

“What are your feelings about heroin then?”

His mouth curves up, only on one side. It’s there and gone in less than a second, but it’s enough. Bronwyn would forgive him for being so handsome. “I avoid it on an empty stomach.”

I sigh. “A British accent and you’re responsible too. My sister’s going to be so pissed that she missed this.”

I say these words aloud, more to myself than him, and then I choke on them. I don’t know where it’s come from, but suddenly I’m crying so hard I think I’m going to be sick.

Bronwyn can’t be dead. She can’t be. She has too much to offer, too much ahead of her, too much currently at play. She’s got a semester left of law school. For some reason this thought makes me cry even harder because I’m already wondering if they’ll let her defer until next year, when she’s back, and my god … that isn’t how it works.

Arms wrap around me in a tight embrace. Posh overcoat guy. Holding me steady. “I’ll take up smoking if it means that much to you,” he says.

I laugh and sob into his chest. Are they going to bury Bronwyn in the middle? Will she be flanked by my dad and Jessie, protected? Oh god. God. I don’t know if I asked.

I pull his face down to mine and kiss him. I don’t even think before I do it. I just grab him. He makes this noise—surprise, maybe—but he doesn’t stop me and for one long second I can feel him giving way and, yes, this is what I want. I’m going to strip him out of that coat and that suit, and this is how I will pass the time until someone fixes everything for me. There’s no way any of this is happening and—

“Hey,” he says, breaking the kiss. His breathing is erratic. “Hey, this is a bad idea.”

Oh my god. What the hell am I doing? Did I really just kiss him? I did. And yet … I look at three identical pits. I can’t go through with this.

I nod at his crotch. “Part of you”—I’m crying so hard I can barely speak—“seems to think it’s an excellent idea.” I have no idea what I’m doing, what I’m saying. Did I tell them to bury Bronwyn in the center? How could I have forgotten?

The world begins to tilt and his hand shoots out to steady me. “You’re … really upset. I’m not sure you’re thinking clearly.” His voice is gentle. “A friend of Bronwyn’s, I presume?”

I press my face to my hands. “Sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m …” I wipe my face on the inside of my coat but it doesn’t make the tears stop. I’m crying so hard that I’m choking as I speak. “I can’t do this.” I clutch at my throat. “I don’t think I can watch this.”

God. I just grabbed a stranger and kissed him at my family’s funeral. I’ve done a lot of crazy shit, but this is really one for the record books.

He hands me a tissue. “Let me walk you back to the church and get you some water.”

He’s so responsible. So British and hot. So perfect for Bronwyn, despite the hotness. I dig my nails into my palms to keep myself from crying harder and allow him to gently turn me toward the church with his hand on my elbow.

“She’s my stepsister,” I whisper, as we walk. “Bronwyn. You asked if I was her friend. I’m her stepsister.”

He freezes. “What?”

I turn back to where he still stands, staring at me with horror in his eyes. Probably wondering why I just molested him graveside, under the circumstances. I can’t explain it myself.

“My father married her mom when we were small,” I whisper, my voice breaking again.

My father, who will go into the ground beside her.

“Rebecca,” he says hoarsely. He’s suddenly pale beneath his tan. “I’m Theo Porter. Your father’s partner.”

Some bizarre noise hurls its way out of my lungs. A laugh, a sob, a gasp—some combination of the three. “Bullshit.”

The Henchman is supposed to be old. Older, anyway. Sure, I’ve never seen him but I’ve imagined him for years. He’s supposed to be smaller, slightly effeminate, uptight. Benedict Cumberbatch without the height. Hugh Grant playing someone who has a stick up his ass and never smiles. Not square jawed and slightly rugged. Not graced with the kind of broad shoulders that could hoist a girl high overhead without effort.

His voice isn’t right either. The Henchman, when we spoke, was all polite disdain, clipped and disappointed. This guy’s voice is low and a little rough, as if his words have traveled deep from the center of his chest before exiting.

“You don’t look like Hugh Grant.”

He blinks. “Excuse me?”

“You don’t look like Hugh Grant or Benedict Cumberbatch.”

He frowns. “Someone suggested I did?”

“Or Michael Caine. Or Tom Hiddleston.”

“You’re just naming British actors.”

Oh god, Bex. You kissed the Henchman. What the hell were you thinking?

I stare at my boots, now coated in frost. “You’re just not what I thought,” I tell him. “But I tried to get you to smoke, among other things, so I guess I’m exactly what you thought.”

I kissed him. Fuck. It’s going to make things really awkward when he marries Bronwyn. I’ll probably get drunk and make an inappropriate joke about his erection during my toast.

I cover my face and start to cry again.

His hand moves to my shoulder. “You need to get back. It’s going to be okay. Just get through the day.”

I nod and allow myself to be led to the church’s entrance in silence. For every terrible thing Theo Porter ever believed about me … I just proved myself a thousand times worse.

“For God’s sake, Rebecca,” says Jill when we reach the aunts. “Just get inside. I can’t believe you ran off like that.”

I can’t quite meet Theo’s eye as I climb the stairs alone. I’ve got the rest of my life to be ashamed of the way I just behaved with him. It can wait.

There are other things to deal with today—worse things.

Someone holds the heavy door open and I step inside the church’s musty foyer, my boots echoing against the marble floor. In the distance, three coffins wait beside the altar. I turn away, not ready, and face the family photo propped on an easel.

My dad and Jessie and Bronwyn, blond and pink-cheeked, looking as if they belong together, while I stand out like a sore thumb, entirely different from all of them. Bronwyn spent her entire life saying my looks were a curse because they made life too easy for me.

She didn’t realize I’d have given it all up to fit in, to feel like I belonged.

They’ve left me behind, but who could blame them?

Look at how I turned out.




Theo

BLOODY HELL.

Never, not for a single moment, did I think the woman standing beside me and asking me to try heroin was Rebecca, the wayward daughter. I knew Rick and Jessie well. I’d met Bronwyn. All three of them fair and blond and solid. So, no, it never occurred to me that the tiny, coltlike girl beside me at that grave—dark brown hair, olive skin—would turn out to be the daughter I’d never met.

Exotic. It’s a word you’re no longer supposed to use, but it’s the only one that comes to mind. Lush mouth, those eyes the color of a summer storm, a dense charcoal gray. Which is the problem with women like her in a nutshell: even with your whole life in ruins, they’re capable of blinding you to everything else. Capable of making you wax fucking poetic about their eye color as you walk into a funeral. Capable of convincing you to kiss them at a grave.

Bloody hell.

This was not the way I wanted to meet the woman I now co-own a company with. A company that is probably going to wind up filing for bankruptcy, given that the show intended to save us is no longer happening and Baby Makes Three, our primary competitor, is telling their millions of followers we are “cursed.”

“I just saw you walking back with Rebecca,” says Linda, Rick’s assistant. “Is she okay? I don’t know how she’s holding it together, but I’m scared she’s on the cusp of falling apart.”

I swallow. “From what Jessie said, she’s been on the cusp of falling apart for most of her life.”

It’s true, but there’s a sharp pinch of guilt as I say the words. The girl I just met was so lost and broken she’d have fallen into an open grave if I hadn’t grabbed her arm. It’s hardly the time to be punching down.

Linda shakes her head. “I’ve known her since she was small, and the real Rebecca is nothing like that. And she’s got a heart so big, you’d give her a pass even if she was.”

That just makes me feel worse.

Was it my fault, what just happened? I could have stopped it faster than I did, certainly. She was out of her mind with grief and for a few regrettable seconds, my brain shut off and I ignored that fact.

“I really like you, Theo,” Rick said during our last conversation, not an hour before he boarded that train, “but I hope to God neither of my girls ever brings you home.”

And I kissed his daughter. At his funeral.

Bloody hell.




Bex

TEN WEEKS LATER

I HAVE ENOUGH MONEY THAT I WILL NEVER NEED TO WORK again.

Many young people would take this opportunity to go get that degree they always wanted or somehow fulfill the youthful promise their parents saw in them, but I’m not one of those young people. Perhaps because there wasn’t much youthful promise.

In the weeks since the funeral, I’ve managed only to quit my job and sleep. I sleep a lot. Some of that is the Xanax. Mostly it’s the misery, however.

Human beings supposedly have a set point for joy … some innate level of happiness that they’ll soon return to no matter what occurs. I still haven’t returned to mine, and I’m not sure if I ever will. I sometimes wake weeping and sometimes wake empty, but I’m definitely not where I was before, which might not have been happy but was a reasonable facsimile of it.

The phone vibrates on my nightstand. I glance in its direction but sink farther beneath the duvet instead. It used to be my friends, and Brian, but I couldn’t be who any of them wanted. I couldn’t dust myself off the way they’d hoped. I grew tired of disappointing them and stopped answering their calls. These days, it’s mostly Duncan Levy, the executor of the will, saying there are forms to be signed or emails to be read. Neither of these will change anything. It can’t bring anyone back. So I usually don’t answer his calls either.

The ringing starts again and I heave a sigh. Levy must think there’s an emergency to be dealt with, but the silver lining of having everyone you love die is that there are no more emergencies—not real ones.

I reach over to silence the cell and see the Henchman’s name rather than Levy’s. God, it’s been ten weeks. I really hope he’s not calling to discuss how I fucked up at the funeral now. I must somehow find a way to convince myself the fault was shared, but it’ll be a struggle. I wonder if female hysteria might still be considered a valid excuse.

I pick up. “Hello?”

“Hi, Rebecca,” he says with the bone-deep discomfort of someone who needs you to do something but has to pretend to care about you first. “How are things?”

“Just peachy,” I reply. “Never better. Other than, you know, my dead family.”

There’s a moment of stunned silence. I’m sure his handsome, blade-sharp jaw is agape, and I don’t give a shit. I’m tired of people asking how I am. I’m tired of people expecting me to perform my grief or just … be better.

And let’s face it: this isn’t a call he’s making out of the goodness of his heart. If it were, he’d have made it a lot sooner.

Perhaps he hasn’t because you threw yourself at him at your family’s funeral, Bex.

“Okay then,” he says slowly. “I’ll just get to the point. Your father’s absence—”

“Death.”

“Right, but I meant his absence from the company. It’s left a pretty significant hole in day-to-day operations on the U.S. side and there are decisions to be made, decisions I can’t legally make on my own when half of Families Travel belongs to you.”

I want to go back to sleep. I’m very tempted to say “Whatever you think is best” or “Put this in an email,” but that’s not what my father would have wanted. He loved the company. He’d want me to at least listen. “What sort of decisions?”

The Henchman sighs. “Look, I’m not sure how much your father shared with you, but the work we had even three years ago has all but dried up. We were betting on that TV show to turn things around, and we sank everything we had into the lead-up to it. Now that the show’s off the table, we’ve got nothing. And apparently the network is in talks with Baby Makes Three.” His quiet laugh is tinged with bitterness.

“Who wants to watch that shrew of a wife lead her henpecked husband around?” I demand, though that’s basically what they were getting with my dad and Jessie too—Bronwyn and I weren’t even going to be in most of the episodes.

“They have a very large social media presence, while we have almost none. They’ve also been rather volubly exploiting this tragedy, and people seem to agree with them.”

Perhaps I shouldn’t have sent Duncan Levy to voicemail quite so often.

“Maybe the show’s still possible for us,” I venture, tugging the covers around me and reaching for a donut hole from the box in my lap. “We could hire someone to pretend to be a family touring the globe.”

“Rebecca … the show is about Families Travel. And it was big news, the deaths. We can’t just pretend someone else runs the company. Anyhow, I met with the lawyers today and they’re recommending we dissolve and file for bankruptcy.”

Bankruptcy. That’s a lot more dire than I thought.

It means that we are seriously in debt … and half of that debt is mine. “Fuck. What’s plan B?”

“Plan B is that we both dump more of our personal funds into advertising and hope for the best. Except I imagine you don’t have much and I have even less.”

This seems unlikely, given that Theo sold a company a few years ago for a bajillion dollars, but I’m certainly not throwing everything I have into an outdated plan that’s already been proven not to work. “I assume, since you’re British, that plan C involves wizards and a death curse.”

“I’m pretty sure plan C involves stealing what remains in the company’s coffers and fleeing to a country with no extradition treaties,” he replies.

I stretch out in my bed and set the box of donut holes on my nightstand. “Solomon Islands and the Maldives don’t have extradition treaties with the U.S. I’ll price out overwater bungalows.”

He does not laugh, but I’m not certain the Henchman is capable of laughter. “I find it somewhat terrifying that you know this information offhand. I’m fairly certain we’re stuck with filing for bankruptcy.”

“No,” I say firmly. “You can’t lay off Linda.”

“I’m not sure you’re understanding how this works. We’d be laying off every—”

“What about that guy?” I cut in. “The miracle worker.”

There is a long second of silence during which, I imagine, he’s rolling his eyes and suppressing a groan. “Is this another Harry Potter reference?”

“No. That guy. Fuck. What’s his name? Martin something. I read about him in Forbes.”

“I’m dumbfounded by the fact that you read Forbes,” he says dryly. “You’re thinking of Martin Miller, but he’d have to agree to work with us, first of all, and secondly he doesn’t want a salary … he asks for five percent of the company.”

Given that our company is apparently worth zero dollars, giving up my two and a half percent isn’t especially painful, but it also means Miller would be unlikely to take us on. And we don’t need him. What we need is Kylie and Jasper’s following.

Better yet, we need our fucking show back. I still have no desire to appear on television, but I’ll do it if I must.

“What if we sold the idea to a different network, then? It’s not like there can only be one travel reality show. There are a million real estate and housewife reality shows. Two Whorish Singles Take On the World has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

He does not suppress this groan. “Yes, it sounds like exactly the kind of show your father would want our company associated with. And would want his daughter starring in.”

“What about Emil Harris, the guy who does all the reality TV? If I talked him into it, we’d be golden.”

The Henchman sighs wearily, as if I’ve exhausted him with my efforts to solve his problem. “I’m pretty sure we’ve got a better chance with the aforementioned wizards and death curse.”

Why is he such a pessimist? “What’s the harm in trying?” I reply. “I’ve never spoken to a person more scared of failure than you are.”

“Well, if there’s one thing to be said of you, Rebecca, it’s that you’re not scared to fail. But I suppose you can’t make the situation worse.”

Jesus, he’s such a prick.

And he’s also wrong. If Jessie were here, she’d tell him herself:

I can make any situation worse.




Bex

I GO STRAIGHT FROM THE AIRPORT TO EMIL’S OFFICES ON West Fifty-sixth, where a receptionist politely ignores the coffee I’ve spilled on my blouse as she leads me to a conference room. Theo is already here—broad shoulders straining the seams of his charcoal suit, perfect nose flared as he sets his phone face down on the table to meet my gaze. He’s even more handsome than I gave him credit for the first time, too fuckable to say no to if he offered, though you’d be mad at yourself later because he’d be such a dick afterward.

I look less fuckable, thanks to the six-hour flight from LA—in a middle seat between two men hogging the armrests—and the coffee I’ve spilled.

I wish I could forget that I kissed him. It’s humiliating, and he’s already so arrogant that he hardly needed the ego boost.

“I didn’t know if you were coming,” I say as I sink into a seat and reach for a bottle of water from the center of the table.

He tips back in his chair and raises a brow. “I still don’t entirely believe you got us this meeting. I’m assuming you called up the first Emil you found online and asked if he wanted to shoot up. I’m here to thwart a kidnapping.”

Theo, like everyone else, assumes I’m too incompetent to ever do anything significant on my own. I won’t bother to correct him because that’s fairly accurate.

I wet a napkin and attempt to blot the stain off my blouse. When I glance up, his eyes are on my chest and the now damp shirt before they jerk away. “So what kind of outrageous lies did you tell in order to make this happen?” he asks.

Yes, I lied my ass off to reach Emil Harris—I claimed to be his daughter, Steven Spielberg’s wife, a senior VP at Sony. But I lost my entire family because a fucking reality show made them late. I lost my entire family in a train crash that did not kill a thousand other passengers. The fates did not worry about what was fair or right, so why the fuck should I?

“No lies,” I reply. “But if it comes up, you were Prince Harry’s bunkmate in Afghanistan and are currently dating Angelina Jolie.”

“Rebecca,” he sighs. “Seriously?”

“You can just call the thing with Angelina ‘complicated’ if that helps.”

He doesn’t laugh, so I give up with a tired exhale. “I just told him what dicks Baby Makes Three have been and how they’re trying to steal our show idea.”

“Unless he comes in here with a plan to murder the owners of Baby Makes Three, I don’t know how he can help.”

“Let’s hear your big idea, then. Since you’re British, I assume it involves recruiting a few cash-poor wizards from Slytherin.”

“I’m beginning to fear you think Hogwarts is a real school,” he says just as the door opens and Emil Harris enters the room with his team.

Introductions are made: there is Lars, middle-aged and handsome, with an accent I can’t place; Paula, who I immediately deem the Competent One because she’s officious and older than everyone else; Katrina, who is all smiles and appears to worship Lars; and finally there’s some douchey kid named Caden, unbearably smug as he tells each of us, in turn, that he’s studying film at NYU.

It’s not as impressive as he thinks, but I should let someone else inform him since I myself never got around to graduating.

Emil drops into a rolling chair and spins toward us. “We’ve spent a good part of the day going over the situation. And you are well and truly fucked, as Bex charmingly informed me last night.”

He grins when he says it, but my stomach tenses. If I’ve dragged Theo into the city for no reason at all, I’ll never hear the end of it.

Well, I will hear the end, because I’ll block his number at some point, but the next few days will be rough.

I glance at Theo. “I guess we’ll need to murder Kylie and Jasper. I wish I’d had some time to practice murdering first.”

“Rebecca,” Theo says wearily, pushing a hand through his hair, “you’d blurt out what you’d done to at least five people while leaving the crime scene.”

Lars smiles at Emil, then us. “I do have an idea that isn’t murder, though you may find it nearly as unpalatable.”

I hold my breath as Lars leans back in his seat, tapping a pen against his mouth.

“First of all, you’re very attractive,” he says to me.

It’s less unpleasant than I’d expected … but Katrina’s mouth gapes open and Theo doesn’t seem to love the compliment either. He leans forward, his jaw locked tight, his eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what—”

“Both of you are,” Lars continues as if Theo wasn’t speaking. “We couldn’t hire models more attractive than the two of you, and Theo is fairly well-known because of his last company. So I think we can sell this show.”

Theo looks as if he’s in the path of a speeding car as I clap my hands together. “I knew Two Whorish Singles Take On the World was a good idea.”

“Not so fast,” says Lars. “Like I said, this won’t be pleasant for either of you on a number of levels. The way we sell this to the network is if we position it as a triumph over tragedy. You’ve both suffered unimaginable losses. I’ll need you to be willing to talk about it. On camera.”

Theo and I exchange a glance. I’d sort of forgotten that Theo has suffered too, that he only came into possession of his half of the company when his brother jumped off a hotel balcony after catching his wife cheating. So I guess his story is somewhat tragic, though not nearly as tragic as mine.

“If there’s really no other way, I’m willing,” Theo says. “But I still don’t see how that turns into a show.”

“I wasn’t done,” says Lars with another smile. “And that wasn’t the painful part, which is this: we need a story. Humans are wired for stories—it’s how we’ve learned since time began. And that story is that the two of you are together.”

My jaw falls. “Together.” My idea has really run off the rails, which is a bad analogy under the circumstances, but he can’t possibly mean together together.

“You’re far more photogenic than the nitwits at Baby Makes Three. That part is an easy sell. But the two of you on your own gives me nothing to work with. So instead, the story is this.” He spreads his arms wide as if revealing words on a marquee. “Brought together by tragedy. United by devastating circumstances, the most unlikely pairing turns into true—”

“No,” Theo and I say simultaneously.

“Love,” Lars continues. “And now you’re … engaged?” He looks at Emil and then Paula, rather than us, the people upon whom he’d inflict this terrible fate.

“Married,” Emil says. “That raises the stakes.”

“I love those optics,” says the little shit from NYU. I’m not sure how it’s possible to hate someone as much as I’ve grown to hate him in such a short period of time.

“And this trip … it’s your honeymoon,” Emil continues, getting more excited with each word he utters. “A whirlwind romance you kept out of the press—a rushed marriage. Will it work or will it go down in flames? Wait … you’re saving the company, and each other. I like that. Katrina—write that down. ‘They’re saving the company. And each other.’”

Theo and I exchange a horrified glance. A, because that is such a cringey tagline. B, because this whole idea absolutely sucks for both of us.

“I’m not telling the world I’m married to her,” Theo growls.

Asshole. I’ll ignore how offensive I find his distaste since the sentiment is shared. “No reasonable person would think I’d marry him. We have nothing in common—the lie would be obvious.”

“Except it wouldn’t be,” Lars says, leaning forward, pushing his blond-gray hair off his forehead. “If you actually marry Theo, it will simply be the sort of deliciously incongruous pairing that makes for great television … and would absolutely destroy Baby Makes Three.”

I love hearing the words “destroy Baby Makes Three,” but not when accompanied by the words “actually marry Theo.”

“And everyone will believe it,” Emil says. “The two of you have chemistry.”

“They bring a very Sam-and-Diane energy,” says Paula, nodding. I have no idea what that means, but I assume Sam and Diane were a married couple who eventually died in a murder-suicide, and I still don’t see why we can’t do this my way. Why we can’t bicker on camera while traveling—I’m sure that would come easily—and they could even edit it so we appear to be attracted to each other. Will they or won’t they has carried loads of shows through multiple seasons. There’s no reason ours has to kick off with they will and, in fact, they already did.

Emil rises. “I know I’ve dropped a lot on you here, but I’ve got another meeting so I’ll leave you in Lars’s and Paula’s capable hands. Take a few minutes to discuss and then they’ll proceed from there. Assuming you’re on board, I’ll see you both next spring at the show’s premiere.”

We are not on board, which I guess means I’ll never see Emil Harris again.

Emil leaves and Lars and Paula rise. “Take five minutes,” Lars says, as if he’s being generous. “We’ll be back.” He and his crew walk out together, leaving Theo and me behind like middle school students at their first dance—hardly able to make eye contact.

“This is insane,” he says.

The thick carpet sways under my dragging foot. I’d thought I was willing to do almost anything, but this is too wrong, even for me. “I agree, obviously. Let’s just tell him we talked and decided against it.”

He glances up as if he’s just realized I’m even in the room. “Insane,” he repeats.

“Right.” I rise from my seat. “I’m slow, but I got that part on my own. Let’s—”

“It’s insane, but …”

The first hint of terror sparks to life in my stomach.

I cannot marry the man Bronwyn chose for herself, even if it’s fake. I can’t.

“There’s no but,” I reply, returning to my seat.

He swallows. “I don’t want to fake-marry you any more than you want to fake-marry me, but it could work. If you were capable of feigning normalcy for an entire season—I do realize what a stretch that is—the public would eat it up. Everyone would keep their jobs and we could sell the company for a fortune when we’re done.”

I slap a hand to my face. “Are you crazy? We can’t even sit in the same room for five minutes without fighting. I’m not spending a year married to you.”

“You wouldn’t be. We film this rubbish and go our separate ways afterward. I don’t even live on the same continent as you. We’re talking a few weeks together at most to save everyone’s jobs and make a whole lot of money.”

I hate how completely rational this argument is. I also hate that I care just enough about my dad’s employees to be considering it. Linda doesn’t have enough saved for retirement because her worthless son is always hitting her up for money, and our communications director is a single dad with a very sick daughter. If only I’d tuned those details out when my dad would discuss them over dinner.

“Don’t you have, like, a girlfriend?” I ask. “The woman you were meeting last winter?”

I catch the vaguest hint of guilt in the way he doesn’t meet my gaze. “It’s … what was your Angelina Jolie phrasing? Complicated? It’s complicated. She’ll get it.”

“She won’t need to get it because I haven’t agreed, Theo.”

His long fingers tap impatiently on the table. “You’re the one who made this meeting happen and it’s a much, much better option than anything else under discussion. I’m not asking you to live with me or perform a single wifely duty aside from pretending you find me bearable in public.”

“Pretending I find you bearable is a lot harder than you’re making it sound.” This is not entirely true, but I’m still a little annoyed by the disgust in his voice when he said, “I’m not telling the world I’m married to her,” moments earlier.

But this show would totally sell, because who wouldn’t want to watch a good-looking couple who married too fast visiting beautiful places while their relationship implodes? She wants to party in Ibiza but he wants to hear about how they laid marble in the thirteenth century! These hot idiots won’t last the season!

I’d watch the shit out of that show, the company would finally be everything my dad wanted, and Linda would keep her job.

It would be fake, obviously. But … I press my hands to my face as I realize what my objection truly is. It’s that Bronwyn will be upset. It’s that she won’t be able to marry him if I’ve already pretend-married him.

Because ten weeks have passed and a part of me still thinks she’s coming back, still wonders what I should get her for graduation and if I can convince her to move to LA afterward.

She should be the one here. Man, she’d love to be in the predicament I’m in. Theo would have fallen head over heels for her, and it would have been the cutest story ever.

Instead, it’s the saddest, and if I agree, I’m betraying one of the two people I love most—a person I still can’t accept is gone.

Lars and the others are laughing and cheerful as they reenter the room, but I guess no one is trying to force any of them to get married.

“We’ll do it,” says Theo.

I glare at him. “I still haven’t agreed.”

Theo and Lars exchange a glance, the kind of glance Jessie used to share over my head with my dad. Jessie’s saying, “God, isn’t she tedious?” and my dad’s saying, “Give her a minute.”

“Rebecca,” Lars says gently, “there’s really no other choice.”

I look between them. “Why does it feel like it’s 1640 and you’re not really asking but telling me I’m getting married? Is this some European thing? Because we don’t do that in America.”

Lars smiles. “No, Bex, we don’t generally force women into marriage in Europe, either.”

“Well,” says Theo, “they do in wizarding communities, but nowhere else.”

For a moment we grin at each other before we realize we’re doing it. Before we realize that we’re acting like people who make jokes and get along and eventually marry.

Oh my god. We are. We’re people who make jokes.

And we’re apparently going to be people who marry.


OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
[

THOR OF THE GRUMPY D

ROARK

s SE;JES

et
~ELI





OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		By the Same Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Bex



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Theo



		Bex



		Acknowledgments



		Copyright













		i



		ii



		iii



		v



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


