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Chapter 1 

 

 

Elizabeth Holmes sat cross-legged on the pristine white duvet of her hotel bed wearing just her 

bra and panties. Staring at her laptop screen, she clicked on the icon titled “Grocery List,” 

scrolled down to the last page and wrote: 

 

Reasons Not to Sleep with Sebastian 

1. The kids 

2. Naomi/other women 

3. C-section scar 

4. No tits 

5. Career  

6. Steve 

 

Steve was Elizabeth’s husband. That he came at the bottom of the list was not a good sign 

for her marriage. Then again, neither was the fact that she was making the list at all. But this is 

what she did. When in doubt, make a list. Elizabeth chewed on the fleshy pad of her thumb and 

added: 

 

Reasons to Sleep with Sebastian 

1. Sebastian 
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That was it. One reason to justify jeopardizing her fourteen-year marriage, happy home, 

and if her agent was to be believed, her career. Of course, she could have broken Sebastian down 

into several subcategories. 

 

1. His mouth 

2. His eyes 

3. His hard, brown stomach 

4. His soccer-player’s thighs 

5. His smile (the sardonic smirk and the I’m-hot-and-I-know-it grin) 

6. His broad shoulders 

 

She could go on. In fact, there was nothing about Sebastian that worked against him – well, other 

than his age. Younger. A lot younger. And his profession. He was an actor. He basically lied for a 

living. But, as Sebastian had pointed out, so did Elizabeth. She was a writer. 

Looking back, Elizabeth was tempted to blame everything that had gone down with 

Sebastian on her agent. If it weren’t for Abbie’s phone call one gloomy February morning, she 

would never have met him. 

When the phone rang, Elizabeth was sitting in the kitchen of the Iowa farmhouse she and 

Steve had bought for a song and had nearly gone bankrupt restoring. On the reclaimed oak table 

in front of her was a lumpy mass of wet newspaper that, if you squinted, almost resembled a 

volcano. 

Though her hands were slick with gray goo, she lunged for the phone, pinching it 

between her wrists and bringing it to her ear. When the landline rang in the middle of the day, 
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Elizabeth’s first reaction was always panic. Only the school ever called her on that number. 

“Hello?” she said, voice rising involuntarily. 

“Elizabeth, sweetie! How are you?” her agent trilled, sounding more like a cartoon 

chipmunk than a literary power player. “I tried calling you on your cell, but no joy.” 

“Oh. Hi, Abbie,” she said, relieved. She pictured Abbie Bloomberg in her Manhattan 

office, dimpled elbows on a desk littered with excerpts from manuscripts and takeout menus, the 

stuffy air thick with anise and garlic. Contrary to its prosperous-sounding name, Bloomberg LLA 

was run by Abbie and two manic college interns out of a one-bedroom flat over a Vietnamese 

sandwich shop on the greasy fringes of Chinatown. 

Elizabeth wedged the phone between her shoulder and her ear. “Keenan’s science fair 

project is due tomorrow, so I’m up to my neck in paper mâché.” 

Abbie chuckled. “Me too, honey!” A beat. “I’m looking at your first draft.” 

Elizabeth winced, thinking of how long she’d labored over her second novel, still wishing 

she had stalled for more time. Elizabeth was new to the literary game and currently Abbie held 

her career in her chubby little hands. “I know it’s not exactly polished yet, but ...” she trailed off. 

The agent laughed, all song birds after a spring rain. “Oh, Lizzie, relax. I’m just busting 

your chops. It’s got a few flaws, but you’ll whip it into shape, just like you did with Habibi 

Baby,” she said, referring to Elizabeth’s debut novel, the one that had brought Abbie into her life 

in the first place. “We can talk about that later, when you’re in New York.” 

“I’m going to New York?” Elizabeth asked. 

The past month had been a blur, but Elizabeth didn’t think she would have forgotten that. 

She tried to scrape enough paste off her hands to make it to the sink without dripping sticky 

blobs all over the linoleum. She glanced at the calendar stuck to the fridge with an assortment of 
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alphabet magnets. It was covered with cryptic scribbles indicating doctors’ appointments, play-

dates and PTA meetings, but nothing that could be interpreted as “New York.” 

“You are now, honey!” Abbie sang. “Cullen Zweibeker wants the film rights to Habibi 

Baby.” 

“What? He does? Oh my God!” Elizabeth’s voice rose with each sentence. 

“Oh my God! I know!” Abbie’s voice climbed the scale along with her client’s. 

“This is so exciting!” Elizabeth had managed to reach the sink and was attempting to turn 

the tap without using her paste-covered hands. “I’m going to New York. Cullen Zweibeker wants 

Habibi Baby.” 

“Yes!” Abbie was practically squealing. 

“I just have one tiny question.” 

“Shoot!” 

Having tried and failed to turn the tap with her elbows, Elizabeth had wedged it between 

her forearms and was slowly twisting it. A trickle of water ran into the sink. 

“Who’s Cullen Zweibeker?” 

“Oh, Lizzie.” Abbie’s giggle bubbled down the phone line. “Cullen Zweibeker? Dirty 

Girls? The Big O?” 

“So ... he’s a pornographer?” Elizabeth said, uncertainly, scraping between her fingers 

where the paste had dried and was beginning to itch. 

“No, honey.” Abbie’s voice was full of pity. “You really haven’t seen Dirty Girls? It was 

nominated at Sundance last year.” 

“Uh-uh.” Elizabeth couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen any film other than the 

animated kind. 



Please  Hazel Hughes 

 

5 

 

“Well, get it on Netflix, baby. He’s the next Quentin Tarantino slash Jude Apatow slash 

Nora Ephron, and he wants to make a movie out of your novel!” 

Elizabeth tried to picture this film director Frankenstein, but dollar signs started to 

obscure her vision. Aside from the tiny advance Abbie had managed to squeeze from the 

publishing company, Elizabeth hadn’t made any money as a novelist. A few thousand dollars for 

three years of hair-pulling labor, snatched piecemeal from her daily web of playgroups, karate 

lessons and parent-teacher conferences. She tried not to do the math. 

“So, what are we talking? Six figures?” she asked. 

“Aw, Lizzie,” Abbie sighed. “I wish, believe me. You do realize that Habibi Baby has 

only sold about five thousand copies, right? It’s a fabulous book, honey, and it’s selling, but it’s 

not exactly in the New York Times top ten.” 

“Uh-huh.” Elizabeth finished washing her hands and turned off the tap. Five thousand. 

Half the population of Fairfield, Iowa, where she lived. Peanuts. 

“But, the good news is, Cullen Zweibeker was one of them! And he wants to make it into 

a movie.” 

“So, five figures then?” Elizabeth asked, hopefully. 

“Lizzie, try not to see it in terms of money ...” 

“Four?” 

Abbie let out a long breath. “He wants to do a kind of swap.” 

“What? I give him my book to make into a movie and he gives me a movie to make into a 

book?” Elizabeth was incredulous. 

“Just listen, honey. They’re shooting here in March. He’s already got the cast together. 

Naomi Clamp, Susan Solstein, Sebastian Faulkner. Big names.” 
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Elizabeth was impressed. Susan Solstein was a household name. And Sebastian Faulkner. 

Wasn’t he the soulful, brooding one from that TV show about the rogue Marine? What was it 

called? AWOL? 

Abbie continued, “He wants to take you on as script consultant. He’ll fly you to New 

York for a week, set you up at the Mercer, all expenses paid, and you’ll get to hobnob with 

Naomi and Susan!” 

Elizabeth closed her eyes, feeling her elation sink down into disappointment. She took a 

deep breath. “Let me get this straight, Abbie. Not only is he not going to pay me for the rights, 

but I’m going to work for him, too? For free?” 

“Believe me, honey, the Mercer is not free ...” 

“Abbie!” 

The agent sighed. “Look, Lizzie. It’s free publicity for Habibi Baby. It’s a free trip to 

New York. And I guarantee you that if Cullen doesn’t buy the rights, no one else is going to. This 

is a gift. Take it.” 

Elizabeth gnawed on her thumb, staring out the window over the sink into the backyard. 

Heaps of dirty, half-melted snow and a misshapen snowman with stubby stick-arms stared back 

at her. 

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s do it.” 

 

* 

 

“Mon dieu, Leez. What are you going to wear?” Nina asked when Elizabeth told her and 

Emily the news. The three friends were at a Tiny Tykes indoor soccer game. Their six-year-old 
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sons were being creamed by what appeared to be a team of midget Beckhams masquerading as 

first-graders. 

“I don’t know. My usual. This,” she said as she gestured to her faded skinny jeans, striped 

t-shirt and boots. If she had a style icon, it would be the love child of Katherine Hepburn and 

Kate Moss, with a bit of Stevie Nicks thrown in for special occasions. “Minus the kid, of 

course.” Her four-year-old, Gwen clung to her hip, toying with the long, pale hair that fell in 

tousled waves to Elizabeth’s waist. 

Nina curled her lip in a Gallic sneer. “But New York women are known for their chic.” 

Nina was more Audrey than Katherine, all kitten heels and intricately knotted scarves, never a 

hair out of place. Despite having lived in jeans-and-sweatshirt Iowa since her scholarship at ISU, 

Nina hadn’t lost a soupçon of her native Parisian style. 

“Oh, don’t listen to the French tart. You look great,” Emily, said, her usual baggy cargo 

pants, baseball cap and free convention t-shirt doing little to convince Elizabeth. “What I’d be 

worried about is this Cullen guy,” she continued, her voice resonant and persuasive, honed from 

years as a radio news broadcaster. “I mean, don’t you think it’s a bit strange that he had the cast 

all lined up and the script written before he even approached your agent?” 

Elizabeth shrugged, not taking her eyes off her son, Keenan, as he battled to wrest the 

ball from a boy at least a head taller than him. “Apparently it’s all part of his process. I even have 

to agree to the script, sight unseen.” 

“And yet, you’re the script consultant?” Emily said, placing air quotes around the title. 

“Right,” Elizabeth said, not letting herself get upset. The two were more like sisters than 

best friends. Only-child Elizabeth and sister-less Emily had grown up next door to each other, 

been roommates at college, and met their husbands on the same trip to Thailand. Nobody knew 
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how to wind her up better. 

“Abbie explained it all to me. I’m there for rewrites – you know, if a scene isn’t 

working.” 

“Sounds like a bullshit way to get your book for free,” Emily said. 

Elizabeth opened her mouth to speak, but Nina shushed her. 

“No. For me, what it sounds like, is that someone is jealous,” she said, smiling as she 

elbowed Emily. 

Emily pretended to be engrossed in the game. “Come on Avery. Hustle!” she yelled. 

Nina hooked a cashmere-clad elbow around Elizabeth’s arm. “Now, you don’t listen to 

this American pie. You will have an amazing time, Leez.” 

 

But when March 23
rd

 rolled around and Elizabeth laid her open suitcase on the bed that 

she and Steve shared, the contents of her wardrobe seemed woefully inadequate for mixing with 

Hollywood glitterati in America’s fashion capital. Fortunately, Gwen was there to help. 

“Mommy, what are you doing?” she said, tiny fists planted on her non-existent hips. She 

had the croaky voice of a kindergartener, but her attitude and intonation were pure teen diva. 

“I’m packing. Mommy’s going on a trip.” She knelt down to Gwen’s eye level, ready to 

administer hugs if the tears began. 

“Can I come?” Gwen asked, eyes wide. 

“Not this time, honey. But you can help me pack,” Elizabeth offered. Gwen considered 

this for a moment. Elizabeth flinched internally, thinking, Will she cry? Won’t she cry? Gwen 

was more unpredictable than March weather. 

“Okay, Mommy,” Gwen said, all business. “If you want to look pretty, you need more 
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sparkles.” She picked up the hat box in which Elizabeth kept her costume jewelry and dumped it 

into the suitcase. 

 

* 

 

Both kids were in school when Steve dropped her off at the Cedar Rapids Airport the next 

morning, but the scene around the breakfast table had been remarkably blasé. Elizabeth 

mentioned this as her husband pulled up to the drop-off-only parking bay in his leased Lexus, the 

shoulder-strap making an indent in the curve of his belly. 

“Can you believe Keenan? I’m telling him ‘I love you and I’m going to miss you’ and 

what does he say to me? ‘Bring me back something from Dylan’s Candy Bar’? And Gwen. Not 

one tiny little tear?” she said. 

“What? You want them to be upset that you’re leaving?” Steve put the car in park, 

looking in the rear-view for security guards. 

“No. Well, maybe a little. I am going to be gone for a whole week.” 

“Yeah, and you’d better leg it if you don’t want to miss your flight.” Steve leaned over 

and gave her a perfunctory kiss. He hadn’t shaved, and his salt-and-pepper stubble was abrasive 

against her cheek. Hadn’t brushed his teeth either, from the smell of it. 

“Et tu, Brute?” she said, leaning back in her seat, arms crossed. 

“Elizabeth ...” Steve’s voice was laden with exasperation. “Please?” 

“Right. Fine. Have a great week. Not too many trips to McDonalds, okay.” She patted the 

button-down covered paunch hanging over the waistband of his Dockers. He gave her a sour 

look. 



Please  Hazel Hughes 

 

10 

 

Some send off, she thought, retrieving her suitcase from the trunk of the Lexus. No 

sooner had the trunk clicked shut than Steve pulled out of the parking bay and sped off, without 

so much as a wave, further reinforcing the thought. Elizabeth shrugged, wheeling her suitcase 

toward the check-in desk. This was what happened after fourteen years together, she reasoned. 

The romance petered out. 

In a way, it had started out as their best year yet since they’d become parents, Elizabeth 

mused, waiting in line behind a man in overalls who was so obese he looked like he would need 

a separate seat for each butt-cheek. Both kids were out of diapers and in school full time. 

Nobody got seriously sick. Within weeks of each other, Steve got promoted and Elizabeth finally 

got to see her name on the cover of book. The mortgage was paid off. Money in the bank, maybe 

not as much as Bill Gates, but enough to feel safe. Everything was hunky-dory. Apparently too 

hunky-dory for those crap-shooting gods on Mount Olympus. 

The first bomb was Keenan’s diagnosis. He’d been having problems adjusting to his first 

real year of school, where they asked more of him than that he sit in a corner with his friends 

making leaning towers of blocks with the express purpose of destroying them. Oh, sure he’d 

learned the alphabet and could write his name and count to one hundred, but that was about it for 

Keenan, academically. That just didn’t cut it in first grade. 

Elizabeth had been sick with guilt that she, a former teacher, hadn’t noticed anything. He 

had seemed to be the same as all the other hyperactive little punks in his KG 2 class, but now 

Elizabeth heard that Drake read bedtime stories to his little sister and Evan wrote in his diary 

every day without fail, and Thomas could count to a thousand. By twos. 

There had been hushed consultations with Keenan’s teacher and less-hushed consultations 

with the so-called Student Support Team. Okay, she’d raised her voice, but she hadn’t screamed, 
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like Steve said she had. Wasn’t she allowed to get a little upset? They were telling her in the most 

mincing of terms that her son just wasn’t good enough. That she, as his primary care-giver, 

wasn’t good enough. No one had told her that she and Keenan were supposed to be cramming 

every day like he was going to be sitting the bar. Wasn’t childhood supposed to be about playing 

and having fun? Apparently not. 

The diagnosis of ADHD had actually come as something of a relief. They could put a 

label on why Keenan broke down in tears of exasperation after two minutes of trying to read the 

same three-letter words that his classmates could spell forwards and backwards and make 

anagrams of. They could do something about it. 

Of course, “they” meant Elizabeth. Steve had his job. What Elizabeth considered her job 

– writing – Steve considered a hobby. His job was what put lamb chops on the table and Baby 

Gap leggings on Gwen’s doll-sized bottom. Elizabeth’s advance barely covered their annual 

property taxes. 

So it was up to Elizabeth to meet with the Student Support Team and take Keenan to see 

the specialists and order books with titles like Learning to Love Your Challenged Child and 

ADHD: A Naturopathic Approach. The books were lined up on the shelves in her study now, 

largely unread, more talismans than tools. She could only handle so many pages of some self-

styled expert telling her everything she was doing wrong before she gave up. It didn’t help that 

all the authors contradicted each other, either. What did help, eventually, was cognitive 

behavioral therapy and Ritalin. 

But Keenan was still a constant source of anxiety and a persistent cause of arguments 

between Elizabeth and Steve. And unlike some couples who almost looked forward to the 

occasional fight with their spouse, anticipating the inevitable make-up sex, Elizabeth and Steve 
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didn’t. Make up, or have sex. Their heated discussions would gradually become tepid and finally 

fizzle out, leaving them both weary, resentful and in no mood for hugs, let alone licking whipped 

cream off each other’s inner thighs. 

Then there was Steve’s job. He’d been diligently working his way up the chain of middle 

management at Dean Industry and Agriculture for the past ten years. With his latest promotion, 

he’d crossed the invisible line that distinguished the middle from the top. He was at the bottom 

of the top, mind you, but suddenly, everything was different. It was as if he’d been admitted to a 

secret masonic order, with special handshakes, cryptic acronyms and an unspoken dress code. He 

started wearing suits. Gave up his gym membership at the Rec Center and began playing golf 

instead. Checked his Blackberry at the dinner table. And he was traveling a lot more. Which led 

to two more changes: Steve gained forty pounds and Elizabeth’s mother moved in. 

If their sex life wasn’t already dying a slow death, having a husband who bore more than 

a passing resemblance to Tom Arnold on doughnuts and her mom cutting z’s in the guest room 

was like inviting Dr. Kevorkian into their bedroom. 

Elizabeth had read countless magazine articles over the years describing the male libido 

as highly visual and the female libido as emotional, but either she was a man trapped in a 

woman’s body or those researchers had their heads up their collective asses – meaning they were 

probably men. 

She’d like to see any woman try to have an orgasm with two-hundred pounds of flab 

pressing down on her and the sound of an asthmatic bear wheezing in her ear. She got pretty 

good at faking it, but even better at coming up with excuses not to altogether. And after a few 

months of steady rejection, Steve all but stopped trying. She still loved Steve, of course, but 

loving and wanting to make love to were two entirely different things. 
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But even if Elizabeth had been able to overlook Steve’s sudden weight gain, there was the 

matter of her mother. Connie McCanna got up at 5 AM with a verse from the Bible and a strong 

cup of coffee and didn’t stop moving until she hit the pillow at 10 PM. She also didn’t stop 

talking. She had opinions about everything from the price of apples at Hy-Vee to foreign policy, 

and she would share them with whoever happened to be around. A former army nurse, she knew 

there were two ways of doing things: her way and the wrong way. When Elizabeth had begged 

her mother to come stay with them that time that Steve was in Tucson, Gwen was running a 

fever, Keenan had a mystery rash on his hands and Elizabeth had a book signing at 10:00 the 

next morning in Iowa City, she knew she was handing the reins of the household over to Connie 

McCanna in perpetuity. 

Not that she could complain. Having her mother around was a godsend, especially when 

Steve was away on business. But she did put a damper on any lingering romance between 

Elizabeth and Steve. Never mind sex, they could barely manage an uninterrupted conversation. 

Of course, they had tried “date night,” going out for over-priced under-cooked pasta at 

Luigi’s a couple of times, but it had never worked the way Redbook said it would. They always 

ended up arguing. About Keenan. About Elizabeth’s mother. About that fifth slice of garlic bread 

Steve was reaching for. In the end, they gave up. 

Still, things kept ticking along in the Holmes household, if not happily, then at least 

contentedly. If she were honest with herself, she had to admit she didn’t really miss the sex. On 

their monthly girls’ night out, she confessed as much to Emily and Nina over one too many 

frozen margaritas. 

“It has been three months since Steve and I knocked boots and frankly, my dears, I don’t 

give a damn,” she had slurred when the conversation turned to sex, as it inevitably did at some 
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point in the evening. 

Emily had choked on her spinach enchilada. Nina’s eyes widened as her lips narrowed in 

disapproval or disbelief. 

“Seriously,” Elizabeth continued, “Between the kids and writing and trying to squeeze in 

the odd run, when I have a free half hour, I’d much rather melt into the couch and watch HBO, 

you know? I’m so over sex.” 

“Jesus, Liz,” Emily said. “I’ve heard about dry spells, but three months?” 

“I, personally, could not last a week,” Nina added. She was French, Elizabeth reasoned. 

They were like that. 

“You’re not thinking about cheating on Steve, are you?” Emily asked, giving Elizabeth a 

suspicious look over the rim of her glass. Emily had lived through Elizabeth’s Rampant Slut 

phase that had started after Noah Olsen dumped her and ended when she met Steve. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Elizabeth scoffed at the idea. “First, when would I find 

the time? Second, it’s not exactly like my life is overflowing with muscular men who want to rip 

my bodice off. I think the last time I was alone in a room with another man was at the dentist’s, 

and Dr. Wiseman makes Steve look like a runner-up in the Mr. Universe competition. And third, 

my libido is as dry as a prune. I have about as much interest in sex with anyone as I do in 

competitive sock knitting.” 

Elizabeth figured her slackening libido was mainly because of age. She was just two 

years shy of forty, after all. It was only natural for things to start drying up, so to speak, as she 

entered middle age. She still loved Steve, even if the passion had fizzled out. The thought of 

having an affair had never even entered her consciousness. 

But that was before she met Sebastian. 


