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CHAPTER 1

The Launch

One doesn’t intentionally wear itchy, viridian- green jumpsuits to 
match the elaborate wainscoting on the walls around oneself.
Did I know it would match?
Of course.
Was I aware it would look fantastic in pictures?
Naturally.
But to actually pick out my birthday- party- turned- surprise- 

launch- party ensemble for the sake of matching the walls? That’d 
be ridiculous.

I was doing it to match Bobby.
More specifically, I was doing it because viridian green is Bobby 

Braswell’s personal color of choice for the year.
And when your birthday- party- turned- surprise- launch- party 

partner is the Bobby Braswell, designer and partner of Club, the social 
media app forecasted to, as Bobby liked to say, “make Instagram and 
Facebook a distant and unsettling memory,” you dress accordingly.

“Cat’s turning thirty. She doesn’t need to broadcast it with a thou-
sand candles.” Serena hip checks Kiel, one of the most renowned 
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caterers in the city (who also happens to be a foot taller and a solid 
hundred pounds heavier than Serena), out of the way.

“The icing!” Kiel protests, as Serena begins plucking the glitter-
ing, golden candles out one by one as though defeathering a dead 
chicken.

She doesn’t budge.
And, just as this scenario has gone between them the past three 

catering events, he throws his hands in the air.
As Kiel shuff les down the spiral staircase of the loft overlooking 

my living room, muttering the same murderous phrases he always 
does in his thick German accent, Serena works.

Her auburn hair curls around her shoulders, pushed back just 
enough from her face to highlight a delicate jawline leading to lips 
that, instead of artificial plumping to one quintessential degree shy 
of clown- sized proportions— as was the way of 99  percent of the 
forgettable faces walking the streets of Manhattan these days— 
are magnificently thin. On her head is perched a silky cream top 
hat, matching a cream pantsuit and four- inch heels, and on her ears 
twinkle Daddy’s latest little trinket: a six- thousand- dollar pair of ear-
rings he spotted in a shop window on the way to a business lunch, 
dropped in, and purchased, all because he thought they would look 
nice on his little princess.

And they do.
Simply put, Serena Whitman is my best friend. Has been since 

that very first day we met at a fundraising event for childhood diabetes 
when, upon hearing my name, she lost that vague my- manager- said- 
I- should- be- here expression in favor of an enthusiastic handshake.

I couldn’t shake her that evening.
Or the next.
And eventually, I gave up trying.
And while her interest in becoming an influencer has long passed, 

our friendship— nearer to sisterhood level at this point— stuck.
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Serena blows a strand of hair from her eyes as she plucks the 
three- tier cake with surgical- level intensity. “Bobby’s still missing.”

“He’ll be here.” While my words come in a breezy haze, I’m 
well aware my heart is pounding twice as fast as the seconds ticking 
on the countdown clock on the wall opposite. And that my business 
partner— the one who thought of this whole plan to reveal the release 
of Club at the most extravagant birthday party I’ve ever thrown— is 
still nowhere to be seen. And that the guests are f lowing into the 
living room below, the room now bobbing in a sea of ruched bodices 
and dark satin.

Gold and viridian- green balloons hover overhead in their net, 
ready with a pull of a string to dispense on the many guests below. 
The new long, white sectionals quickly fill with glossy legs exposed 
by the deep slits of cocktail dresses.

Everywhere there are cameras.
Cameras aimed at oneself as guests grin, chins raised for the best 

angle.
Cameras panning the room, taking in the scene.
Cameras aimed at others— even a few, I notice as I pull my shoul-

ders back and give my public smile, trying to capture me.
My penthouse, the one I got the keys to just four weeks ago after 

two years of anticipation and waiting during the Montana’s construc-
tion, is ready, is perfect.

A projector screen covers the two- storied wall above the glowing 
white crystal coals on the gas fireplace. On the screen the digits blink 
as the clock counts down to showtime.

Even the twinkling skyline seems somehow twice as bright 
tonight— all evidence that in just a few minutes, my life will change 
forever.

My fingers tingle. As they do a hundred times per day. I rise and 
slip the phone out of my jumpsuit pocket.

How would I do it now?
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With one glossy nail my finger slides and taps so quickly across 
various screens the phone struggles to keep up. I capture two still- 
frame photos of the banquet spread covering the long table splattered 
with brilliant hesperidium- orange roses and golden cutlery. One 
close- up of my fingers— polish a gentle gold matching perfectly with 
my glass of bubbling prosecco— the backdrop of the skyline blurred 
behind.

Brighten the exposure just a touch.
Duplicate the prosecco shot and f lip to black- and- white. A simple 

caption, and yet it does the trick:
To thirty, still a little f lirty, and fun. Big news coming in 10 minutes!
Tap.
Tag.
Post.
I take in a small breath as I watch the replies immediately f lood 

in. The hearts. The likes. The overf low of comments— people par-
ticularly zealous to compliment me on such a special occasion.

Feel my heart filling up as I see it. Feel my energy rise.
Drinking in the words, the love, as it feeds my soul.
Even if just for a few blissful moments.
Then I’m aware of a sharp jab, and I pull away from my phone to 

scratch the spot on my wrist where the hem of my jumpsuit is gaily 
stabbing with a thousand tiny daggers. As it has all evening.

The thread of this suit must be made of razor wire. It must.
“I told you not to partner with Hemms,” Serena says, her eyes on 

the cake as she plucks off a candle.
I slip my phone in my pocket and sniff. “I don’t recall.”
“I said every time you work with them you end up with some 

hideous outfit made of something ridiculous like duct tape or entirely 
of zippers. But do you ever listen?”

“This is a delightful jumpsuit.” I lift my chin. “It’s positively”— I 
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hunt mentally for the phrases in the campaign brief— “Luxurious. The 
pure silk shantung is not only timeless, but downright snuggly.”

I say the last word just as the hem drags simultaneously along 
collarbone, ankle, and the length of my left leg, and my entire body 
shudders.

“Cozy as a bug in a rug . . . one might say.” Serena rolls her eyes.
I don’t respond.
Serena’s eyes shoot to mine, and for about thirty seconds we’re 

locked in her challenge. I dare not move. I dare not breathe.
Just as I’m about to give up and inhale, accepting whatever viper 

bites the suit lashes out with as my rib cage expands and dares touch 
it, she relents and returns her attention to the cake. “Fine. For your 
birthday I’ll pretend I don’t see you rubbing your skin raw for the 
sake of a crap company who makes crap clothes.” She raises her hand, 
stopping me before I can protest. “And no, I don’t care if they fitted 
half the people at the Met Gala. Just”— she waves a shooing hand at 
me— “Get it all out now, before you’re covered up in cameras.”

And as I move beyond the railing into the shadows and begin 
scratching to my heart’s content, icing- covered candles fall like 
bombs onto the terra- cotta tile all around me. After a near hit, I step 
to the left.

My new heels are a golden suede, shimmering from toe to heel 
in Swarovski crystals, topped with the most beautiful bouquet of iri-
descent gemstones on both toes that make each heavy step worth it.

A gift from Jacquie— my new manager, and one who’s been 
nothing short of amazing the past six months. On birthdays my old 
manager sent me a celebratory text. When, of course, he remembered 
at all.

Jacquie, however? When I pulled back the tissue paper this morn-
ing to see next season’s not- even- released- yet Jimmy Choos, I was 
f loored.

I carefully lower myself in my heels and begin collecting the 
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candles from the f loor. In my periphery, the countdown clock turns 
to less than twenty minutes. Less than ten minutes to go. “Anyway, 
you know how Bobby is.” I turn back to the subject to comfort myself 
more than anything. “He lives by his own schedule.”

“Manipulates everyone into thinking he’s an eccentric genius 
with all his talk of ‘protecting one’s mind castle from the manufac-
tured construct of time,’ when in reality he’s just a man- child who 
doesn’t have the brain cells to work an alarm. Yes. I’m aware.”

Serena and Bobby went to the same elitist school growing up. 
As best as I have been able to gather, Serena’s disdain was birthed 
around a certain swing set on a rubber- mulch playground where, 
during recess, the children took on the habits of their stockbroker 
parents, using mulch as currency while those with the fullest pockets 
ran the playground. Evidently one dark day Bobby and his gang of 
fellow five- year- olds refused her access to a certain tire swing despite 
her healthy stash of rubber mulch.

The act was unforgivable.
All the candles mercilessly tossed aside, Serena picks up a butter 

knife. As she considers the pothole- covered cake, she tilts her head, 
the butt of the golden knife glinting as she taps her chin.

In this moment Kiel, carrying in a charcuterie board on a silver 
platter, steps up the top step, takes one look at Serena with the knife 
standing over his prized cake, and spins back around.

I hear the platter drop loudly at the bottom of the stairs and bite 
my lip. And there goes my favorite caterer.

And just then, the hum of commotion below alters.
It’s nothing that a typical person would notice, but like a dog 

aware of the high- pitched tune invisible to the human ear, and this 
many years in my line of work, I recognize a shift in atmosphere. I 
know how to read a room blindfolded.

I move back to the railing and search the gatherers below.
People milling around.
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Pointing to my artwork on the walls.
Snapping up shrimp cocktails from passing waiters.
A girl inching toward the end of the hall where my bedroom door 

stands closed, clearly nosing around.
None of this raises any suspicions.
None of this is the cause.
But there.
Ah. Yes.
Her.
A girl has slipped through the doorway, her slim fingers loosely 

wrapped around the elbow of Travis Demurabi— a younger, hand-
somer version of YouTube success Finance Pete, who helps people 
open their one- participant 401(k), all while talking between bites of 
drunken noodle filmed by the dim light of his computer screen.

But people weren’t watching him.
It was her.
The slender face of the girl making her way beside him through 

the crowded foyer.
From a single glance I can list the shops she called upon to make 

her ensemble. The simple black turtleneck curled loosely around the 
porcelain skin of her neck from Alexander McQueen. The leggings 
of equal nondescript simplicity from the same, giving her the air of 
Audrey Hepburn. The Gianvito Rossi suede and plexy pumps, of 
which Serena herself was wearing a sister pair. Then, of course, the 
bold red wing wool scarf from Ji Cheng that enveloped her, matching 
the dramatic Cassiopeia- red lipstick on her perfect, heart- shaped lips.

She owned the room.
She couldn’t have been more than eighteen, and yet for a moment, 

she owned the room.
“Do you have any clementines downstairs? I want to add them 

around this corner,” Serena says, her brows knitted as she peers at 
the cake.
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I move for the lotion in my purse, looking at the rapidly trans-
forming cake as I do. Most of the icing potholes are smoothed over 
now; on one side she seems to be building a garland of fruit running 
all the way down to the cake stand.

“I don’t think so.” I rub lotion methodically over my fingers, forc-
ing myself not to think about the concerning bluish vein that popped 
up along my outer thigh three weeks shy of my thirtieth birthday. Or 
the way the skin on my knuckles carries more and more cracks lately.

Just a little varicose vein.
Just dry hands that have seen a bit more wear and tear than the 

polished skin of the teenagers I seem to be perpetually surrounded by.
All things I just have to carefully blur to keep unnoticed by the 

world around me. All normal with age and the passing of time.
And yet.
“You, my dear, are forever and always going to be the face of 

Club. No question. Don’t even let any other thought linger in your 
pretty head.”

These were Bobby’s first words when we met at a party six 
months ago and he pitched me the idea for Club. That I would not 
only be partner, but that my face would be the logo itself for the 
exclusive, audio- focused platform.

I’ll never forget his eagerness as he clenched my hands with 
that dramatic and yet compelling way of his and said with all the 
conviction in the world, “From the moment people crack open their 
eyelids and reach for their Advil and phones to the second it’s lights 
out at each day’s end, you and your gorgeous smile will be right on the 
screen, beckoning them to click on that button and hold off on their 
to- do lists a little longer. You. Cat Cranwell. Our icon.”

Not only would I be the face, but with a bit of algorithm fine- 
tuning, the app was going to quietly and consistently boost me to the 
top of everyone’s page.

Over and over, day in and day out.
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Until the thing that crossed everyone’s minds every single day, 
like a whisper in a breeze, was the question: What is Cat Cranwell up 
to today?

It was the win I needed.
I took a week to discuss with my finance team and another week 

to gather the strength to ignore their cautionary tales and plunge 
anyway.

And then as if materializing from my thoughts, he’s here.
“Of course, they still haven’t gotten my headshot right,” Bobby 

says, the heels of his boots clicking against the last of the spiral glass 
steps as he winds up to the top, then snaps a magazine on the banquet 
table. It’s one of the magazines featuring our faces on the newsstand 
outside the Montana this morning. “You would think after three hun-
dred articles someone could have used the correct headshot . . .”

“Hey.” Serena swiftly picks up the magazine that had been tossed 
over a plate of fine cheeses. “No ink on the table.”

He brief ly surveys her with a pinched frown, and I can instantly 
picture the two of them as five- year- olds going nose to nose on the 
playground. His eyes f licker toward the butter knife, and the cake 
beyond.

“Overstepping your duties as always, I see,” he says.
“Late as always, I see,” she retorts sardonically.
I rub more lotion on my hands and wait while they embark on a 

string of insults, which, given past experience, tend to go on several 
minutes.

At last, with a triumphant smile and a can- we- be- done- now air, 
he shifts his attention toward me. Opens his arms. “My birthday girl.”

The square brass buttons the size of little doorknobs down his 
shirt quake at his movement, and several of his gold rings dig into 
my back as we hug.

It’s long. He’s a long hugger.
“This is cashmere,” he growls and pulls back, as Serena pokes his 
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side with the butter knife. He looks on the verge of jumping into 
another fight, but with visible self- control trains his eyes on me. “I 
come with news. Tremendous news.”

“Oh?”
And somewhere between Bobby’s blazer and silk button- down, 

like a magician, he produces a stack of papers. Takes away my lotion 
to set them in my hands.

As I turn the stapled pages, I see the writing is, quite literally, in 
another language.

“What’s this?” I look up.
“That”— he clicks a pen— “Is yet another major marketing firm 

confirming they want in. And not just in, but saying they will expend 
everything they can to push it to the top in their regions.” Bobby 
smiles. “No other app has had this level of support out the gate.”

Serena frowns as she steps closer, looking over my shoulder.
“Really? Another one?” I f lip through the indistinguishable pages 

and lines of small text paragraphs. “What is this? The fifth?”
“Sixth.” Bobby’s eyes gleam as clear and bright as the tower of 

Perrier bottles on the table beside us. “Six major companies wanting 
a piece of the pie. I nearly had a heart attack seeing this last one.” He 
leans forward and taps at a line. “You only need to sign once for this 
one and we’ll be set.”

I hesitate. Flip through more pages.
I hate when he does this. Hate looking like I don’t trust him. 

“That’s great, Bobby,” I say, as calmly as possible. “I’ll drop these by 
my lawyers’ tomorrow— ”

Bobby’s expression immediately changes. “There isn’t time. 
They always make things more complicated than they are and waste 
two months making us go back and forth over things like the exact 
meaning of the word advertisement. I hate them, if you must know 
the truth.”

I already knew the truth.
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Bobby “confesses” his hatred for my lawyers every single time 
their names pop up.

Down below I hear the unmistakable and unexpected entrance 
of a woman crying out in a singsong tone to both everyone and no 
one in particular, “Look what I broooought!”

My eyes widen and shoot over to Serena.
Who invited Gabby Zegna?
Gabby is a sweetheart; she really is. But after she stumbled into 

fame a few months ago when a humorous little clip of hers went viral, 
the bewildered dietician found herself suddenly shoved offers from 
brands everywhere. It didn’t take a genius to see one ten- second post 
showing off dish soap would equal a month’s pay, and to commit to 
five such posts in a month would bring in five times her salary.

So she made a grave mistake. She quit her job.
And with each ensuing post that crashed and burned, Gabby dis-

covered with sinking suspicion that she was a one- off.
A shooting star. Here one second, gone the next.
Which explains her new and desperate habit of trying to do 

anything, and everything, that works for other inf luencers, including 
bizarrely timed high kicks, unpredictable pranks, and doing both in 
an attempt to trademark herself in thigh- high boots and red apron 
like some kind a 1950s veggie- loving pinup model.

The poor girl was desperate.
And there were far too many reporters and journalists with far 

too many waiting cameras for her to resist the temptation to do some-
thing drastic in the irresistible opportunity for spotlight.

Not to mention, again, my new couches were white.
White.
“Serena, could you— ” I start to say, but Serena is already moving 

for the spiral staircase.
“On it,” she says, winding down the stairs.
Bobby exhales loudly, and I turn my attention back to him. 
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“Here’s the thing, sweetheart.” He rakes a hand through his black 
hair. “This is an incredible win for us. We need this.”

“And I’m excited.” I stare at the stack of papers I’ll have no means 
of understanding tonight. “It sounds thrilling.”

“No. Thrilling was three months ago when we opened up applica-
tions and fifty thousand people knocked one another sideways trying 
to get a golden ticket for release. This is extraordinary. Absolutely life 
changing. And we need it signed and sent tonight.”

My eyes tick to the countdown clock, the digits at 15:37 and 
dropping. “Bobby,” I say, leveling my voice. “We’re right about to 
do launch.”

“Precisely,” he retorts. “Which is why you need to sign it now.”
“Or what?” I say with deliberate calm, trying to get him to see 

perspective. “What could they possibly— ?”
“Or we stall the launch.”
My jaw drops slightly.
No.
He can’t be serious.
But his eyes are steely grave.
A laugh bubbles in my throat. “Everybody’s here, though. The 

reporters. The papers. We have a two- week press tour starting tomor-
row. Nothing is so important we’d stall.”

He taps the headline of MMG on the papers. “That’s the thing, 
sweetheart. This is so important we’d stall.”

“Surely they wouldn’t mind partnering a month or two after 
launch— ”

“Of course they do.” His voice is so startlingly loud a few guests 
below pop their heads up. “Of course they feel it’s imperative they are 
anchored from the beginning.”

My cheeks warm, aware of the eyes on us. There’s a pause, and 
momentarily, I feel myself teetering.

Bobby frowns, disappointment in his eyes that I’m even 
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questioning him. After a moment he shifts his posture, clearly trying 
for another angle.

“Trust me, Cat. It’s just like all the others. I’ve had my lawyers 
pore over it themselves. I’ve signed it,” he says energetically as he taps 
on his name beside where mine will go. “Now you sign and we can 
move on with the celebration.”

And it’s true. From what I can tell, it looks exactly like the others. 
The same graphs. The same heavy paragraphs and bullet points.

“And if we really want to launch in ten minutes— ”
“I do,” I jump in.
“Then there isn’t time.”
We lapse into silence as a staring contest ensues.
Surely there must be another way. Surely we don’t have to have 

this tremendous setback. All the interviews. The anticipation. The 
depths and lengths gone to and dollars spent for this party . . .

I would never do it this way. I would never spring this on someone.
But . . . that’s just it, isn’t it?
It’s not just about my way.
I have a partner, and as such, we have to work collaboratively. 

Regardless of our differences.
For better and worse, we have to work together.
And yet . . . to sign anything without my lawyer . . . This was like 

the first episode of Travis’s Finances for Dummies 101.
The phone in my pocket begins ringing and I break eye contact, 

eager to escape the decision at least a few moments longer. I read the 
name Terry Cranwell on screen. “I have to take this.”

Frankly, had it been a spam call from Indonesia trying to tell me 
my nonexistent car warranty was about to expire, I would’ve taken 
it. I press the Answer button and lift it to my ear. “Hi, Uncle Terry. 
How are you?” I twist around to face the wall, shielding myself from 
Bobby’s penetrating gaze.

“Your doorman says I can’t come up and surprise you without 
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your permission. Apparently,” he continues gruff ly, “New York City 
people don’t understand the concept of surprise.”

“Wait. You’re here?” I swivel my eyes past the loft railing to the 
crowd of guests gathered in the living room below. All waiting for 
my entrance. The heels of several crossed legs bouncing impatiently 
from sofa seats for the party to begin.

His voice booms over the speaker. “What do you mean it’s for 
her protection?”

“Terry?” My eyes tick over to the countdown clock: 8 minutes, 
37 seconds.

Pause.
“What do you mean there have been recent attempts?”
Oookay.
Time to go.
“Uncle.” I find my feet and start to move down the spiral staircase, 

heels clicking on each glassy step. “It’s fine. Really. I’m coming down.”
“Where are you going?” Serena calls from the doorway of the 

kitchen, all the while holding on to Gabby’s elbow with one hand and 
the butter knife dripping with icing in the other. “What are you doing?”

“I have a situation downstairs,” I say, and break for the door.
Uncle Terry’s voice is still in my ear. “Catherine, you carry that 

revolver I got you for Christmas, don’t you? I don’t like the idea of 
you having to rely on some random doorman— What do you mean 
you have a no- gun policy in the building? Not even for her? Then 
how do you expect her to protect herself if she doesn’t have one of 
these when— Well, of course I do. I’m a United States citizen, aren’t I? 
UNHAND ME, SIR— ”

Several hands are touching me in greeting as I reach the main 
landing, compliments about my ensemble are f lying, but the best I can 
do is nod and smile overenthusiastically while clutching the phone 
to my ear and all but elbowing people out of the way for the door.
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“Thank you for coming!” I whisper on repeat until I’m finally at 
the elevator and jam my finger on the button.

The situation must’ve worsened because as soon as I get into the 
elevator, the call ends, leaving me staring with one tapping heel at my 
own impatient ref lection on the closed elevator doors.

And while I may have a launch party starting in a matter of 
minutes, paperwork in another language regarding millions of dol-
lars I have to decide whether to sign, and a best friend trying to shuffle 
out a party risk carrying a suspicious amount of blood- red cupcakes 
into a room full of white couches and paparazzi, my forefront con-
cern at this moment is Uncle Terry, who with all his cantankerous 
ways, is about to get himself Tased.

Uncle Terry is my closest kin. Nobody has ever heard me speak 
a word of my parents, even Serena. But Uncle Terry?

For all his gruffness, he is the one who calls on every one of 
my birthdays. Checks in at least once a month like clockwork. The 
conversations rarely go much longer than ten minutes— as though 
he doesn’t want to intrude too much into my life but wants to make 
sure I am emotionally, physically, and even financially in check. (He 
never could wrap his head around my career in content creation, and 
as such, is convinced I am always one sleep away from complete des-
titution and in need of the occasional twenty- dollar bill in the mail.)

As though he wants to pick up the torch where my own father, 
his brother, failed.

“Bernie, it’s okay. This is my uncle.” I raise my hands as I stride 
across the marble hall to where poor Bernie has one hand hovering 
over his hip, clearly struggling to decide which was worse: acciden-
tally letting in a criminal or accidentally Tasing a resident’s relative.

Unfortunately, he’s stopped the real thing more than once from 
trying to enter the building. I couldn’t blame him for his lack of trust.

“Oooookay.” I take Uncle Terry by the arm, guiding him away. 
“Thank you so much, Bernie. I’ll take him from here.”
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I don’t stop until we are back at the elevators, at which point I 
swivel him around by the shoulders, grin widely, and take him in. 
“Well, well, well. And I thought I was the only one pulling birthday 
surprises today.”

Residue of the unhappy incident still lingers in his expression, but 
I move in for a hug anyways.

His coat smells of tobacco and pine, and after a moment, he gives 
my back an awkward pat. I smile at the pat of his grizzly- sized palm— 
the same calloused, sausage- fingered hands that have always been 
there.

I didn’t even realize how much I missed him.
“How long has it been?” I step back and cock my head, trying to 

remember.
“Two years. September fourth,” he replies without hesitation, as 

though the date is seared in his memory.
“Too long,” I say, quietly pleased he cared so much to remember. 

“So.” I tug on his forest ranger jacket. “The truth now. What really 
dragged you here?”

“I already told you. My favorite niece’s birthday.” He stuffs his 
hands into his pockets, but a rueful smile plays at his lips.

“Liar. You don’t love me enough for that.”
His mustache twitches. A unibrow forms from his bushy brows 

as he creases his forehead. “ ’Course I do. I’d take a bullet for you.”
“I know you’d take a bullet for me,” I reply, as though that much 

was obvious. “But voluntarily entering the city? Come now. Let’s be 
realistic. Plus”— I look down at his olive jacket and pants— “You’re 
in uniform.”

He frowns, peering down at his uniform as though it gave 
him away.

“Fine. I’m here for my niece’s— ”
“Favorite niece’s,” I interject.
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“— birthday,” he continues, then with an agitated undertone 
adds, “And a conference.”

“Really?” My brow hitches up. Last time he had a conference he 
had to attend was . . . well . . . never.

“New head of the department,” he says, giving a revolted sniff. 
“Two rangers from each park had to go. ’Parently interns don’t count, 
so Zaiah and I made the trek.” His face hardens deeper. “Had I known 
that, I wouldn’t have hired the lot.”

I raise a brow, having heard my share over the past few months 
of his interns. “Your unpaid lot?”

“They were. But apparently that’s not the way we do it anymore. 
Apparently, kids have to get paid for knowing nothing and doing noth-
ing. You know— ”

Here we go.
“— back in my day, you had to hike three days over Mount 

Whitney with nothing but a pocketknife. If you survived, you got the 
opportunity to work for free. At the bottom of the ladder, where you 
belonged. Now all these gov heads tell me I have to judge the content 
of someone’s character by how well they can tap a few buttons on an 
online application. Calling my methods hazing. Telling me I’m setting 
the US government up for a lawsuit.”

“But I got a confirmation email,” says a figure coming through a 
revolving door. He pushes his phone from one ear to the other. “No, 
I don’t see it right now, but— ”

Ah. So this is Zaiah. He’s much taller than Uncle Terry, probably 
by a good six or so inches. Half his age.

And while I expected as much out of the man I’d heard of in 
conversation over the past three years since Terry took this job, what 
I didn’t expect was his face. Why, it was the kind of accidental, unself- 
aware face that made boyfriends do all kinds of stupid things out of 
jealousy and women’s necks ache from craning. The kind of rugged, 
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natural charm that stops modeling scouts on the streets of New York 
and has them say, “Here. Here is my card. Just take it. Please.”

“Exhausting, I’m sure,” I absently chime in, vaguely hearing 
Uncle Terry shift from grumbling about the conference speakers to 
the conference food, as my eyes follow Zaiah pacing down the wall 
of windows.

So many symmetrical, no- nonsense features. Ruddy tan skin, not 
the kind of skin of boys sunbathing on rooftop desks, but like a man 
used to bearing the elements. Shoulders straight. And those eyes, 
dark and deep green as the oval- cut Montana sapphire Aunt Claire 
gave me on my twenty- first birthday.

The only thing that isn’t perfectly clean- cut about his features is 
the beard. But somehow— I tilt my chin despite myself— it seems to 
suit him even better.

Fascinating.
The first man I’ve ever met to pull off a beard.
On that fair face, however, is the same scowl Terry bestowed on 

the guard just moments ago. His eyes follow the trail of passing cars 
on the busy street as he stands before the f loor- to- ceiling windows. 
His phone is pressed to his ear, and from the snippet of conversation 
I catch, it sounds like he’s talking with someone from a hotel about 
missing reservations.

It sounds like he’s not making much headway in correcting the 
accommodation mishap.

His gaze falls on me as he shifts on his heels. Turns.
Our eyes meet.
And then I see it.
A look I’d recognize a mile away.
It’s just for a millisecond, but there’s no question. Him taking me 

in, from the bob of my auburn hair slanting down toward my chin, to 
the Take Me Out Tonight red lipstick, to the shimmering crystal heels.

I can practically hear his thoughts.
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But of course I can.
I see those words on screen every day.
What a waste.
What a pathetic, plastic waste.
Me.
My ensemble.
This city.
The phoniness of it all.
He’s not playing any games here. He’s not looking at me that way 

because of some kind of fantasy playing out in his head. Him, playing 
it off coolly. Me, attracted to his disinterest. Us, heading off on some 
jet set for Paris, where in the process of our whirlwind romance, of 
course, he gains millions of followers and a record label for his medio-
cre, never- before- appreciated acoustic skills. Perhaps we marry. More 
preferable, though, we don’t so he can spread his wings with top mod-
els and favorite sitcom actresses who have discovered him through 
his newfound fortune and fame.

No.
There’s no ploy in his look.
It’s the real thing. Bonafide, shallowly disguised aversion for all 

that I stand for, all that, to him, I am.
I blink and turn back to my uncle, all the while scratching at my 

wrist. “Come on up. I’ll get us some coffee.”
Zaiah trails several feet behind with the phone pressed to his ear, 

still clearly getting nowhere.
“Because we were told that it was part of the conference fee,” he 

says, irritation simmering on the surface of his voice. “I’ve already 
talked to the conference director. He said I should talk to you.”

The doors shut and I hit the lowest button. The number sixteen 
glows as I turn to my uncle. “Which hotel are you staying at?”

Local travel is one of my niches— if you can call where to stay and 
eat in a city of more than eight million niche. I know and have been 
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paid to visit just about every hotel in town, and frankly at this point, 
if I haven’t been there, it’s because one shouldn’t.

“Regalia Inn. A half mile from the convention center.”
I haven’t been there.
“They have a continental breakfast,” he adds. “All you can eat.”
“Well . . .” I give a polite nod at the idea of traveling thousands 

of miles to the city with arguably the most vibrant food culture in 
America . . . to have batches of overcooked bacon and powdered eggs. 
I rack my brain for a compliment on this decision.

“You,” I release a broad smile, “are going to love that.” I gauge for 
a moment which way I should play the fact that I have a party going 
on, and whether telling him now or waiting until he’s securely inside 
will be my best bet at keeping him from running away.

Better rip the Band- Aid off now.
“So, I should give you a heads- up. I have a few people over.”
He grimaces, just like I knew he would. What few years Uncle 

Terry had before marrying Aunt Claire and working with the 
National Park Service were spent as an all but hermit in Alaska.

Covered in furs.
Fishing for dinner.
To put it in perspective, Uncle Terry considered his promotion 

three years ago to head ranger at Kannery National Park and the 
ensuing responsibilities of overseeing the handful of staff and dozens 
of visitors per day an overwhelming amount of social interaction.

“You don’t have to talk to any of them,” I add lightheartedly. “I’ll 
set you up right next to the coffee machine in the kitchen while I do 
a few things”— like entertain the biggest event of my life— “And be 
back the second I can.”

His silence is stone cold, and I throw out, “Plus, there’s a char-
cuterie fountain.”

At this, even Zaiah shifts his gaze to me.
“A . . . what?” Uncle Terry says.
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“A charcuterie fountain,” I repeat, waving my hands around. 
“Something Serena dreamed up. Mustard spills out the top. A vol-
cano really. The mustard follows a winding little path between the 
soppressata and Genoa salami and ’nduja.”

Uncle Terry and Zaiah both look at me like I’m mad.
I drop my hands to my sides. “Meat. It’s a volcano of meat.”
Uncle Terry, and his ref lection in the elevator mirror for that 

matter, frown. “I didn’t know you were having company— ”
Of course he didn’t. Because to him, total isolation was part of 

the dream package when it came to birthdays. He probably thought 
I spent my birthdays watching the fire crackle in my fireplace with 
a good glass of wine. He’ll probably go ballistic seeing my fireplace 
is electric.

“It’s fine.” I grip his hand as reassuringly as I can. “I am so thrilled 
that you are here.”

He turns the khaki- colored, stiff- brim hat in his hands, eyeing 
my hand on his. “Maybe just a quick cup, and we’ll get out of your 
hair after that. We ought to be hitting the hay soon anyway. Have 
another early morning.”

I smile and release his hand. “Deal. And tomorrow, lunch.”
After a few moments he puts one hand in his pocket. Pulls out a 

box. “Here. I should probably give you this before your party.”
The bushy salt- and- pepper mustache overpowering Uncle Terry’s 

face twitches as he holds out a small box. He looks as uncomfortable 
in this moment as that one time when I was twelve and he visited and 
asked where I wanted to go, and thirty minutes later found himself 
inside a Limited Too with a bunch of preteens around him, picking 
out bras.

The square box is small and unassuming. Cardboard colored, no 
label. But as my fingers lift off the lid my breath catches in my throat.

I raise the small, golden chain in my fingertips. The rose- embossed 
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locket is so small you wouldn’t think you could fit a picture in there, 
and yet— 

I unlatch it and sure enough, there she is. Aunt Claire on one 
side, hair tangled and swept up in the wind as she stands on a hillside, 
grinning. And Uncle Terry, much leaner in both build and facial hair, 
in the same park uniform he’s wearing now.

“No use keeping it locked away,” Terry says gruff ly. He stands 
with his hands at his sides, an identical posture as the employment 
photo in the locket from thirty years ago.

I have a hard time finding my voice, so instead I just smile and 
turn to let him put it on. Aunt Claire passed away four years ago, 
quite suddenly and unexpectedly. It was a shock, particularly as she 
was one of the healthiest women I knew. And while they had never 
had children, I find it hard to accept that she— or he— could really 
mean for me to have this treasure. I was well aware of the dozen 
nieces and nephews they’d had on her side of her large family.

When I feel the clasp lock, I turn. And while my words are, “How 
does it look?”, he knows what I’m really saying.

This means so much.
I will take such care of it.
I miss her too.
“Very nice.” His mustache twitches as he looks at the necklace 

resting on top of the low, rounded neckline of my jumpsuit.
“But I just spoke with the concierge and she said there was room 

for two people tonight. Then she transferred me to someone else, 
who— no I don’t want to be transferred again— ”

My eyes tick over to Zaiah. He really is the spitting image, in 
personality at least, of Uncle Terry. Down to the bulging vein in his 
neck while dealing with fellow human beings.

The elevator glides us up as I listen to a few more impatient 
run- on sentences. They are getting shorter and shorter as we go 
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up, his tension rising at his obvious inability to get anywhere in the 
matter.

And is that . . . ?
I squint, finding it so hard to believe I think I must be seeing it 

wrong.
Is this man really using a f lip phone? In this era?
Ding. The elevator stops. As the doors begin to glide open, there 

is Serena standing on the other side, her toes tap- tap- tapping as madly 
as a mouse in heels racing across the marble tile. Before the doors 
have fully opened, she throws out her arms.

“Are you crazy?” She completely ignores the two men inside. 
“The clock is down to two minutes. TWO. Jacquie looks like she’s 
about to have a panic attack. I already heard that reporter Adam 
Adams starting to work up an alternative piece called, ‘Cat Cranwell 
Overcome with Rage Abandons Own Birthday Party.’ He’s telling 
people about the time his cat got run over by a taxi and then snapping 
photos of their facial reactions for the piece. The guy will do anything 
for a story— ”

“Excuse me.”
It’s her. The girl with the Ji Cheng scarf wrapped around her del-

icate shoulders. She’s stepping up to the elevator, her f lawlessly long 
legs tremoring slightly. In her hands, she clutches a phone.

Her voice is barely above a squeak, the memory of her smooth 
entrance into the apartment shattering with each timid, adolescent 
word as she raises her long lashes to meet my eye. “I have to leave but 
I’m just . . . I’m such a fan. Could you possibly . . . perhaps . . . take a 
picture with me?”

And while Serena looks like she’s about to explode at this inter-
ruption, I find myself stricken by her up close.

Even younger.
Even more beautiful.
Eyes full of life.
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Nothing but clear eagerness for the world and all it has to offer.
It’s an addicting look. A captivating look that will draw people 

toward her, wherever she goes, once she realizes the power she has 
and loses her fears.

I see her, the rapidly becoming ghost of what I once was. That 
effortless vivacity and youth I have to work harder and harder these 
days to conjure up.

And I know what I need to do.
“Of course. Just. One moment— ” I take the pen from the stack 

of paper and f lourish the name I’ve written a million times across 
the contract.

Then I do stand in front of the elevator in my viridian- green 
jumpsuit, giving a deep and warm smile at the camera as I feel the 
girl’s trembling fingers drape oh- so- gently around my side. I know 
as Serena dispenses a dozen swift clicks through her grumbling that 
one of these shots will become the profile picture the girl ends up 
displaying across her social media platforms, the picture of the next 
dozen texts she’ll spend the rest of her meal sending, the story she’ll 
share at parties for years to come.

“Terrific terrific terrific. All beautiful people making beau-
tiful pictures that make people feel terrible about themselves. 
Congratulations. Let’s go,” Serena says swiftly, all but tossing over 
the phone to the girl and grabbing me by the wrist.

As I put my hand on the knob of the door I pause.
Taking in the moment. The anticipation.
This is it.
I suck in a breath and begin to turn the knob.
“Ma’am, I’ve already told you— ” Zaiah’s voice is like nails down 

a chalkboard and something snaps inside me.
Even with the chanting that has begun ahead, I swivel on my 

heel. “Give me that.”
Zaiah looks at my outstretched hand as if it were alien.
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After several stalemate seconds, Serena practically shouts. “For 
goodness’ sakes, do it!”

Awkwardly, he places the phone in my hand.
The second my palm feels the warm metal, I snap it to my ear and 

stride down the hall. “Hi, this is Cat Cranwell . . .”
Forty- two seconds later, I’m striding back to the group. I f lip 

the phone shut which, I have to admit, has a nice snap to it. Really 
drives that dramatic ending in a satisfying way. “You’re in 401A. Two 
kings. The receptionist will have your keys ready when you get there. 
Mention my name.”

I can’t help but feel myself warming slightly as he seems to look at 
me properly for the first time. His eyes are more of an evergreen with 
f lecks of brown, I see now. A little crease forms between his brows, as 
though trying to make me out. “How did you— ?” Confusion marks 
his expression, which comes as no surprise, but as I hear the count-
down of “ten, nine, eight” through the door, I press the phone back 
into his hand.

“Welcome to New York.”
He doesn’t get it.
This. This is what I do.
I’m Cat Cranwell.
Half owner of the platform about to take the world by storm.
And famous for a living.
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CHAPTER 2

The Umbrella

3.5 MONTHS LATER

R aindrops pelt against my black umbrella as I stand motionless in 
front of the newsstand. Frozen for so long people have started 

to drop quarters at my feet like I’m a living statue and it’s all part of 
a show.

Even the metallic man street performing across the crosswalk is 
shooting daggers at me with his eyes. Yes, I would be grumpy, too, 
if I were dressed head- to- toe in copper coating. Yes, he’s “frozen in 
time” as a disgruntled old man. But his eyes have swiveled and stuck 
my way on purpose. I know it.

Still, I don’t move.
Can’t.
The sliver of sky above is a streak of gray, cold and lifeless as the 

towering buildings on either side. People pass, hugging their coats as 
they sidestep puddles and slower traffic.

Slower traffic like me.
Either the street performer, or the deranged girl in the black 

umbrella.
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I stare at the rows and rows of magazines and newspapers. 
The covers stare back. Sports and presidential activities. Stocks and 
fashionable women. Hunting and fishing and motor sports and, 
again, women.

And then there.
Five covers.
Two different glossy magazines. Three black- and- white 

newspapers.
All of Bobby.
And me.
Some shots of us taken separately, a jagged, angry black line 

down the middle separating us.
Some together.
And, of course, as seen over so many tabloids and countless posts, 

a candid shot of Bobby and me at that launch party. Balloons spilling 
down around us like glittering green and gold snowflakes. Euphoric 
glee as we joined hands to celebrate our future together.

For better or worse.
The headlines grow more urgent and aggressive as my eyes scan 

down the row.

CLUB APP OWNERS INDICTED 
ON SUSPICION OF FRAUD

CLUB LAWSUIT: ALLEGEDLY SELLING 
DATA TO FOREIGN COUNTRIES

CLUB APP’S MASSIVE DATA HARVESTING 
PROMPTS US SECURITY CONCERNS

CLUB APP ANTICIPATED TO PAY $46 MILLION 
TO SETTLE CLASS- ACTION SUIT
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CAT CRANWELL: THE STARLET’S SECRET TOXIC LIFE

CAT CRANWELL: INSIDERS DISH ABOUT THE 
INTERNET PRINCESS WHO FOOLED EVERYONE

It’s still impossible to believe this could happen.
Could really be in the process of happening.
How I could’ve lost absolutely . . . everything.
It takes three rings for me to realize the phone in my pocket is 

going off.
Raindrops roll off my fingertips as I pull it out and press it to 

my ear.
Several seconds tick by.
“Where are you?” Serena spouts impatiently. “Bernie called and 

said you’re doing that funereal thing again.”
I frown.
Well. Frown deeper.
Like all good but pliable human beings, Bernie was roped in by 

Serena into doing her will: in this case, calling her whenever I left 
the building looking “anything besides adorable and lottery- winning 
happy.” I now live with a security guard scrutinizing my face and 
ensemble every time I walk by to see whether the best friend needs 
to be called in.

She got the call once over a two- minute walk outside in a pair of 
house slippers.

“I’m going to call management on him if you keep this up, 
Serena.” But it’s the same threadbare threat on my lips as last week, 
and the week before, and we both know it.

“Are you reading the news again?” she says, ignoring me.
I can’t speak the words for several seconds. It just . . . it feels as 

though once I do, I’ll be speaking them into existence. Pounding 
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the gravel. Confirming that everything before my eyes is not some 
horrible hallucination but reality.

I’d like very much to keep that sliver of hope that I’m really just 
mad for a few minutes more.

I’m clinging to that hope, I realize.
Desperately wishing I’ve just lost my grip on reality.
“Are you?” Serena presses.
I force hot breath up my throat.
Force words to form. “I wasn’t aware it was up to $46 million now.”
“Go back inside, Cat. You hear me? Back. Inside. I’m on my way, 

and I’m coming with news.”
Her final word snaps my attention. Still, though, my feet don’t 

move. “What kind of news?” I ask suspiciously.
Across the street the light turns, and I note a young girl grabbing 

the arm of her friend midstride. Gaping at me. Pointing.
“Are you moving?” Serena says, just as a taxi horn blows.
The young girl’s hand slips out of her pocket and begins snapping 

pictures faster than paparazzi in training. I tilt the umbrella over my 
face as a shield.

“What are you wearing right now?” Serena snaps.
What am I wearing today? The days all string together now.
I look down.
Seval black boots— a brand that broke contract to disown me 

three months ago, at the first rumble. A Degas Regalis trench coat 
cinched tight around my waist— one of the five who dropped me 
when the rumbles grew louder. Gold stud earrings by Story Luxe. 
Disowned three weeks ago. Necklace. Given from Uncle Terry that 
fateful night.

Umbrella.
“Nothing. Just black.”
“So you are standing under an umbrella in all black, staring 

morosely at some newspapers like you’re at a funeral? Perfect, Cat. 
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Just perfect. You’re really nailing this Keep It Positive motto we just 
discussed.”

I catch my ref lection through a dripping shop window. She’s not 
wrong.

“Are you at least wearing lipstick? If you’re going to walk around 
like that, can you at least pull an Audrey Hepburn and wear some 
good red lipstick?”

I feel in my pocket for a forgotten tube of lipstick. “What’s the 
news?” My fingers brush against one and I pop the cap off, forcing my 
feet to move back along the sidewalk as I walk. Intrinsically my head 
is already beginning to duck at the sight of people inside.

I itch to reach in my pocket for my sunglasses, but it’s too gray of 
a day. Too conspicuous. Shows weakness.

More, I suppose, weakness.
The gleaming doors of the Montana wait for me as Chad, the 

doorman, holds the door.
“Welcome home, Miss Cranwell,” he says, though I’ve only been 

gone a matter of minutes.
Home.
The word no longer fits such a description.
Bernie becomes engrossed in a particular smudge on his monitor 

as I pass.
“Snitch,” I murmur as I pass him and catch his eye with a scowl 

as the elevator doors shut.
Inside my penthouse I drop my wet umbrella on the f loor. Water 

splatters onto the tile and I blink at it, then step over it, for the kitchen.
Home.
More like the cold and lifeless walls and windows I’ve had to keep 

shut from the more desperate and willing of paparazzi. Helicopter 
rides come cheap. Telescope and long- shot cameras even cheaper. 
And the number of able and willing residents to loan out their living 
rooms across the street in exchange for the excitement of telling tales 
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and, if they’re lucky, their names in eight- point font in the papers . . . 
well. People were easy to buy. The bar was low.

I’m standing by the sink, halfway into last night’s takeout when 
Serena swings into the kitchen, snatching the cold box of lo mein 
from my hands and tossing it in the trash can. She sets a hot cup of 
coffee in one of my hands and paper bag in the other.

I raise my brow at the bag. The word Buvette f lows in black script 
across the bag. The French bakery carb- loathing Serena only buys 
from when she’s only exceptionally happy or exceptionally sad.

I was about to be either thrilled or devastated by this news.
Scents of cinnamon and buttermilk and fresh bacon waft around 

me as she begins banging around the kitchen cabinets for silverware 
and plates.

“Murphy says he’ll take the case.”
No.
Serena pulls a plate from the cabinet and spoon and knife from 

the drawer. “Now, he says since you signed every contract willingly 
it’ll be tough, but— ”

“He’ll take it?” I say in a small voice.
Impossible.
After being turned down by every reputable law firm from 

Cortlandt Street to Tarrytown, Murphy & Brown will take the case. 
Her family’s lawyer. One of the best.

“He’s already reading through the emails between you and 
Bobby— ”

But of course she somehow has my private email account 
information.

Sure she would.
“But before he really digs in,” she says, grabbing the bag from 

my hands and tipping it over until two boxes slide onto the coun-
ter, “he recommends you start making some lifestyle changes. As in, 
immediately.”
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I let out a dry laugh, my eyes ticking over the mail table by the 
front door where PR packages and gilded invitations used to be 
brought in by the hour.

Today’s mail?
Pizza coupons.
“Serena. What could possibly be more different than my 

life now?”
“He wants you to cut back on expenses. He says”— she pauses, 

giving me the side eye as if gauging if my mental health can take 
it— “There’s a real chance this could go sideways, and if you end up 
needing to pay out— well. He wants you to be prepared.”

I squeeze my eyes shut.
We’re talking about half of forty- six million dollars and my rep-

utation and my livelihood. My job.
If I can’t be proven innocent and salvage my name, any future 

in content creating will vanish. Leaving me, a girl with no college 
degree, no high school diploma, and no other skill set aside from 
what I’ve been doing the past fifteen years, with nothing.

Nothing.
How can I possibly ever be prepared for that?
And what could possibly work for another job? Where would I 

even interview? And for what? And who, after all this, would want me?
My temple throbs, as it does every time my thoughts take a cas-

cading turn.
I can see the interviewer now, taking pictures of my résumé to 

send to friends so they can get a good laugh.
Work experience?
None.
Skilled in other languages?
No.
Can use Excel, PowerPoint, Quickbooks? Shoot, can add seven 

plus five without secretly using my fingers under the table?
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No.
References?
Check the papers. They’ll give you tons of opinions about me.
Because as it has turned out, aside from Serena in this city, prac-

tically no one has stuck around.
Even Jacquie, who was so supportive those first few weeks after 

the news spread, jumping into a manic game plan to get me telling 
my story on every broadcast, paper, and media outlet she could get 
me into, dropped me after the third interview. She saw the writing 
on the wall. She saw as the narrative against me stacked, my voice 
becoming smaller and smaller.

I suppose the desertion isn’t surprising.
Most of my friends are also in my line of work. And when work 

and play mingle as ours does and your job relies upon your image and 
reputation, there is a real cost to associating with a notorious person.

Friends became slower and slower in answering my calls. Hedged 
more and more around the idea of showing up somewhere to share a 
meal. Avoided even visiting my home in private because even walk-
ing through the doors of the Montana would get caught them caught 
on camera.

Could I blame them?
Would I have done the same?
I like to think I wouldn’t have, but then . . .
Even my followers abandoned me like the carcass of a 

Thanksgiving turkey after the meat was gone.
People, as it turned out, loved the story of the good little starlet.
But people loved the story of the good little starlet who deceived 

everyone more.
They liked me as America’s sweetheart.
But they loved me as the nation’s surprise villain.
It wasn’t surprising, then, when people began to twist every cap-

tion I wrote and story I shared. It wasn’t surprising, when people 
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started to nitpick every post and video, turning it around to blast 
messages I never intended.

I was no longer classy. I was spoiled.
I was no longer pretty. I was outdated. Pathetically trying to fit 

into a generation I didn’t belong in.
Unintelligent.
Peppy to the point of exhausting.
Morose to the point of depressing.
Overnight, I became everything those in my business feared.
Canceled.
It came then as no surprise when Jacquie apologized as she told 

me she just wasn’t “the best fit for navigating me through these 
troubled times” and that it was truly “in my best interest to work 
with an expert.” Telling me she didn’t have the “stretch to secure the 
brand deals I deserved given the current circumstance” but that “she 
wished me nothing but the best.”

Her words sweetened with icing but at the core bitter.
All of a sudden I had no one.
No one, but Serena.
“How exactly am I going to change my lifestyle more than I 

already have?” I ask weakly.
My whole body feels tired. An anchor attached to my feet, drag-

ging me down as Serena sets a plate of brioche bread with berries and 
vegan anglaise crème before me.

“I have nothing,” I continue, ignoring it. “Everyone thinks I 
intentionally sold their data. This isn’t just some inf luencer losing it 
and running through a grocery store in a golf cart naked.”

Serena sighs nostalgically. We all remember Gary. He was a bar-
rel of laughs up until the end.

“This isn’t just another amusing bit of news they watch from a 
distance while eating popcorn. It’s a personal hit,” I say. “To everyone. 
Everyone feels violated. My reputation is gone forever— ”
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“Just because people don’t believe you yet.” Serena picks up my 
plate and, using it like a cattle prod, pushes me out of the kitchen. She 
sets it on the coffee table in the living room and moves toward the 
two- story windows and closed curtains. “It’s temporary— ”

“Nobody,” I say, pulling my knees up to my chin on the couch, 
“bounces back.”

“People do it all the time,” she says, with the f lippancy as if we 
were talking about switching hot yoga bars. “We just need to have 
a plan. And step one of that plan is getting you to a place where you 
can save money and reshape your image. Cat, I’ve given this some 
thought.”

I wince. This is the kind of tone that’s landed me in Salvadorian 
taxis f lying through stop signs with no heed to oncoming traffic all 
because Serena saw a video of black baby turtles from El Salvador 
hatching online, thought they were “cute,” and decided we “abso-
lutely must” visit.

“I think you need to rent out your apartment.”
A shaft of light f lows into the living room as she yanks one cur-

tain back. I can’t help noticing her little intake of breath and the way 
her hands clasp together as she looks over the skyline.

“My apartment . . .” I repeat.
Had she said this a year ago, six months ago, even, perhaps, last 

month, I would’ve crumbled. I would’ve laughed at the audacity of 
such an idea. I would’ve told her she was crazy.

But now?
I scan the perfectly plumped pillows of the fifteen- foot- long sec-

tionals meant for weekly entertainment. The sterile white walls of 
the expansive living room that echo the TV keeping me company 
late at night.

Feeling nothing toward it. Nothing at all.
From the white couches, to the perfectly laid dining table set for 

twelve, to the kitchen beyond. All new in planning for this purchase. 
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So much research and mood boarding and color and product coordi-
nating. So much excitement yielding such little results.

No history or memories attached.
Just glass, and marble, and walls.
What would it take to move? A few luggage bags of clothes and 

shoes. A few books and pictures.
“And,” Serena continues, “you need to take up your uncle’s offer.”
This, at last, draws out some feeling. Like a needle jabbing you 

in the ribs out of nowhere.
“What?” I give a little nervous laugh. “Serena, you can’t be seri-

ous.” I pause, leveling my gaze. “Seriously. You can’t.”
She throws her hands in the air. “Now I know it isn’t ideal— I don’t 

want you leaving the city any more than you do— but I’ve watched 
you the past few months. You are depressed. You spend hours every 
day on your phone torturing yourself, reading every post and com-
ment about you out there. You stay inside all the time— ”

“You just told me to get back inside,” I counter.
“Only when you are even worse in public. How much do you want 

to bet the wheels of IG’s algorithm are running manic right now over 
a picture of you staring at a bunch of newspapers in the rain, looking 
as guilty as Chevy coming home from spring break?”

Chevy was Serena’s long- term boyfriend who made the mistake 
of getting frisky with another freshman on spring break ten years 
ago. Chevy was also the unfortunate long- term boyfriend who wasn’t 
dumped by Serena but given a life sentence of frequent reminders of 
his grievances ten years ago.

“The thing is,” Serena continued, “you’re miserable in your 
apartment and— sweetie, I can’t emphasize this enough— a horrific 
example out. You can’t handle the judgment of other people— ”

I start to interrupt.
“Not at this scale,” she rushes on. “No one can. And the cost of 

living isn’t doing you any favors while you’re”— she pauses, as though 
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trying to find the right word for utterly rejected with frozen accounts 
and fired from everything— “On sabbatical. You need to get out of the 
city. For that matter, you need to go somewhere as remote as possible 
from people who have modern technology. And I can think of no 
place better than in the middle of absolutely Nowhere, Utah, with your 
uncle.”

“Kannery, Montana,” I correct with a frown.
“Right. Sure. So rent out the penthouse. Do that job he offered 

for spare change. And stay far, far away from social media and online 
retail therapy while you’re at it.”

I look over at the portable hot tub yet to be inf lated in the corner, 
all the while aware in the back of my mind of the vintage Marilyn 
Monroe lipstick I’m currently bidding for on eBay.

“So go kick back with family, get a reset, and let Murphy handle 
the rest. Believe me, Cat, I hate to say it and you know I’ll miss you like 
crazy, but it really is what you need right now.” Just as she says this 
she gives a mighty pull and the second curtain opens. Pointing, she 
begins counting under her breath the lounge chairs on the balcony.

“Or you are tired of me too.”
“Nonsense.” She waves a hand without looking at me. “I’m tell-

ing my only friend to move across the country. I’m miserable.”
“You have a thousand friends, Serena.”
“True. But none that I like.”
I lean forward, elbows on my knees. A curtain of hair falls over 

my eyes, and I push it back. “So let me get this straight. You want to 
ship me off to the woods until this case is over and I get my person-
ality back.”

“I’d be lying if I said that part wasn’t a little bit true too.”
I squeeze my eyes shut as I count to twenty, taking in this news, 

trying to think.
Open them when it becomes clear that it’s not helping.
That doing nothing in this apartment helps.
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That doing nothing, in this city, helps.
My fingers find the necklace Uncle Terry gave me, and I start 

tracing the embossed rose on the front. “Where would I place an ad 
for the apartment? It’s a bit last minute.”

At this Serena swivels on her heel and faces me, her smile as radi-
ant as when she discovered Dolce & Gabbana wasn’t discontinuing 
their Blu Mediterraneo line after all. “Honey, I’m happy to do you the 
honor of babysitting your little place for a while.”

I blanch. “You. Doing me the honor.”
“Take over caring for the plants.”
“They’re cacti,” I say. “They take an ice cube every three months.”
“Collecting the mail.”
“The pizza coupons.”
“Just”— she inhales deeply, while wafting her hands— “Keeping 

the place socially happy.”
As though the penthouse were a dog that needed company.
“Now.” She gathers me up and leads me toward the closets. “I’ve 

already Venmoed you first month’s rent.”
“I don’t believe we set a rate.”
“Oh, sweetie.” At this she laughs, a honeycombed I- come- from- 

so- much- money- I’m- currently- doubling- whatever- you’d- ask laugh. 
“Let’s just get your bags packed. And get you the biggest parka we 
can find.”
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CHAPTER 3

The Peanuts

A side from the literal red and white f lags waving the small, shaking 
plane to the runway, metaphorical red f lags are everywhere.
The four men in neon uniforms brace their boots against the 

snow as they stand on either side of the runway, waving the plane 
in with glowing wands that are hardly visible against the blast of 
snow and darkened sky. The blinking yellow lights highlight the 
small airport vehicle as it moves parallel to us, its plow filling rapidly 
with snow.

A rolling sea of gloomy clouds follows from above, as though 
racing the plane toward the finish line.

Nails digging into the armrest, I clench my teeth with eyes 
squeezed shut as we land first with a shudder, then a squeak, and, at 
long last, a thud. My legs tremble with the reverberations of the wheels 
against ground, and I hold my breath— waiting in anticipation— for 
any signs of slipping against frozen asphalt and the inevitable f lip, 
crash, and plume of fiery smoke as we meet our final end.

“You don’t suppose I could have one more packet of these before 
we land?”

Incredulously, I open my eyes and look over to the man beside me 
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who has managed to squirrel away nine packages of honey- roasted 
peanuts in the last two hours. Never eating them, mind you, but 
stowing them in coat pockets like he knows something about the 
end of the world waiting on the other side of those airplane doors 
that we do not.

Everything in this moment truly screams, “This was a horrible, 
horrible mistake.”

The f light attendant, whose glossy lipstick and smile wore off 
nine hours ago, speaks from her strapped- in position across from us. 
“We’ve landed, sir.”

He looks down at his coat pockets, genuinely affected by the news.
With lessening quakes beneath us, I brave a peek out the window. 

Visibility is terrible, nothing but sideways snow and a few streaking 
lights beyond. But it appears the worst is over.

The plane is slowing.
Though it’s hard to tell, I feel us turning toward a small, snow- 

covered building.
Evidently I will live to see another day.
“Here.” I slide my unopened packet of peanuts over.
The man’s face brightens, just as the pilot’s fuzzy voice comes 

overhead. “Welcome to Kannery, Montana, the time is 6:32 p.m. 
mountain standard time. Current temperature is a record two 
degrees, forecasted to accumulate eight to twelve inches in the next 
twenty- four hours. Looks like we’re the last ones in before they 
rerouted planes to alternate airports, so stay warm and be careful 
out there.”

As if on cue, I hear several jacket zippers around the plane zip up.
I zip up my own jacket as I move into the aisle.
It took several hours of research before Serena and I landed on 

this coat. It’s a thinner material, a white, knee- length quilting that 
seems at first glance more suited to strolling through the f loral mar-
ket on a crisp spring day. Deceivingly thin. But when I reach inside 
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the pocket and press the little button, heat instantly begins to f low 
from my neck to my knees.

I tuck my scarf into my coat, slip on my white leather driving 
gloves, and reach for my carry- on. I can do this. I’m a hardy New 
Yorker who has braced more than a few harsh winters in my time.

In heels, in fact.
I’d like to see any of these folks stride down icy crosswalks in 

stilettos while dodging taxis.
This will be even easier.
I blink at the blizzard out the window.
Absolutely.
No question.
Now, managing six suitcases when there was no trolley in sight 

toward the car rental sign, that was another matter.
I struggle and push each of the white hardcase suitcases along 

the airport hallway like a mother duck trying to keep its ducklings 
in line. People around me scurry past, casting dubious glances at the 
girl in the snowy- white coat juggling coffee and a slew of white suit-
cases, struggling in the hallway bordered on either side with hanging 
furs behind glass displays and educational pictures of hardy Native 
Americans past and present.

I keep my gaze fixed on the suitcases in front of me as I move 
toward the entrance of the airport, neither daring to look at the mar-
ket to my right with its display of magazines (and my face, no doubt) 
or to the left, where f loor- to- ceiling glass windows display the sheets 
of snow beyond.

I can do this.
I am a grown woman.
I am thirty years old.
I have dealt with far more technical things than dragging six suitcases 

through an airport.
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I pause in the hall, spotting the could- be humorous angle of my 
little tow- along, and slip out my phone.

Lighthearted.
Innocent.
Postable.
Serena pushed me to start posting again on my accounts. I’d 

stopped, overwhelmed by the onslaught of hate, unable to get myself 
out of the trampling of people who waited eagerly for new content 
every day. Hungry for fresh pictures and words to chew on and spit 
out and then point at with disgust. Eager to get a conversation going 
in my comments about how horrible I was while hundreds and thou-
sands jumped in to agree. It seemed every post I made only made my 
situation worse.

But Serena rolled out a PowerPoint before I left (complete with 
laser pointer fashioned inside a bright- red pen), pointing to stats as 
she broke down the analytics of a dozen canceled high- profile inf lu-
encers, analyzing how and why their crash was either permanent or 
they were able to crawl their way out. Ultimately, it came down to 
this: keep posting.

And be happy.
Pretend what was going on was not in fact going on.
Focus on as many “humble highlights” as possible I could garner 

in a day.
Make my captions as unoffensively happy and relatable to the 

general public as humanly possible.
Throw in the “hiked- five- miles- to- school- uphill” kind of sto-

ries from childhood. Share the Louboutin leather studded purse 
Christmas gift, yes, but be sure to do so with a caption of how special 
it is given my childhood spent in poverty.

Show the other side of me (as though living in a national park was 
actually another side of me), making them curious and zealous to fol-
low along and find out what exactly I was up to, winning them over 
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with my “down- to- earth alter ego,” and most importantly, proving 
to the world that I wasn’t guilty.

Because, as Serena has said a thousand times, guilty people don’t 
carry on living life and sharing about it as though they were innocent 
(except for the stray psychopath).

Guilty people hole up when accused.
Innocent people shrug it off.
Guilty people stand in a rain shower while water drips down 

their umbrellas and strangers take pictures of them.
Innocent people go to bed with an easy conscience and demon-

strate just how easy their conscience is by wearing sunny yellow 
sundresses and pointing out how pretty the f lower in the cracked 
sidewalk is, all while comparing it to their lives.

So my job, aside from the literal job I took up with Uncle Terry, is 
to practice keeping on as usual. Just bright, and bubbly, and entirely 
unoffensive, and humble, and different.

I look at the line of suitcases from another angle— hearing the 
criticisms to come.

Who needs that many suitcases? Is that a Louisa Voueux? Just use an 
athletic bag like the rest of us humans.

Some people have real problems, sweetie.
It doesn’t matter that these were given to me. It doesn’t mat-

ter that this was— is— my livelihood. That my job was— is— to be a 
walking banner ad for these companies.

My confidence wavers. But Serena’s words prod me on. It’s this 
or hide altogether. I just have to press on.

At the last second I shift the angle of the camera.
Leaving three of the suitcases out of the picture.
Snap.
Satisfied with the shot, my white nails— done “one last time” 

with Serena in funereal silence— clap against the phone as I type the 
caption, then switch over to video and begin filming.
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Just one video for stories.
Should I tag @LouisaVouex?
No. They’d disown me.
Worse. Maybe make a public statement saying they don’t want 

to be associated.
I swallow, fighting the heat in my chest at the thought.
“Catherine.”
The video is still rolling as I look up at the sound of my name. 

It takes a second for me to register who spoke. Not just because I so 
rarely hear my full name spoken aloud, but because of the voice. I 
know that voice. I remember, vaguely, the low register and slight 
accent of that man’s voice.

Uncle Terry’s coworker, sitting on one of the benches, rises. 
He’s wearing that same olive- green work uniform as three months 
ago, his badge f lashing beneath his unzipped coat. Gone is his wide- 
brimmed hat, showing deep- mahogany hair sprinkled, oh so barely, 
with strands of silver. The colors match the beard, just thick and 
unkept enough, by New York standards, to lie in that hazy field 
between unfashionable and fabulous.

Even now I see a few resolute snowflakes clinging to his beard.
That face.
Oh yes. I haven’t forgotten that face.
“Cat, actually,” I say, puzzled as he stops before me. I drop the 

phone to my side. “Uncle Terry’s the only one who calls me that. 
So  .  .  .” there’s an underlying question in my words, “good to see 
you . . .”

“Zaiah. And I’m giving you a lift,” he says, matter- of- factly. His 
eyes fall on the phone in my hand, the video still rolling.

I swipe the video off and stuff the phone in my coat pocket, the 
memory of our last time meeting returns. I don’t know what it is 
about him, but he makes me feel like my hand is always caught in a 
candy jar.
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Only last time I was able to push against his antagonism by sav-
ing the day for him using the very means he clearly hated.

But now . . .
Well, now . . .
I see my own face in a magazine over his shoulder and my cheeks 

f lare. “Oh, actually. I’m renting a car, though. I’m sure I told Uncle 
Terry that.”

“Maybe in a few days. But today . . .” Zaiah holds out one hand 
toward the f loor- to- ceiling window. As if to prove his point, an airport 
worker below slips momentarily on the icy ground before stepping 
inside his blinking vehicle. “Terry would’ve come himself, but with 
the night blindness and”— he hesitates, glancing down at the row of 
suitcases— “He mentioned you might be carrying a heavier load— ”

There it is again.
Judging with only the mildest f licker of his eyes.
“I’m staying indefinitely.” I hold the handle of one suitcase terri-

torially. “I had to prepare for anything.”
“You don’t need to worry about furniture. The cabin is furnished.”
“Clothes, I mean.” I narrow my eyes. What, did he think I packed 

a sofa?
I look at the array of suitcases.
It does rather look like a lot.
“And shoes,” I add.
There’s a long pause.
“Sure,” he says, and positively looks like he wants to scratch the 

back of his neck while muttering the word, “women.”
To his credit, however, his very tiny credit, he scoops four handles 

into his hands. The suitcases no longer roll by the pressed angle he 
holds them, and to my own quietly impressed mind, I try hard to keep 
my eyebrows from rising as I watch him lift all four off the ground.

He takes a few steps— while I try to calculate exactly how many 
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pounds each of those hefty suitcases add up to— then Zaiah stops and 
looks over his shoulder. “Ready?”

My eyes snap up from the suitcases. “Yes.” I gather the single suit-
case and carry- on in my hands. We move steadily down the hallway. 
Pass the last of the stores showcasing magazines and papers. But as 
we begin to move past the car rental area, I slow.

A line of people getting their keys and moving off with notable 
relief toward the exits makes me stop entirely.

I want that kind of end- of- a- long- journey relief.
I don’t want to have to trek back here in two or three days.
Not to mention, why should I avoid driving a car right now when 

all of these people are considered perfectly capable? That woman 
with the cane is getting hers and looks not a day younger than ninety. 
I mean, the woman’s seen the TV screen go from black- and- white 
to color. Her glasses are, quite literally, thicker than my last cutting 
board. If they can hand her keys, trusting her fortitude and physical 
capabilities, surely I can trust myself too.

We’re just a few feet off from the double doors now, and I stop. 
“Actually, Zaiah,” I say, taking my hands off the suitcases. “I’ve 
already made the reservations. I’m just going to get my car now.”

He stops, with a look of disbelief as he faces me.
No, disbelief isn’t the right word for his expression. Uncertain, as 

though maybe he was on orders from his boss about his delicate- to- 
be- handled niece and now didn’t quite know what to do.

I help him out. “I really appreciate it, but I can take care of myself. 
We get snow in New York too.”

“You have a car in the city?”
“No, that’s not,” I begin, shaking my head, unwilling to answer 

that question head- on. “that’s irrelevant.” I shoot for another angle. 
“I’d hate to put anyone out by having to take another trip here in a 
few days.”

“Oh.” He sets the suitcases down. “Really, it’s no trouble— ”
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I raise a hand, stopping him. Perhaps he is one of those men who 
need to feel appreciated, that his toil is worth the trouble. Perhaps he 
needs reassurance that he’ll still get that gold star for effort.

“I’ll just follow behind you to the park,” I say buoyantly. “That’ll 
be very helpful.”

For one long, long moment we are in a stalemate, him looking 
from me to my raised hand still in the stop position, me looking res-
olutely in his not- too- shabby green eyes above the blanket of a beard 
covering the rest of his face.

At last, while making clear from his expression that he can’t dis-
agree with my decision more, he turns the suitcases toward the car 
rental line. His voice is even lower, not quite at growl level, but close. 
“We need to hurry. The snow is coming quick.”

I don’t know why I need to feel this win with him, it must be 
something about how he so clearly disagrees with my life’s choices 
(which I feel even more acutely given recent events), but I do. I take 
in a breath. “Terrific.”

Twenty minutes later, I’m up.
“Name please.”
“Catherine Cranwell.”
The woman typing away at her computer takes my ID in a way 

that makes it evident she does this a thousand times a week.
As her eyes f licker over from my ID to my face, she pauses. Her 

fake lashes quake as she blinks several times.
Looks back at the ID.
Then at me.
“Yes, Ms. Cranwell.” She fidgets with the hem of her vest, in quite 

a new tone. Her fingers begin f lying across the keyboard. “I have 
your vehicle ready. Should be in space 2B. Unless”— she pauses, and 
her fingers inch toward the walkie- talkie on her uniformed chest— “I 
can get someone to bring it out to you.”

“No, that’s all right— ”
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“Benny, bring 2B to valet,” the woman is already saying into the 
walkie- talkie. She pauses, listening to his static voice and jumbled 
words. Her smile widens as she looks at me while repeating louder, 
“Bring 2B to valet.”

I fold my hands together, while we both listen to more cacophony 
of jumbled words and wind. “Really. It’s fine— ”

But she’s already taking in a sharp breath, giving me a resolute, 
this- is- totally- in- control smile and pressing her lips so close to the 
walkie- talkie they touch. Her words f ly so quickly I can hardly make 
them out. “Bennie- you- bring-2B- to- valet- right- now- or- so- help- me.”

She drops her hand from the walkie and smiles as she staples 
several sheets together and places them in a folder. “It’ll be right 
out those doors.” She hands the folder to me. “Enjoy your stay in 
Kannery, Ms. Cranwell.” There’s a gleaming I- can’t- believe- this- is- 
happening- I’m- absolutely- going- to- be- videoing- you- the- second- you- 
turn- your- back look in her eye. “Drive safe.”

“Thank you.” I pretend not to see the pictures she’s begun tak-
ing of me from the phone peeking out from under her register. It’s a 
terrible, up- the- nose angle.

After tucking the folder into the front pocket of my carry- on, I 
move to meet Zaiah a few feet off.

From the frown he’s giving beyond my shoulder, I was right 
about the woman and the video.

“What kind of truck did they give— ?” But Zaiah halts as the 
doors slide open and a whistle of snow f lies past.

And there is the car sitting beneath the concrete cover.
Oh dear.
Its small, oval headlights look like they are f lickering by the 

onslaught of slashing, horizontal snowfall.
Swiftly I unzip the carry- on and reach for the folder of papers. 

Sure enough, right above my signature is the name of the car: 
Mercedes- Benz E350 Cabriolet . . . Convertible.
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The small white car purrs as a man steps out, holding the driv-
er’s side door open. It’s stunning, melting like a snowflake into its 
surroundings, all except for the gaudy strings of chains covering 
each tire.

“You can’t be serious.”
There’s something in the way Zaiah speaks— as though saying, 

“Fine. I put up with your childish shenanigans for a while, but now, 
now it’s time to take over”— that slides like a bow across an out- of- 
tune violin.

It’s that same look from our first meeting splashed across his face. 
That hypercritical, disparaging expression as though I, Cat Cranwell, 
was the most ridiculous person on the planet.

Before this moment, I was going to point out this was a simple 
mistake. Was going to clarify that my virtual assistant always books 
me higher- end vehicles for trips— not only for the aesthetic in any 
photos and videos I take, but also because you can only make the 
mistake of being not particular and ending up in a junker on the 
side of a desert highway with one gas station forty- three miles away 
once— and had simply not taken the unusual location and season of 
this trip into account. That I just needed to go inside, explain the 
situation, and get something else.

And yes, maybe I’m hypersensitive and hyperaware given the 
onslaught of criticism directed my way lately, but I can already see 
branded across his eyes what he’d think, or say.

“You have somebody else book your trips for you?”
“You didn’t think to double- check when you signed your name 

on the contract?”
“Have you still not learned your lesson about reading before you 

sign contracts?!”
I swallow down the humiliating truth of that last one that hits 

harder than the rest.
I can’t show I’m that stupid.
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I can’t show to anyone, even just one person, that I would do that.
Which leaves only one thing to do in such a moment.
Lie boldly.
“Ah. There it is.” Raising my chin, I press past him through the 

open door as if this was the best plan in the world.
That everything was going exactly according to plan.
Absolutely. According.
“Thank you, sir,” I say, reaching in my purse and, with a slight 

struggle, pulling out a bill.
“Oh good. White,” Zaiah mutters, trailing me. “One ought to 

always get a car that is incredibly easy to get lost in the snowdrifts. 
Very . . . matchy.”

“Careful. Aside from the kindergarten- level language, you’re 
beginning to talk like a content creator.” My smile broadens as I stare 
resolutely at the man taking my money.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see the shadow of a smile slip over 
Eli’s face.

I pause.
Turn.
There’s still fire in my lungs. Frustration at the judgment he dare 

give over my life, shattered and crap as it stands right now, left to 
exhale and burn.

“Not that it matters, but I didn’t plan this car,” I snap. “My VA 
picked it out. It’s her error, not mine.”

“Thank you,” the valet says, sidestepping as he eyes the two of us.
Zaiah looks startled by my response. Like he had just made a 

little joke and I had blown it out of proportion.
Great. Now I look tetchy and high maintenance. Like the villain.
Just perfect.
Snowflakes hit my cheeks and neck, and the wind slaps with 

startling chill.
“Right. That’s totally understandable,” Zaiah says, clearly trying 
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to mollify me, but it just makes it worse. “So I’ll just . . .”— he pauses 
awkwardly, looking pointedly at the suitcases in his hands— “Take 
these to my truck. They should fit more . . .”— he pauses again, seem-
ing to be trying to tiptoe around with his words in such a way I won’t 
blow— “Comfortably.”

With jaw clenched (or at least, I think it’s clenched. Everything’s 
going numb), my eyes shoot to the back of the convertible. I’d insist 
on taking the suitcases myself, but the car doesn’t even look big 
enough to hold my purse.

“That would be terrific,” I say. I sniff; my rapidly freezing nose 
threatening to drip. “Thank you.”

As Zaiah drops my suitcases in the back of his truck, I turn the 
heat up as high as I can, and try not to wince with each thud.

I feel my anxiety rising as I watch the parking lot dumping out 
the last remaining cars, and the freshly empty parking spaces filling 
with falling snow faster than seems possible. Even the car attendant 
who gave me my keys has given up videoing me from afar and is 
bundling up in her coat, dashing toward her car.

As Zaiah gets inside his truck, a man in uniform turns the lock 
on the airport doors.

The whole place has, quite literally, shut down.
Brake lights switch off and Zaiah’s truck rumbles forward.
With wipers f lying back and forth across the small windshield, 

I push lightly on the gas pedal and the tires begin to turn. My chest 
eases ever so slightly to feel and hear the crunch of chains gripping 
the snow- packed road.

“This is fine,” I tell myself, exhaling a plume of frosty air that 
tickles my eyelashes. “This is just fine.”

I follow Zaiah’s blinking turn light out of the airport parking lot.
Ten minutes later, we hit Main Street.
The town is small.
A dozen brick buildings perch on either side of the street. 
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Lampposts dot the sidewalks every few feet, holding snow- splotched 
American f lags.

An overload of antique stores featuring gaudy brass lamps and 
old pictures in wooden frames. Two rundown upholstery shops 
either out of business or surviving solely by the scarcity of anything 
else in town. One yarn shop. Three buildings with windows covered 
up by boards.

But there is one little shop at the very end, with f loor- to- ceiling 
windows rounding both sides of the street. Parisian lights are strung 
over empty bistro tables laden with snow. The gilded words The 
Honeypot sway slightly from a hanging sign beneath a striped black- 
and- white awning.

I make a mental note to visit what may well be the only thing in 
this town remotely connected to the twenty- first century.

This isn’t so bad.
The road is covered in white but it’s manageable, thanks in small 

part to the tracks of Zaiah’s F250 with the words US Park Ranger 
across the sides.

The snow is coming down heavily, but not so much the wipers 
can’t keep up.

I sink into the white leather, relief starting to set in.
The screen lights up on my phone in the dark car and I glance 

down, seeing the social media notification.
Ignore it, Cat.
Leave it.
My chest tightens, though, just a tiny bit. Just enough to make 

my anxiety rise without quite knowing why. Just enough to make my 
eyes dart from the road to the phone, to the speedometer, then back 
to the phone and its glow.

The come- hither glow.
No. Just last week I saw one of those really awful commercials 

about texting and driving. I will not yield.
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I purse my lips and look back at the road. As we move through 
another stop sign, I congratulate myself.

I mean, honestly, here I am in the middle of nowhere following 
the law, when just a few months ago I was in a plane with a friend 
(well, now deserted friend) and he couldn’t stop looking at his phone. 
And he was the one f lying. At one point he was literally watching a 
TikTok of a girl f lying a plane, while we were there, doing it thirty 
thousand feet in the air.

He couldn’t even control himself over unimportant things, while 
here I am, dealing with the biggest crisis of my life regarding career, 
reputations, and millions of dollars hanging in the balance. And what 
am I doing? I’m obeying the law during those first critical minutes 
after posting. Those first critical minutes when feedback makes or 
breaks a post. And in this case, not just a post, but my life.

The stakes are high.
What if people are attacking the post from the angle of too many 

suitcases? It only takes one person to start a thread, to steer or skew 
the post to its will.

I should be on there, supporting the kind commenters with an 
overf low of gratitude that stirs them on.

My stomach churns, fingers gripping the wheel as we inch along.
My eyes f licker down to the speedometer.
Fifteen miles an hour.
Fifteen.
I could practically be running alongside the vehicle at this point.
I yank a glove off one hand with my teeth and with surgical- level 

precision and gamer- level speed I swipe and tap on the buttons as 
half- a- dozen screens pass by.

My eyes pinpoint on the screen where I see the number of likes 
from the previous posts. The little heart and the number below it 
telling me how I’m performing.

Not well.
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Not well enough when I’m calculating the time that’s lapsed 
against the numbers.

I tap on the bubble for comments and begin to scroll.
A number of words catch my eye: trying too hard.
Wouldn’t that be nice?
Expensive.
Phony.
Façade.
I exhale loudly, then faster than the speed of a bullet— and cer-

tainly faster than the speed of this car— I begin typing responses, 
doing damage control.

I respond only to the kind ones, of course, carefully ignoring the 
haters while trying to spur the positive people to come to my defense. 
To raise a war cry against the keyboard warriors.

It’s only when I start seeing a few responses in my favor, a few 
banners rising, that I sigh and put the phone down.

Good enough.
I did what I needed to do.
We turn off Main Street.
Twenty minutes past the last streetlight, building, and stop sign, 

and my nose practically touches the wheel. Every muscle in my body 
is taut as I hold my foot to the gas pedal. I gape at the small bit of road 
spotlit by my headlights, then up to the looming mountain ahead.

Its enormous body stretches to the sky, towering above with 
razor- sharp peaks that seem to glitter as it breaks through the clouds.

It looks otherworldly.
Beautiful.
Terrifying.
Not a soul in sight on this winding, tiny black strip of road rising 

higher and higher for miles.
I squeak through gritted teeth as the tires slip, yet again.
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Forget the shaking plane. I’ll take the shaking plane and nine 
hours beside the peanut- hoarding squirrel of a man over this.

Zaiah creeps along, but even so, I feel my little car losing its grip 
as the road ascends toward the great mountain.

I should stop.
I should stop now.
And then, suddenly, my worst fears manifest, and I feel the tires 

slipping out of my control.
My squeak grows into a scream as I hit the brakes and, for the 

second time today, I squeeze my eyes shut.
Seconds tick by as I hug the wheel, waiting to feel myself slip-

ping over the cliff and dropping hundreds of feet to the rocky depths 
below.

It’ll be swift, at least.
Oh, I don’t want to die!
And there it is.
BUMP.
I scream as the car bounces on something, then quakes.
Then . . . silence.
My heart thumps like the wings of a hummingbird. Maybe I’m 

hanging over the edge, teetering on the precipice before the weight 
of the car tips me forward and I go.

I will not look.
I cannot look.
If I’m really over the edge, I’d rather never know. Just kill me now.
Tap.
Tap.
I open my eyes slowly, first one eye, then the other. There’s the 

mountain, still looming. The precipice is in front of me. I don’t see 
any road.

Slowly I turn, and there is Zaiah, his breath fogging up the win-
dow as he’s squatting down, peering at me.
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And there, to my left, is the road.
The blinking emergency lights of his truck cast a red glow on 

the snow.
Oh dear.
I look to my right and see the headlight of the white convertible 

pressed against the guardrail, the body and back of the car turned 
sideways.

I look back at Zaiah’s bearded face in the window, and, if I’m not 
mistaken, see shallowly concealed mirth in his hazel- green eyes.

Wordlessly he pulls open the driver’s side door. A blast of cold air 
hits me, and he reaches down, his face inches from mine, as he pushes 
the button for the trunk.

While he pulls out the carry- on and spare suitcase, I shakily step 
out of the car.

I’m alive.
I’m alive, and well.
An absolute idiot, but alive and well.
I raise my chin and do the only thing I can do: walk silently 

behind him.
Just when I think he’s going to let it go, let me keep what small 

dignity I have left as I slip and slide my way to his truck over gripless 
boots, he speaks as he opens the passenger- side door.

“Hey, Cat. Welcome to Montana.” He laughs as he shuts the door.
Welcome to his world.




