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9

C H A P T E R  1

BR Y NN

FRIDAY, MARCH 18
8:45 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time

“Coming up in the third hour of Sunup, Elena and Hayley are 
going to sit down with a few of the heroic women and men who 
were on the ground fighting last month’s tragic wildfires in the 
Sierra Nevadas. So many amazing stories, Mark.”

“There really are, Brynn. So many unsung triumphs among 
the heartbreaking devastation.”

“And later, Lance will be joined in the kitchen by one of the 
queens of the Hallmark channel, Lacey Chabert. I hear they’ll be 
cooking up a batch of Lance’s perennial game- day favorites— sweet- 
and- spicy fried plantains. Yum! I may just have to stick around for 
hour three today, Mark. How about you?”

“If not for the plantains, then for the inside scoop on the 
first round of NCAA March Madness, courtesy of ASN’s Ellis 
Haywood. Have you been keeping up with ASN’s behind- the- 
scenes coverage on Facebook, Brynn? It’s really been a lot of fun.”

“Well, no, I haven’t, Mark. But I have been keeping up on 
TikTok.”
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Mark laughed . . . just as the teleprompter told him to. “Oh, 
I get it. I see how we’re playing this today. Subtle, Brynn. Very 
subtle.”

I feigned innocence. “Whatever do you mean?”
The crew in the studio laughed, just loud enough to be heard 

perfectly on air in the background. They didn’t have to be told 
when to laugh. After years in the business, they could sense the 
exact moment to make their off- camera presence known, to help 
our viewers believe we really were just a big, happy family they 
invited into their living rooms each morning.

“It’s no secret I’m the elder statesman around here.” Mark 
threw his hands in front of him in surrender. “Guilty as charged!”

“I’m not giving up until I get you on TikTok.” I strategically 
faced the camera. “Don’t you want to see Mark Irvine on TikTok, 
America?” Mark laughed and shook his head as I read my next 
lines. “You would crush some of those dances, Mark. I just know it!”

It was probably as clear to all of America as it was to me that 
our producers were gearing up for some mega launch onto TikTok 
for Mark. Probably during sweeps. And indeed, America was going 
to love it. Was Mark truly going to crush it? That was much less 
certain. In fact, they would probably play up his elder statesman 
persona and allow him— nay, force him— to humiliate himself for 
the amusement of millions.

I’d been making bets with myself over which long- obsolete 
trends they would subject the poor man to first. Would it be that 
bottle- flipping thing that had been so popular with teenaged boys 
forever ago? Nah  .  .  . that was too lame, even for Mark Irvine. 
Besides, as much as he professed obsession with March Madness 
coverage, I’d witnessed the effort he had to put forth in sports seg-
ments. The effort he had to put forth for anything that required 
more hand- eye coordination than it took to avoid jabbing a 
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microphone into his own eye, really. Bottle flipping would not go 
well for him.

They’d probably make him film something like the first- name 
challenge or one of the other trends that had been popular among 
middle- aged adults whose teenagers fled TikTok the moment their 
parents set up an account. Yeah .  .  . that was probably the low- 
impact effect they would go for. He’d “surprise” his wife by calling 
her by her name (Lulabelle, I think?) instead of “Bunny”— the 
name Sunup audiences had been hearing him refer to her as for 
fifteen years. They’d eat it up. Mark Irvine had turned his hokey- 
dad personality into an art form, despite the fact that at— what? 
forty- seven?— he was only about a decade older than I was. Yet here 
I was, cast in the role of the young, trendy ingenue.

Morning audiences were great about accepting whatever 
twenty- first- century version of a Norman Rockwell painting you 
threw at them. And you wouldn’t hear the thirty- six- year- old trendy 
ingenue complaining.

Mark’s charming, self- effacing monologue came to an end on 
the teleprompter, and I refocused my eyes on the words that began 
next to my name.

“I know what trend would be perfect for you, Mark. The 
Rockafeller Skank!!”

I hadn’t been listening or following along with whatever Mark 
had been saying, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t have any trouble 
faking the enthusiasm the two exclamation points were intended 
to help me feign. Yes. The Rockafeller Skank was absolutely the 
only- trendy- among- TikTok- users- with- a- handsome-401k trend 
they would make him start with. Ballroom dancing to an annoy-
ing, repetitive dance beat from a few years before Billie Eilish was 
born? What’s not hip about that? Yeah, it had Mark Irvine written 
all over it.
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Mark’s featurelessly handsome face morphed into an expres-
sion of good- natured horror. “Rockafeller . . . what?” He continued 
to play his part perfectly, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was 
possibly not just an act. Perhaps he had done what no one else on 
earth had been able to accomplish: he’d somehow lived nearly fifty 
years on this planet free of both TikTok and Fatboy Slim.

I laughed sweetly at his “scripted” cluelessness and patted him 
on the arm. “Don’t worry about it, Mark. I have a very, very strong 
suspicion this will all make sense to you very soon.” I patronizingly 
patted again, and the crew laughed to perfection.

“I’ll trust you on that, Brynn.” He shrugged for the benefit 
of the camera and then carried on with his lines. “Now, before 
we hand things off to Elena, Hayley, and Lance, I want to say, on 
behalf of all of us— on behalf of the entire Sunup fam, tuning in all 
across the nation— what a joy it has been to finally have you seated 
next to me on this couch. It’s been a long time coming.”

“Has it? For me, the last ten years have flown by,” I responded. 
Because that’s what the teleprompter told me to say. Never mind 
that I could have told stories for days about being passed over for 
the “fresh face” or “up- and- comer.” About the “good old boy” guys 
from the network’s club of safe, boring, demographic- approved 
men like Mark filling the rotating vacant seat on the couch while 
I kept working hard and paying my dues and smiling sweetly 
when network executives dangled the “your day is coming” carrot 
in front of me to keep me happy. “I feel like every seat I’ve been 
blessed enough to sit in here at Sunup, no matter the hour and no 
matter the role, has been as cozy as it could possibly be. And I loved 
every single minute of my time in the third hour.”

Mark nodded. “I know that Elena and Lance are going to miss 
you dearly.”

Well, now, that simply wasn’t true at all. It was one thing to 
serve one’s time. To earn one’s keep and prove one’s worth. To 
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invest the time and effort it took to become an invaluable asset. 
It was another thing entirely to spend five years on a couch with 
Elena Delgado, pretending to be besties while the cameras were 
rolling and skillfully avoiding every attempt she made to sabotage 
my career when they weren’t.

And Lance . . . Well, he had just never liked anyone.
But the lies came so easily once you knew how to play the game.
I clasped my hands over my heart and squished up my face like 

I was watching a baby bunny rabbit eating a carrot. Then I spoke 
into the camera. “You guys! Thank you. For everything.” I knew 
this was what they all wanted from me. What the public wanted to 
believe. They wanted to believe— they did believe— that Elena and 
Lance were watching from the studio next door with tears in their 
eyes, cheering me on and making plans for our Sunday brunch 
together. “I love my fam, so much.” I curled my fingers in front of 
me and made a heart. “And of course that fam just got bigger and 
better, with the addition of Hayley Oswell to the Sunup3 couch. 
Isn’t Hayley just a stellar addition to the fam, Mark?”

Convincing viewers I loved the Sunup fam was the job. I would 
continue to do it each and every morning and every single time I 
spoke to the press, forever and ever, without complaint. But I had 
just about reached my limit on concealing the disdain I felt every 
time they made me say the word fam. One time— one time!— two 
years ago I had read what was on the prompter, not realizing they 
had abbreviated what they actually intended for me to say: “Happy 
Holidays from our family to yours.” Ever since, #SunupFam had 
been our official hashtag, sunupfam.com was our website, the 
Sunup Fam Reunion was the name of our annual fan gathering in 
Washington Square Park, and you could purchase One Big Happy 
Fam shirts in the network store.

Fine. But did we really have to work it into every sentence?
“She really is, Brynn. And I speak for all of us— our little fam 
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here and the entire extended Sunup fam— when I say we’re so glad 
Hayley made her way to Sunup3 and that you’ve made your way to 
hours one and two.”

“Aww, thanks. I certainly have big shoes to fill.” Considering 
my predecessor, Shauna Magwell- Moray, seemed to give birth 
every ten months, it seemed unlikely that wasn’t physiological fact. 
Though, from what I heard, it wasn’t her ever- swollen ankles that 
had caused her to be replaced so much as that she and Mark had 
the on- screen chemistry of a piece of chalk and a marshmallow.

“We’ll certainly miss Shauna around here, but our loss is 
Trevor and the kids’ gain. Shauna texted me just this morning to 
say how nice it was to join Trevor in the school drop- offs all week.”

Okay, yeah. Sure she had. Former Miss America Shauna 
Magwell- Moray had texted Mark Irvine, with whom she had 
worked unhappily for all of six months, to tell him she and her 
NHL goalie husband— who, I was pretty sure, lived on the road 
this time of year— were running their kids to school together every 
morning.

There was just a certain suspension of disbelief that came with 
being a devoted Sunup viewer.

“That’s so nice for them, Mark.”
I glanced at the clock in the corner of the screen next to Orly at 

camera one. Six minutes? We still had six minutes left? How much 
more schmaltzy tripe were they going to make us subject America 
to on a Friday morning?

Mark shifted toward me and camera three. “We have a surprise 
for you, Brynn. This won’t be on newsstands until next week, but 
the verdict is in.” He held up an advanced copy of People magazine. 
“ ‘America’s Ray of Sunshine: Shining Brighter Than Ever,’ ” he said, 
reading the title superimposed above my photo.

Ugh. “America’s Ray of Sunshine.” There was nothing in 
life that I simultaneously treasured and loathed as much as that 
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designation. It’s not like it was clever or original in any way, shape, 
or form. But for whatever reason, it had stuck. It was how I’d been 
introduced at the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, it was 
the title of a memoir I’d been paid six figures to write (of which I 
had yet to write a single word, incidentally), and it would probably 
be the epitaph on my headstone. America loved me and felt like 
they knew me. Fantastic. If there was anyone left who didn’t love 
me, surely reminding them over and over that I was just a happier 
version of them— People magazine, White House Correspondents’ 
Dinner, and six- figure book deal aside, of course— would do the 
trick. Right?

“Would you look at that?” I pretended to humbly marvel at the 
“surprise” magazine cover that I had posed for. “Thanks, People 
magazine. And thank you, Mark. I have to admit, after some of the 
rustier bits this week, I thought you might want to cart me off to a 
less public hour of Sunup. I really think we’re missing out on a key 
middle- of- the- night demographic, come to think of it. Don’t you 
think I would kill as the host of Sunup2am?”

There it was. That was what made me “America’s Ray of 
Sunshine” in the minds of the network suits. The gleeful, good- 
humored self- deprecation that made everyone believe I was just 
happy to be there. That was my trademark. As if I ever had the 
opportunity to say a single word that wasn’t written for me. As 
long as they scripted me as self- deprecating, that’s who I was. No 
matter that, as a result, I never got to draw attention to my own 
accomplishments and instead had to act embarrassed whenever 
someone else pointed them out. No matter that Sunup seemed to 
have perfected a business model that had apparently been crafted 
while June Cleaver was cleaning the house in heels. It worked. 
Viewers across all mediums were insisting on diversity. They were 
rallying around strong, independent women. But here at Sunup, 
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our favorite pastime was choosing not to care how Little Ricky was 
conceived from two separate twin beds.

“You’re being too hard on yourself!” Mark replied with a laugh. 
“As for the ‘rustier bits,’ some of those names are really difficult to 
pronounce.”

My eyes caught the monitor, which was currently focused in on 
the death glare I had received from Turkish president Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan when I’d pronounced his name with all the enunciation 
skills of a drive- thru window.

Of course. They were going to wrap up my first week as the 
cohost of the number one morning show in the world with a blooper 
reel. Why not? What could be better than humiliating me for the 
sake of uniting three- and- a- half million live viewers— not to men-
tion another ten million or so later online— in laughter? Laughter 
that they no doubt intended to further endear me to America but 
that I suspected would inch me ever closer to the role of endearing- 
but- inconsequential morning dingbat.

Mark adjusted his position on the couch next to me so he could 
offer me a good- humored sideways glance. “It is true, though, that 
it hasn’t all been smooth sailing this week.”

In response I covered my eyes with both hands and shook my 
head dramatically. I also laughed, of course. I had no choice but 
to laugh.

“Oh no,” I groaned, and then took a moment to silently 
rehearse the next two words from the teleprompter before saying 
them aloud. “Chiwetel Ejiofor has forgiven me, Mark.” Nailed it. 
“Don’t you think the noble thing would be for you to let me off the 
hook as well?”

“Noble, yes,” Mark replied. “But not nearly as fun.”
The red light on the camera directly in front of us shut off as 

a monitor began rolling footage of the multitude of blunders I had 
made in five short days.
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“Don’t worry,” Mark whispered to me and straightened his tie 
once we were no longer being filmed. “Audiences eat this stuff up. 
Your mistakes make them see you as human. And once they see you 
as human, they can decide whether or not they trust you and want 
to spend time with you.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I muttered.
“You’ve just got to be a good sport.”
I looked down at the hemline of my skirt and made a small 

adjustment. Just enough to keep my eyes concealed while I rolled 
them into the back of my head.

“Oh, I think I’ve got the good- sport thing down. No worries 
there.”

“Oh, there it is.” Mark chuckled as the clip of me stepping 
into a mountain of elephant dung at the Central Park Zoo flashed 
across the screen. “That’s my favorite.”

At least Chiwetel Ejiofor had laughed and charmingly insisted 
I continue to call him Chai- WET- ul for the remainder of the inter-
view. My Jimmy Choos and I had yet to make amends.

“Fifteen seconds,” the new production assistant shadowing 
Carl at camera two called out. Carl whacked the production assis-
tant on the shoulder and pointed to the clock, causing him to yell 
out, “Five seconds! Sorry!”

“Colton!” Mark called out to our director with an impatient 
groan, and we each sat up a little straighter and perfected the angle 
at which his gray- slacked knees and my pantyhose- encased ones 
faced each other.

Colton raised his hands in acknowledgment before shouting, 
“Carl!” in the second before the red light illuminated once more. 
Poor Carl. It wasn’t his fault the new guy under his skilled tutelage 
kept looking at the wrong clock. Even I had to admit the main 
stage of studio 2-A was a confusing place to be, timewise. Sunday 
night, before my first episode, I’d dreamt that all the different 
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digital clocks— ticking down until we were live, ticking up until 
commercials ended, and in some cases communicating something 
only Colton seemed to understand about local affiliates versus the 
network— were accompanied by the theme music from 24. When 
my 3:30 a.m. alarm clock went off, I woke up in a panic, certain I 
had prevented Jack Bauer from saving the world because I couldn’t 
remember my employee code for the Xerox machine before the day 
ran out.

“I think everyone will agree, Brynn, that you didn’t take long 
to make a mark here on Sunup.” Mark carried on as Carl indeci-
pherably lectured the protege who got him yelled at.

“Do you mean me or the footprints I left behind after we got 
back in the van at the zoo?”

“Both!”
We laughed together in that way only two coworkers who 

barely know each other but are trying to convince America they 
are the nearest and dearest of friends can.

“Well, regardless,” I resumed, reading the continuation of our 
“spontaneous” witty banter. “This week has been one I’ll never 
forget. I’m grateful to you, Mark, for being so welcoming. You’ve 
shared this couch with so many legendary cohosts through the 
years, and I know that each one of them no doubt felt as I do 
now— honored and more than a little bit awestruck to be sitting 
here next to you.”

Oh, give me a break. Awestruck? Mark was a nice enough guy, 
but had we forgotten that his storied career had been launched by 
“Pet Disasters with Mark- Paul Irvine” on a public television station 
in Cleveland? Or, for that matter, that he had been Mark- Paul Irvine 
until Zack Morris from Saved by the Bell beat him to stardom?

“And to you, the viewers . . . I can’t tell you what it means to 
this homespun, small- town girl to know you’ve put out the wel-
come mat.” Not this again. “Growing up in the precious, rural 
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community I call home, I just never dreamed that one day I’d get 
to become friends with all of you. People from every walk of life, all 
across this great nation of ours. I couldn’t be more grateful.”

“And we’re grateful for you, Brynn. And speaking of 
dynamic duos— ”

Were we, though?
New Guy scrolled the lines in front of us. And scrolled. I’m 

not sure where Mark’s line had come from, but it was gone in a 
flash. And then all of it was gone in a flash, leaving a black screen 
in front of us.

Mark froze.
Oh, poor New Guy. The next time I saw him he would be 

Unemployed Guy, I suspected. Maybe Zamboni Driver at Madison 
Square Garden Guy.

In less than two seconds of awkward dead- air time, Colton 
whisper- yelled at Carl, Carl shoved New Guy out of the way, leaving 
camera two unmanned so he could take over at the teleprompter, 
and I heard an urgent “Brynn! Get us to break!” in my earpiece.

And yet, no one seemed to have any concerns about the fact 
that our cagey veteran, the senior man on the morning news- 
entertainment team at the highest rated network in the country, 
was sitting there speechless and shuffling next to me, completely 
undone by the lack of a script and a hiccup in production.

Before we’d hit the three- second mark on any of those clocks, I 
smiled at the red light on camera four. “Dynamic duos besides us, 
you mean?” Camera four was awkward at the angle we were sitting, 
but Orly at camera one was geared up and ready to go to Maria at 
the news desk, and everyone else was caught up in the complete 
meltdown of broadcasting professionals in the middle of the room. 
Seriously, how many people did it take to make sure Mark Irvine 
knew how to say goodbye? The world’s oldest- living triplets were 
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probably still in the building after our interview with them. Maybe 
we could call them in too.

“That other dynamic duo, Elena and Hayley, are making their 
way to their couch, so it’s almost time for us to hop back in the 
Sunupmobile and head back to the Sunupcave.” I patted Mark on 
the shoulder and nudged him to turn to our right and focus on 
camera four with me. “But we’ll see everyone again soon, right, 
Mark? Same Sunup time . . .”

Mark nodded at the camera and grinned. “Too right. We’ll be 
back to wrap up right after this from your local station.”

Same Sunup channel. Same Sunup channel! How much more 
perfectly could I have possibly lobbed that pitch to him?

The light on camera four went off, and I exhaled and relaxed 
against the back of the couch. “Yikes,” I muttered to Mark. “Who 
needs coffee with adrenaline bursts like that?”

He stood up in a huff and shouted to the ever- growing huddle. 
“Colton!”

I glanced at Colton, who responded to Mark’s bellowing with 
a forced smile for his star. “I know, Mark. Sorry about that. We’re 
working on it.”

Greta hurried over to me with powder for my nose. I felt the 
trickles of sweat running down my back, undoubtedly ruining a 
perfectly- gorgeous- five- minutes- ago Jason Wu silk blouse, and I 
had no doubt my face was showing the perspiration just as much.

“Eddie had the bad luck of antiquated equipment taking its 
last breath in one of the first moments he had actual responsibility,” 
Greta informed me quietly with a pained expression on her face.

“Who’s Eddie?” Mark asked as Deb touched up his face. 
Without makeup, the man had the complexion of Dr. Bunsen 
Honeydew.

“Eddie,” I stated calmly. “The new production assistant.”
No, I hadn’t known New Guy’s name, either, but if you weren’t 
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even capable of using context clues, you deserved to be shown up in 
front of the crew, at least a little bit.

Not that Mark had only been shown up a little bit today.
Greta fluffed my hair and winked at me before backing away. 

I smiled back at her, as humbly as I could, straightened my skirt, 
and prepared for one final sign- off segment.

“So I bet you’re actually from Philadelphia or somewhere, 
aren’t you?”

I did a double take toward Mark. “I’m sorry?”
He looked down at the lapel of his suit jacket and picked off 

a minuscule piece of lint. “You’re always talking about your small 
town, rural roots— ”

“I do seem to do that a lot, don’t I?” I grimaced.
“I get it. It works. I just think you could stand to tone it down 

a bit. It was cute when you were third hour, but we cover serious 
news here.” He looked over at me and grinned, and I resisted the 
temptation to remind him we’d built a snowman with the Biebers 
on Tuesday.

“You know as well as I do, Mark, that Colton decides what the 
audience should know about me. If the down- home thing is what 
viewers respond to, that’s what they’re going to have me talk about.”

He tsked and tightened the knot of his tie. “Rookie mistake. 
Yes, you read the lines they give you, but when the camera stops 
rolling, you must lay down the law. If they want you to be ‘down- 
home’ and you refuse, they’ll change tack.”

He made it sound so simple, but I knew it wasn’t. If they 
wanted me to be “down- home” and I refused, what was to stop 
them from hiring one of the million other women who wanted my 
job and didn’t mind saying “Aww, shucks” on occasion?

More than anything I wanted to ask Mark what he had refused 
to be that had caused them to change tack toward Snoozeville. 
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Hip? Cool? Had Mark Irvine stood up in front of the network 
honchos and blatantly refused to let them exploit him as interesting?

But he wasn’t trying to be unkind, so I didn’t need to be either. 
He was patronizing, sure, but I perfectly understood the expression 
on his face and the sentiment behind it. I’d experienced it countless 
times throughout my career. He was helping me. Imparting wis-
dom. Taking me under his wing. I would never receive any kudos 
or straight- out gratitude for saving his butt on- air— today or in any 
of the inevitable days to come— but in his chauvinistic, out- of- date, 
out of touch way, this was him saying “Thank you.”

And I was expected to say “Thank you” in return.
Colton came running over to us, huffing and puffing like a 

man wearing Ferragamo loafers and sporting a pocket square was 
never supposed to. “Great work, you two.”

Two?
“I was just telling Brynn she’s been going a little over the top 

with the country- girl routine, but for her first week . . . not too bad. 
I’ll work with her to— ”

I accidentally scoffed, interrupting him. I attempted to turn 
it into a clearing of my throat, but their eyes were already on me.

I patted my chest and coughed as believably as I could without 
producing phlegm. “Pardon me.” I looked over my shoulder and 
called out, “Greta, could you please get me a lozenge?”

Colton eyed me with concern. “We’re back from affiliates in 
ninety, and then you hand it over to Elena. Can you tough it out 
for a little longer?”

Oh, forget that. Greta reached into our midst with a tin of loz-
enges, but I ignored her hand. “I’m fine.” My lips tightened into 
an expression that I hoped could be described as easygoing— but 
really, I would have settled for anything this side of homicidal. “Do 
we have a prompter or— ”

“Just wing it,” the dummy next to me answered before I 
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could offer to brush off my amateur ventriloquism skills. “Which 
camera?”

A voice from the control room boomed over the speakers. 
“Colton, we’ve almost got the feed back to the eastern affiliates. 
Should we key up the other— ”

“No!” Colton threw his hands up in the air and spun on his 
heel. “When did we lose the feed?!” He turned back to us but began 
backing away toward the increasingly urgent chorus of his name 
being cried out from every corner of the room. He put the index 
finger of one hand to his ear and gave us a thumbs- up with the 
other hand. “Stick with four.”

I readjusted my position toward camera four. At least this time 
I had a little bit of warning and I wouldn’t have to twist around 
into a television broadcasting pose best described as the Linda Blair 
Exorcist Maneuver.

“That was a perfect example. You should have stood up for 
yourself.” Mark was bestowing wisdom upon me once more. “I 
took your credit. You should have taken it back.”

I tilted my head and studied him. What do you know? Maybe 
Mark Irvine wasn’t as clueless as he seemed.

“Yeah, well . . .” I tucked my ankles and knees together and 
folded my legs into the ladylike position Kate Middleton had taught 
me when I first met her at Wimbledon. (In return, I had taught her 
how to use apple cider vinegar as deodorant in a pinch.) “You catch 
more flies with honey . . . That sort of thing.”

He snickered. “Not anymore.”
“What do you mean?”
“Honey works— sometimes— when you’re climbing. I’ll give 

you that. But you’ve reached the top. You’re not climbing any-
more. Now it’s your job to fight off everyone else who’s climbing 
and clawing for your spot.” He adjusted the knot of his tie and 
then lowered his hands back into their precise position of staged 
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nonchalance. “Viewers might love the farm girl, but people in the 
business will walk all over her.”

He was right, of course. Mostly. Except that I wasn’t done 
climbing. I hadn’t even reached the top of the Sunup couch, yet . . . 
although it wasn’t surprising that in his eyes I had gone as high as 
I possibly could. But nothing in me would ever be content peaking 
as Mark Irvine’s happy little sidekick.

I wasn’t Robin in our dynamic duo. Someday that would click 
for him. But not yet. Not today.

“Why are they so obsessed with making sure I’m beloved in the 
heartland?” I asked, meeting him halfway in the mentor/mentee 
partnership he needed to believe in. “Seriously, they act like I’m 
from a two- cow town in Oklahoma where Pa tilled the soil and Ma 
baked apple pie, all day every day.”

Everything from the dusty- rose eyeshadow that had tested well 
with mid- America viewers to the baby animal videos they made 
me pretend to be obsessed with to the way they made me talk in 
the early years of Sunup3 (because seventeen years in the Rocky 
Mountains followed by four years at the University of Southern 
California will totally lend themselves to developing a southern 
lilt) had been about making me into who they— they, they, they— 
wanted me to be.

Mark laughed. “Was I right? Philadelphia?”
“Thirty seconds!” a voice called out, and Mark and I focused 

on camera four.
I shook my head gently, careful not to mess up the cascading 

waves Greta had perfectly sculpted over my shoulders. “I’m from a 
little mountain town in Colorado called Adelaide Springs.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”
“No one has. It’s a tiny, insignificant blip on the map, made up 

of a few hundred people with about twelve brain cells and forty- two 
bucks among them.”
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“Ouch!”
“I’m sorry but it’s true!” I giggled but didn’t move my face 

out of the camera- ready smile. “They’re obsessed with colonial 
times— ” I felt his eyes snap to me for just a second before looking 
back to camera four, and the corner of my mouth twitched in satis-
faction. Mark Irvine was interested in me, even if just for the length 
of a story about my crazy hometown. It was only week one, but I 
was pretty sure he already found me more interesting than he’d 
ever found Shauna Magwell- Moray. “Yes. American colonial times. 
In Colorado. It’s so stupid.” I rolled my eyes. “My hometown’s the 
worst. I got out the very first chance I had, and I’ve never looked 
back. So let the viewers believe I’m from Iowa or Philadelphia 
or whatever. Anywhere except that pathetic little town with its 
pathetic little people. As long as it’s all being sold by America’s 
freaking Ray of Sunshine, I’m sure they’ll keep buying it.”

“Cut the feed! Cut the feed!” Colton yelled from the back of the 
room, but his voice got closer quickly. “Go straight to the Sunup3 
buffer and tell Elena she’ll need to cover the seven extra seconds.”

I didn’t want to pull my eyes away from camera four, but I also 
instinctively knew the red light wasn’t going to come on.

“Colton, what’s— ”
He pointed at me to silence me. It worked like a charm. “Don’t 

talk,” he muttered, and then he yelled, “No one talk!” We all stared 
at him, not breathing, I’m pretty sure, as he raised his finger to his 
ear and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath, and then another, 
and then said softly, “Nicely done, Elena. I owe you one.” His eyes 
raised slowly until they met mine. “Some people owe you more 
than that.”

“Um . . . Colton?” the previously booming voice from the con-
trol room whimpered. “Bob wants to see you in his office.”

Colton sighed in response to his summons from the network 
president. “Yeah. On my way.”

BrynnandSebastianHateEachOther_1P.indd   25BrynnandSebastianHateEachOther_1P.indd   25 2/3/23   2:53 PM2/3/23   2:53 PM



BETHANY TURNER

26

Everything was moving in slow motion as the pieces finally 
began clicking into place. Cut the feed? There had been a feed? We 
had been . . . live?

The breath I had been holding released in a gust of words and 
angst and trembling. “But the light never came on. You told us to 
stick with four, and we were looking at four the whole time. You . . . 
someone . . . said thirty seconds, and there’s no way that was— ”

Colton’s head was hanging, and then it began shaking from 
side to side in that horrible, “I’m not mad, I’m just disappointed” 
way that is so much worse than being yelled at. “The whole day was 
a wreck. I told the control room to stick with four. As in the New 
York affiliate link— NY4. And thirty seconds was for Elena and 
Hayley. That’s when we went live. It wasn’t . . .” He sighed again. 
“That part wasn’t your fault. The day was a wreck.”

He turned away from us and faced the crew. “That’s on me, 
everyone. We’ll, um  .  .  .” He cleared his throat. “We’ll sort it 
out. The wreck’s on me.” He began walking toward the door but 
stopped just short of it. He spun on the heels of those Ferragamos 
one more time, but his entire demeanor had changed. Now he just 
looked like a dejected teenaged boy trying to fit into his dad’s fancy 
suit for prom. “Brynn?”

“Yeah?”
“I need you to wait for me in my office.”
I nodded. “Okay.”
My eyes followed Colton until the studio doors closed behind 

him, and then I turned to seek a little bit of consolation from the 
other half of the dynamic duo, but he was already off the stage and 
heading toward his dressing room. And there wasn’t a single set of 
eyes in the room that would meet mine.

Wham, bam, thanks for nothing, fam.
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C H A P T E R  2

BR Y NN

FRIDAY, MARCH 18
10:18 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time

The obnoxiously large grandfather clock in the corner of Colton’s 
office seemed to be losing time. It wasn’t, the reasonable side of me 
knew, but it sure seemed to be. The seconds were ticking on, slower 
and slower. I’d taken as long as I could getting unmic’d, changing 
my clothes, and cleaning my face, and still I’d been sitting, waiting, 
dreading, and absolutely losing my mind for thirty- five minutes.

You’d have thought my phone call with my agent would have 
killed more time, but it had basically consisted of Robyn saying, 
“Fix it!” over and over again in a voice vaguely reminiscent of a 
coyote yipping at a freight train, until she finally hung up with an 
emphatic “It’ll be fine.”

I still didn’t understand what had happened. Oh, I understood 
that I’d stepped into a pile of poo bigger than the one Mark had 
been teasing me about just over an hour earlier, but I was having a 
difficult time understanding how it had happened. One moment 
I’d been having a shallow- but- promising bonding moment with my 
cohost and had been at the top of my game. So near the pinnacle 
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of my industry. And the next, the security guard outside the studio 
was avoiding my eyes as he held the door for me.

“Hey, Brynn,” Colton greeted me wearily as he walked through 
the door of his office. “Sorry that took so long.” Before closing the 
door, he called out to his assistant, “Please hold my calls, Claudia.”

I’d startled when he entered, and my cell phone fell out of 
my shaky hands. I’d been holding it loosely, trying to muster up 
the courage to google myself and ultimately being too much of a 
coward.

“That’s fine.” Fine. Robyn probably hadn’t believed in the 
word when she used it any more than I did now. I reached down 
and grabbed my phone from the floor and stuffed it into my jeans 
pocket as I stood from the leather couch.

He sat on the other end and left plenty of room for me to sit 
back down and join him if I so chose. I did. I wasn’t sure how long 
my knees would last standing.

“Colton, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know we were live.” I rolled 
my eyes at myself. Yeah, I think that much was obvious. “I mean, I 
really thought you told us to stick with camera four . . . Not that 
I’m blaming you. I’m not. I just hope you know I never would have 
said what I said . . .” Again, obvious.

What wasn’t obvious, at least to me, was how much of what 
I said had made it to air. The only thing more frightening than 
what people were saying about me was what I had actually said. 
For about half a second I had comforted myself with the possibility 
that only the tail end had been broadcast before Colton cut the 
feed, but then I remembered that the tail end was the part where I 
essentially called our viewers gullible dimwits for believing I was a 
good person. There was no bright side here.

I cleared my throat. “Colton . . . how much of what I said— ”
“From Elena and Hayley’s thirty- second cue on.”
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I was pretty sure I was already sitting down, so why did it feel 
like I was falling?

“So when I said that stuff about twelve brain cells and forty 
bucks . . .”

“It was forty- two bucks, but yeah. Clear as a bell.”
In an instant, my legs catapulted me up from the couch just 

as my throat seized and the air I was attempting to breathe got 
caught somewhere between my throat and my lungs. I released a 
very undignified honking sound from my mouth— maybe from 
my nose . . . who could say?— and my eyes flew open in terror and 
panic. Maybe because I couldn’t breathe. Maybe because I’d just 
perfected the mating call of the Canadian goose. Or maybe, just 
maybe, because I’d known it was bad. Now I knew how nice just 
“bad” would have been.

“Hey, hey, hey.” Colton jumped up and flew over to me. He 
wrapped one arm around my shoulders and squeezed my arm. 
“Breathe. Come on. Nice and slow. In and out.” He began demon-
strating, and I was grateful. Turns out I’d forgotten how that was 
supposed to work. “In and out. That’s good. Keep going. In . . .” 
Deep breath in. “And out . . .” Deep breath out.

He repeated the process several more times for me, and I tried 
to focus on a framed photo of his family on the table in front of us 
as he patted my back gently. They were at Disney World. Colton’s 
wife and their three daughters, who looked to be preteens at the 
time, laughing at Colton, who was wearing one of those Goofy hats 
with the ears hanging low and two buckteeth protruding from the 
cap. The Epcot ball glistened behind them, but nothing else was 
happening in the picture.

Those laughs. That ridiculous smile on my boss’s face. It was 
all fueled by the five of them being together.

“I bet you’re a really good dad.” My voice was raspy, and my 
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breath ragged, but I felt like I was in control once again. Of breath-
ing, anyway.

He followed my eyes and then smiled as he patted me on the 
back one final time and pulled away. He guided me back to my spot 
on the couch and said, “I hope so.”

“How old are your daughters now?”
He sighed. “Skye is twenty- four, Roma is twenty- two, and 

Lizzie’s nineteen. She’s finishing up her first year at University of 
Southern California.”

I looked at him in surprise. Maybe because I hadn’t known— 
I’d certainly never bothered to ask— where his daughter was going 
to school. Maybe because I never would have suspected that a 
simple thing like the name of my alma mater would stabilize me 
and give me something to grab on to. “I went to USC.” My voice 
sounded deceptively normal once again.

“I know.” He chuckled. “And believe me, Lizzie certainly 
knows.”

My eyebrow quirked. “Why’s that?”
“She wants to be you. The only thing that has made me cool 

to her over the course of the past couple years is the fact that I 
know you.”

“Are you saying she’s going to USC because I went there?”
He shrugged. “Let’s just say it gave her one more in a compel-

ling list of reasons to move to the complete other side of the country 
rather than go to NYU or Columbia, as her mother and I would 
have preferred.” He grinned, and I was surprised to discover I didn’t 
detect any sadness in it. “She wants to be in television news, God 
help her. Paige and I couldn’t argue with the quality of the broad-
cast journalism program there, even if we wanted to.”

He crossed to the small refrigerator behind his desk and walked 
back with two bottles of water. He leaned forward and pushed one 
toward me on the table as he sat back down. I grabbed the bottle 
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and began greedily gulping and staring at the photo of Colton’s 
family. Lizzie Passik, whom I’d never met in my life, wanted to 
emulate my career path. Or at least she had, as of when her dad 
left for work that morning. Hoda Kotb had gone to Virginia Tech. 
Maybe they were still accepting enrollments there.

“What do I do now, Colton?”
He sighed and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. 

“I’m not exactly sure. I think I’ve got Bob convinced, at least for 
now, that we can’t fire you.”

My eyes flew open. “Bob wanted to fire me?”
He tilted his head and released a humorless chuckle. “Did you 

seriously not realize that would have to be an option on the table?”
Droplets clung to my lashes as I lowered my gaze and focused 

my eyes on my clenched hands, squeezing my knees. “I guess I 
hadn’t gotten that far yet.”

Fired. I’d never been fired in my life. In fact, I’d never left a 
single job I’d ever had for any reason other than to move onward 
and upward to a better opportunity. But there wasn’t a better 
opportunity in the entire industry for someone who got fired for 
cause from Sunup.

I sniffed. “Thanks for talking him out of it.”
“Trust me, it would be easier if we did fire you.” He released a 

heavy sigh. “But we’ve got too much invested.”
He didn’t have to explain what he meant by that. The last two 

months had been an endless barrage of photo shoots, interviews, 
appearances, and hype. Hype, hype, hype. The stars of every show 
on the network had recorded promos welcoming me to Sunup. 
Fashion designers from all over the world sent original creations in 
my size, vying to get me to wear their clothes on air. And Ben & 
Jerry’s had launched Sunup Sundae just the day before. My face was 
on a gazillion pints of ice cream. Yeah . . . a lot had been invested.

I implored him again. “Tell me what to do.”
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“Bob recommended I get Hayley to fill in for you for a while. 
Until we sort it all out.”

I liked Hayley Oswell. She had certainly always been nicer to 
me than Elena had been. Hayley was smart and personable and 
terrifically charismatic on- screen, and from what I had seen, she’d 
never used the fact that her daddy was the network president to get 
her out of the hard work. I had no doubt her day on the main couch 
would come. I’d imagined she’d sit there with me someday, once 
I replaced Mark in the top seat, and she and I would make up the 
first all- female seven o’clock couch in Sunup history. But it wasn’t 
her turn yet. And I couldn’t take a chance of getting lost in the fray 
during a particularly intense game of morning television leapfrog.

I cleared my throat and sat up straight. I didn’t even take time 
to wipe away any stray tears on my face. There was no more time 
to be wasted on any of that stuff.

“I’ll make it right, Colton. I’ll apologize. We’ll explain that the 
prompter was malfunctioning. That we were short- staffed and the 
wrong cue got piped into 2-A.” I nodded and took a final swig of 
my water before setting it on the table and standing up. Energy was 
suddenly coursing through my veins. Hope- fueled energy. “I mean, 
I know it was bad, but that was a lot to go wrong all at once. People 
will understand. Don’t you think?”

I nodded again, answering my own question as I lifted my 
thumb to my mouth and began chewing on my fingernail for the 
first time in twenty years or so. “Yeah. They’ll understand. I’m only 
human, after all. Who hasn’t said something they shouldn’t? Sure, 
I did it on a much grander scale, but— ”

“They won’t trust you. Don’t you see? That’s the problem. 
Now, whatever you say, they’ll just think it’s an act.”

I shook my head. “No, they won’t.”
“They will, Brynn. Because you just told them it was.”
Tears sprang to my eyes again, but I refused to let them fall this 

BrynnandSebastianHateEachOther_1P.indd   32BrynnandSebastianHateEachOther_1P.indd   32 2/3/23   2:53 PM2/3/23   2:53 PM



BRYNN AND SEBASTIAN HATE EACH OTHER

33

time. I blinked rapidly and turned away from him so I could fan 
my face with my hands. He was right, of course. He was absolutely 
right. No matter how insincere viewers now believed me to be, it 
was going to be nearly impossible to convince them that I hadn’t 
been completely truthful in that accidental moment. That moment 
when I told them I didn’t have the natural personality, warmth, 
and glow of a thousand suns (and that they were all stupid for ever 
believing that I did).

“Okay, then . . .” I turned back to face him. “There’s a way to 
make lemonade out of this situation. We can talk about the pres-
sures placed on successful women of my generation. On all women. 
Of any generation. Maybe I go away for a little while. Get some 
rest . . . do some work on myself . . .”

“What are you suggesting? That we send you to rehab?”
“Sure! I’m good with rehab!”
Colton chuckled again, and this time there did actually seem 

to be a bit of humor behind it. Yeah. This was all hilarious.
He pulled his phone from his pocket and quickly clicked 

around before reading aloud. “ ‘Does anyone else feel like they 
woke up this morning to discover what big teeth their granny has? 
At least the wolf was already in Granny’s house when Little Red 
Riding Hood got there. I guess we viewers are pathetic, like she 
said. We invited the wolf in. #firebrynncornell’ There are thou-
sands upon thousands of posts just like that. Or worse.” He sighed. 
“Brynn, if there’s a quick and easy fix here, I’m not seeing it. And 
I’m sure you understand that I can’t let you sit on that couch until 
this dies down. If this dies down.”

I looked down at my toes and muttered under my breath as the 
sting of tears and the pressure of keeping them from falling began 
to shoot bursts of pain through my head.

Colton leaned forward. “I’m sorry, what?”
I cleared my throat and tried to ignore the single tear that had 
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just landed on my canary- yellow Saint Laurent pumps. “I never said 
viewers were pathetic.”

Just my hometown.
And there it was. The problem. The solution. All wrapped up 

in 0.925 square miles of beautiful middle- of- nowhere. Adelaide 
Springs, Colorado—0.925 square miles I hadn’t stepped foot into 
for nearly twenty years; 0.925 square miles I’d sworn to never 
return to.

Resolve and refusal fought against each other as they each pul-
sated through my body, warming me and making me queasy, all at 
the same time. Warmth and queasiness. Yep. That was the dichot-
omy of home everyone hoped for.

“Do you mind if I . . . ?” Colton asked, a rectangular box in 
his hands and fatherly concern in his eyes, if I wasn’t mistaken. It 
was similar to the depth that had been evident in his eyes as he 
talked about his daughters. It was unlike anything I had ever seen 
in the eyes of adults in the home I grew up in. And in that moment, 
when my thoughts were stuck in memories void of parental love 
and kindness, it confused me.

“If you what? What’s that?”
“They’re called tissues, Brynn. Kleenex.” He pulled one from 

the top and held it out in front of him as he threw the box on 
the couch. “They’re really good for wiping tears. Blowing noses. 
Squashing the occasional spider. That sort of thing.” The left cor-
ner of his mouth rose as he dabbed the tissue on my cheek. “It’s just 
that right now you resemble a really creepy goth clown.” He pulled 
back the tissue to show me, and sure enough it had turned black— 
Tom Ford Ultra Raven, to be exact.

At least I was a creepy clown with impeccable taste in cosmet-
ics. And I was a creepy clown with a plan that I knew would work.

“Send me to my hometown, Colton.”
He was halfway to the trash bin with the mascara- smeared 
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tissue when he stopped in his tracks. He looked back over his shoul-
der at me. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re right. No one’s going to trust me. Those people— the 
ones saying I should be fired and that they never should have let me 
into their living rooms every morning— nothing I say will change 
their minds. But if they see that the people I insulted the most have 
forgiven me . . .”

He dropped the tissue into the trash and walked back to me. 
“But will they forgive you? The people in your hometown. Surely 
they won’t be super happy to see you after all this. Do you even 
know anyone there anymore? How long’s it been since you’ve 
been home?”

How many people could name every single person in their high 
school graduating class? Their middle names. The names of their 
parents. What they wanted to be when they grew up. Their favorite 
song. Their best subjects in school. Whether or not they’d had 
braces. What they liked on their pizza.

I could.
My senior class was made up of Addie Atwater, Laila Olivet, 

Wes Hobbes, Cole Kimball, and me. That was it. For the first 
seventeen years of my life, I’d known everything about each one 
of them. Laila and Cole had been best friends since birth, Addie 
and Wes had been in love nearly as long, and I was the fifth wheel. 
Except I wasn’t. We were a well- tuned five- wheeled machine, each 
wheel dependent on the others. They were my family. The only 
family I’d ever had, really.

And I hadn’t told a single one of them that I was leaving 
Adelaide Springs and never going back. I hadn’t spoken to a single 
one of them since.

Now, I didn’t know anything. I didn’t know if they still lived 
there, if they were married, if they had kids of their own. And 
statistics would lead us to believe at least one of them had to be 
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gluten- free or lactose intolerant, right? Did they even eat pizza 
anymore?

“It’s been a lifetime since I’ve been there. A literal lifetime. I 
don’t know who’s there now.”

They’d all had plans to get out and go on to bigger and better 
things, but that town had a way of sinking its teeth into you if 
you let it. It was like there was a window of opportunity, and if 
you didn’t leave when the window was open, you’d die there. The 
majority of people— the older generations— seemed perfectly fine 
with that. Why would they ever want to live or die anywhere else? 
The five of us had always wondered if the older people were differ-
ent from us or if they’d just missed their window and somewhere 
along the line forgotten they’d ever had different dreams. Is that 
what would become of us if we stuck around?

When my chance to get out came along, I hadn’t even turned 
back long enough to see if the window had closed behind me.

Colton took a deep breath and fell back onto the sofa. “I can’t 
deny it would make for good television, so I don’t think I’ll have 
any trouble selling it to Bob. But it’s risky, Brynn. For you, I mean. 
If it doesn’t work . . . If viewers don’t buy it . . .”

I nodded. “I know. That will be it.”
My mother— the woman who raised me, if that’s what you 

could call it— had predicted I would never amount to anything. 
That’s what she’d said, right? Over and over she’d drilled that into 
me. She’d been dead for a decade now, but there could be little 
doubt that her impact and reminders of a life I’d worked hard to 
forget would still linger there. In that town. In those people.

But she didn’t get the last word. She didn’t get to whisper “I 
told you so” or “I knew it” from beyond the grave.

I looked up and met his eyes, already making a mental list of 
all I needed to do to prepare. At the very top was swinging by the 
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Tom Ford store on Madison Avenue to see if Ultra Raven came in 
waterproof.

“Set it up, Colton. If I have to go back there in order to escape 
that town, once and for all, that’s what I’m going to do.”
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C H A P T E R  3

SEBAST IAN

FRIDAY, MARCH 18
8:45 a.m. Mountain Daylight Time

Sebastian Sudworth rolled out on his mechanic’s dolly from under-
neath Andi’s Dodge pickup truck with flourish, pushing his heel 
off of the cement at the last second to add in a 360-degree spin.

“You sure look like you know what you’re doing. That should 
count for something,” Andi teased.

“It really should,” Sebastian agreed. He stayed on his back and 
used his motor oil– covered hand as a visor as he squinted up at her, 
standing directly between him and the early- morning sun. “Having 
said that, I’d strongly recommend you have Roland swing by and 
double- check my handiwork.”

“Aww, Seb. Don’t worry.” She threw a towel at him as he stood. 
“I always do.”

He chuckled and wiped off his hands. Truth be told, he thought 
he was beginning to get the hang of the simple things— changing 
out fluids and filters, tightening gears, that sort of thing. Roland 
Cross was a good teacher. Andi Franklin was possibly an even bet-
ter one, if only because she let her student get his hands dirty.
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Adelaide Springs, Colorado, didn’t have any Uber or Lyft driv-
ers, but it had Valet Forge, the car fleet Andi had taken over when 
her husband died of cancer a few years prior. Well, it was gener-
ous to call a 2013 Jeep Wrangler, a 2016 Chevy Silverado, and a 
hideous orange- and- white 1974 Ford Bronco a fleet. Most of their 
passengers were tourists passing through, staying there just for the 
night and afraid to drive on the icy mountain roads after dark. 
Valet Forge employed one full- time driver: Fenton Norris. No one 
seemed to know exactly how old Fenton was, but Sebastian had 
noticed he could be counted on for a “When I was your age . . .” 
story no matter who he was talking to— from seven- year- old 
regional spelling bee champ Olive Morissey to seventy- something- 
year- old mayor Doc Atwater.

Neil Pinkton, fresh out of high school, manned the dispatch. 
Neil was saving up money for college, or maybe just to move to 
Denver and give city life a try, but Andi would love having him 
there for as long as it lasted. Before he went the way of the other 
few Adelaide Springs residents of his generation.

Sebastian picked up shifts a couple times a week— sometimes 
because Fenton was scheduled to have the night off and sometimes 
because Fenton forgot he was scheduled to work until after he’d 
had a couple of beers. Sebastian usually jumped at the chance. He 
enjoyed chatting with tourists, and it was fun to drive that ugly old 
Bronco. It was a classic, of course, and Sebastian’s go- to trick for 
experiencing adrenaline and comfort, all at once.

The pickup truck was Andi’s personal vehicle, and that 
morning was the first time she’d allowed Sebastian to try out his 
developing mechanic skills on it. He felt good about it. He’d feel 
even better when Andi made it safely home that night— in other 
words, when she didn’t go careening into an elk herd because 
Sebastian had unknowingly cut her brake line or something.

Yeah . . . it would be good for Roland to swing by. Just in case.
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“What’s on your agenda for today?” Andi asked him as he took 
a second to stretch his arms over his head and rotate his shoulders. 
“Heading back to the Bean? Coffee’s on me.”

The Bean Franklin. Andi’s other Revolutionary- pun- inspired 
enterprise.

“I can’t. Council meeting.”
He hadn’t meant to roll his eyes at the mention of that morn-

ing’s city council meeting, scheduled to begin at nine, but he hadn’t 
fought very hard to prevent it either. Andi’s laughter indicated his 
disdain had slipped through.

“Ah, yes. Today’s the big vote. How could I have forgotten?”
“Ha! Vote. As if the outcome isn’t already decided.”
“It’s going to be good for the town, Seb.” The laughter was still 

in her eyes, but there was a slight hint of lecture in her voice. “There 
are only a few weeks left of ski season, and Jo’s only had a guest or 
two at the inn every night. At most. What’s it going to look like 
once the season’s over? At least bringing back Township Days will 
get some tourists passing through again.”

Township Days. Sebastian didn’t understand how anyone 
in Adelaide Springs kept a straight face when they talked about 
Township Days. It was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard of in 
his life.

Apparently, in 1975 an advertisement had run in whatever 
the 1975 equivalent of AARP magazine was, promoting the big 
upcoming celebration happening in Adelaide Springs, Colorado. 
The big upcoming four- day celebration with Revolutionary War 
reenactments on Adelaide Battlefield— where Patriot militia had 
infamously been defeated by the British after failing to bring the 
gunpowder in out of the rain, of course. (It was early in the war. 
They got better.) It was worth celebrating, in 1975 and beyond, 
because the Massacre at Adelaide Battlefield availed the surviving 
members of the Fourth New Hampshire Regiment to provide their 
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assistance at the Battle of Bunker Hill. You know . . . any excuse 
for a parade and a carnival.

The problem, of course, was that the Massacre at Adelaide 
Battlefield had taken place in Adelaide Township, New Hampshire. 
Not in Adelaide Springs, Colorado. Obviously. Since Meriwether 
Lewis and William Clark would have still been toddling around in 
their colonial nappies at the time.

But when a tour bus of senior citizens back in 1975 showed up 
to check out the historically inaccurate absurdity, some particularly 
industrious citizens of Adelaide Springs— suffering from the eco-
nomic impact of the worst drought in thirty years— made the most 
of it. It was a ridiculous farce, but they sold it with aplomb for the 
length of an afternoon.

By the time the country was celebrating the bicentennial the 
following year, word had spread about the kitschy battle reenact-
ments and butter- churning expertise worthy of Mount Vernon 
happening in the Centennial State— so nicknamed because of its 
statehood that didn’t come along until one hundred years after the 
Declaration of Independence.

“But see, Andi, these aren’t the types of tourists we want.”
She crossed her arms and leaned her shoulder against the wall 

of the Valet Forge garage. “Why? Do these types of tourists not 
have money?”

Ah. That old chestnut.
It was the same argument that everyone in town threw at him 

when he voiced his objections. It was the argument that was going 
to result in the rest of the city council overruling him three- to- one 
in today’s vote.

He grinned and made his way to the sink beside her to wash his 
hands. And his arms. His neck, maybe? Good grief. Had he gotten 
any oil into the truck?

“Yes, they have money. And I know there’s something to be 
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said for an immediate influx of cash. I’m not downplaying that. 
Really.” He pumped a handful of the powder soap that always 
reminded him of elementary school and began scrubbing. “But that 
won’t last long. They’ll be here a day. Maybe two.”

“It’s a four- day festival, Seb.”
“Fine. They’ll be here four days. And then they’ll go home— ”
“And tell their friends about this adorable little mountain town 

that’s only forty- five miles from Telluride— ”
“Oh, come on! That’s as the crow flies, and you know it. It 

takes four hours to drive to Telluride.”
“And they’ll tell their friends that this little town had the best 

mountain views they’ve ever seen, and the best hospitality, and it 
would be a delightful scenic detour on a trip to Denver or Vegas 
or LA— ”

“See, that’s the thing. That’s not how it will get communicated.” 
He finished rinsing and grabbed a clean towel from the utility shelf. 
“They’ll tell their friends about all the times they got lost because 
the signs off the highway were outdated and unclear. They’ll talk 
about how they got stuck in the snow or mud or dust storm or elk 
migration, and by the time they got to Adelaide Springs, late at 
night, the two restaurants in town were closed. There was an inn, 
but by the time they got there, all the rooms were full.”

Andi guffawed. “Jo has nine rooms, you know. I’m pretty sure 
she’s never sold out.” She thought for a moment and then asked in 
earnest, “You really think the inn will be full?”

Still drying, he turned to face her and rested his hip against the 
sink. “I don’t know, Andi. And that’s sort of the point. We don’t 
know what to expect, and we don’t know if we’re prepared for it, 
and everyone wants to rush into this thing for September. It just 
makes no sense. We can’t act out of desperation and expect any-
thing better than a mess to clean up on the other side.”

She eyed him warily and appeared deep in thought, and he 
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began to feel hopeful that maybe he’d helped one person apply 
some logic to the situation.

After a few more seconds of silent staring, she shrugged. “If the 
inn is full, they can just drive on to the next town— ”

“Where they have fewer rooms than we do.”
“— or to Alamosa. They have plenty of chain hotels in Alamosa. 

And it’s an easy drive since it’s interstate almost the whole way.”
Why did no one ever realize that when they were arguing these 

same points with him, over and over, they were actually helping 
him prove his point?

“First of all, it’s more than forty miles of interstate, after driv-
ing on twenty miles of back roads just to get there. An hour out of 
the way is a big deal at the end of a long day. But more than that, 
is that really the first impression we want to give? If our answer for 
them is going to be to head to Alamosa, why didn’t we just encour-
age them to make reservations there in the first place?”

There was more he wanted to say. More that he had said, so 
many times.

His fellow city councilors— Doc Atwater, Josephine Stoddard, 
and William Kimball— hadn’t given much credence to any of his 
arguments. Of course he was pretty sure Old Man Kimball had 
a filter on his hearing aid that made the voices of anyone under 
sixty indecipherable, so there was no real way to tell what he really 
thought. Sebastian was convinced he just voted with the majority 
on every issue so he could get home sooner.

The young guy on the council, at forty, and certainly the new 
guy, at only a year and a half into his service as opposed to the 
rest of the council’s collective decades, Sebastian always felt like 
they were just humoring him by even letting him attend meetings. 
When the citizens of Adelaide Springs had unanimously elected 
him to fill the council seat vacated by Mabel Morris on the occasion 
of her eighty- sixth birthday, he’d taken it as a vote of confidence 
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and a desire to embrace progressive leadership. It didn’t take him 
long, however, to realize he’d unknowingly been campaigning for 
the Ignorance Is Bliss Party, unopposed by any staunch Better You 
Than Me Party candidates.

Maybe they hadn’t realized just how stubborn he could be. Of 
all the things Sebastian Sudworth could be accused of, he knew 
that “yes man” would never be among them. He’d become quite 
accustomed to sharing his viewpoint— about Township Days or 
anything else this town got stuck in a rut about— with anyone who 
would listen. Before, during, and after votes were cast.

They’d called him a hipster for trying to convince Jo Stoddard 
to start using an online reservation system— which, he feared, was 
going to be about as likely as convincing the Kardashians to live 
the rest of their lives off the grid. (He would never stop advocating 
for both of those things.) They called him a worrywart for insisting 
that before they even considered bringing back Township Days, 
they needed to figure out how— and if— they could pay for it. And 
he was pretty sure Old Man Kimball had called him a commu-
nist for suggesting it would be beneficial to conduct studies of the 
demographics of tourists they hoped to bring to Adelaide Springs 
rather than casting out the wide net based on niche hospitality data 
from the bicentennial. (Bill Kimball was also known to call Pat 
Sajak a communist when there were no vowels left in the puzzle, so 
he didn’t take that particular insult too personally.)

“Okay, then . . . tell me.” Andi walked past him and grabbed 
his down puffer coat from the hooks on the wall and tossed it 
to him, then pulled on her own similarly styled coat— in orange 
as opposed to Sebastian’s green. “Who’s the ideal tourist in your 
mind? Since apparently money’s not enough.”

He was grateful for the follow- up question. He rarely got that 
far in council meetings.

“We need tourists who would appreciate the beauty and the 
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serenity. There are people out there who are seeking the solitude we 
can offer. People who will find joy in the opportunity to disconnect 
and maybe even get lost for a few days. Stressed out businesspeople 
seeking inspiration. Families wanting to put down their devices 
for a day or two. And I know we need money coming into the 
town soon. Probably sooner than we can get new highway signs 
and better Wi- Fi in place. I get that. But we’ve got to find a way 
to let people know we exist— everything Adelaide Springs already 
has going for it, just as it is. We shouldn’t become something we’re 
not to attract people we don’t really want. The last thing we should 
want is to be a joke to people.”

“Hey.” She raised her hand in protest. “I remember Township 
Days from when I was a kid. Yes, it was a ridiculous fluke that 
started it, but it really turned into something special. It did attract 
families. It was a tradition for a lot of people. Everyone took 
part, doing reenactments, giving presentations, supporting local 
businesses— ”

“Andi, I’m not meaning to be insensitive about it. I’m not.” No 
matter how insensitive he was in the privacy of his own thoughts. 
“But what was the population then? A thousand? Fourteen 
hundred?”

“Something like that.”
“And now it’s 317. There are all of eight local businesses, and 

the same three or four families own them all. Who’s going to do 
all the work? Is Bill Kimball going to be out there with a musket? I 
would legitimately fear for our lives. Are Maxine and Mabel going 
to throw caution and rheumatoid arthritis to the wind and climb 
ten- foot ladders to hang up banners?”

With a chuckle Andi switched off the lights in the garage and 
motioned for him to exit through the overhead door. Once he had, 
she elbowed the control on the wall and followed out after him 
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as the door slowly lowered. They turned left and headed toward 
downtown.

“I hear you. I do. And there are people who agree with you.”
“Like who?”
She zipped up to her neck and then adjusted back down to her 

collarbone. “You know . . . Laila. Cole, certainly. Jake and Lucinda, 
I would guess. Me, sort of. Depending on the day. Um . . . Neil, 
probably.”

That was what he figured. His viewpoint had the complacent 
support of the few adult citizens of Adelaide Springs who’d been 
born after the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Sebastian sighed. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter. Not as it 
pertains to today’s vote, anyway.”

“Maybe they’ll surprise you.” She laughed at the skepticism on 
his face and amended her statement. “Maybe Doc will surprise you. 
Common sense tends to ultimately rule the day with Doc.”

There was truth— and hope— in that, if nothing else.
He hadn’t zipped up as they exited the garage, and a whip of 

frigid wind rushing up Main Street reminded him of his negli-
gence. “Maybe.”

He glanced down at his watch. Eight fifty- four. The city coun-
cil meeting was to begin in six minutes, but considering that he 
could look a few feet down the sidewalk and see both Jo’s old Range 
Rover and Doc’s ’76 Chevy— affectionately named Beulah— still 
parked in front of the Bean Franklin, he knew he didn’t have to 
rush. They kept walking side by side at a leisurely pace. Leisurely. 
The official speed of Adelaide Springs. There were moments when 
he almost felt like he had acclimated to it.

“I love this town, Andi. This town . . .” How could he even 
begin to sum up his feelings for the town and the people in it?

“I know,” she responded lightly with a compassionate smile.
“How can . . .” He cleared his throat, hoping his voice would 
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then come out stronger. It didn’t work. “How can I stand by and 
do nothing as the wrong decisions are made? Everyone’s too busy 
living in the past or, at best, living in today. We need to be prepar-
ing for the future— making sure there is a future.”

“No one could ever accuse you of standing by and doing noth-
ing. Waxing philosophical a little too often . . .” She smirked at him 
with affection. “Now that’s a fair accusation.”

Andi’s smile and Sebastian’s eyebrows, peeking up over the 
collar that had become his barricade against the persistent wind, 
communicated the same things. Humor. Understanding. Gratitude.

There was a tap from the other side of the picture window of 
the Bean Franklin, just as they arrived in front of it, and Andi and 
Sebastian both turned to see Laila motioning for them to come 
inside.

The Bean was a reliable hub for early- morning activity. You 
would consistently find seven or eight tables of two to four people 
each, and Laila or Andi took care of them all just as quickly as 
they could, but most of the patrons wouldn’t have noticed if they 
were ignored altogether. When they needed a refill, they’d step 
behind the counter and get it. If they needed another pastry, they’d 
grab it from the display and jot it down in the black- and- white 
composition notebook Andi used to track inventory. And of course 
whenever they got up for more coffee or more food, the conversa-
tions continued. They’d cross the creaky wood floor, calling over 
their shoulders to their breakfast companions— and, really, the 
room at large— sometimes asking if anyone needed anything while 
they were up, but mostly just carrying on with whatever they’d 
been saying while they were sitting.

It looked a little different in there this morning. Doc Atwater 
was standing against the far wall with a phone to his ear, and 
everyone else was huddled around the nineteen- inch television on 
the Bean’s counter. Sebastian could have been staring at an artist’s 

BrynnandSebastianHateEachOther_1P.indd   47BrynnandSebastianHateEachOther_1P.indd   47 2/3/23   2:53 PM2/3/23   2:53 PM



BETHANY TURNER

48

rendering. Apart from Laila motioning with urgency, life had 
become so still. With their huddled backs to him, he couldn’t see 
what had grabbed their attention, but he instinctively knew it was 
something that mattered.

Peter Parker had his Spidey- Sense and Haley Joel Osment saw 
dead people, but Sebastian Sudworth’s sixth sense was an awareness 
of news in the making.

Andi sighed, blissfully oblivious to the change in the air. 
“Coffeepot’s probably acting up again.” She stepped onto the land-
ing and opened the door. “Sure you won’t come in for a minute? 
Looks like the rest of the council’s still here.”

“Nah. I’m going to head on over. I need a few minutes to brush 
up on recipes with ham hock and molasses . . . or whatever colonists 
ate. Presumably we’ll have some venison food trucks set up?”

She rolled her eyes and laughed, and he smiled and waved 
goodbye. Then he used the three- block walk to the school to 
remind himself it was okay that he wasn’t the first to know. It was 
okay to wait a few minutes to find out what was happening in the 
world. It was okay that he still had to chew on his lip and ball up 
his fists and rail against his instincts to be at the center of whatever 
was causing the huddled mass. He’d made progress. This was pro-
gress. A few more minutes of waiting wouldn’t kill him. It would 
be good for him, in fact. That wasn’t his life anymore.

And maybe, someday, his blood pressure wouldn’t spike and 
his pulse wouldn’t quicken in contradiction to that fact.
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