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      The notification beeped—again. She'd been about to close her laptop but stopped herself. Lotty Hernandez made the mistake of opening the message: Patient follow-up required: Maria Santos, anxiety management. Her jaw tightened before she could stop it. She'd already logged twelve hours today, most of them spent watching tiny squares of faces, each one pinched with worry. They worried about their illness, the cost of treatment, their voices crackling through cheap laptop speakers, all of them asking her to fix what couldn't be fixed and to do it through a screen.

      Lotty sat on her half of the sectional sofa while Michael sat on his, a huge beige continent between them, each occupying their territory with the indifference of longtime roommates, no longer lovers or partners.

      The living room buzzed with the background noise of the TV, a typical evening in the suburbs of Dallas, Texas. Outside, Lotty could hear a humming, the sound of garage doors opening and closing, men and women returning from work to houses where they'd spend the evening watching Netflix or scrolling on their phones.

      She reached for her tea mug without looking. It was cold. The cup had gone room temperature hours ago, sometime between Floyd's panic attack, patient three, and the medication adjustment for Sara, patient seven.

      Lotty held the cup anyway, letting the chill seep through her palms, another small disappointment in a day full of them. The chamomile she'd brewed with such hope at four had become another abandoned gesture, joining the stack of medical journals she'd bought but never read, the exercise bike in the guest room that served as an expensive clothing rack, and the vitamins she forgot to take until she was already lying in bed wondering where the day had gone.

      "You done for the night?" Michael asked from his corner of the sectional, not lifting his eyes from his phone, the blue glow painting his features. Lotty looked at him—this man she'd once found handsome and charming. Now his face was just another familiar object, like the couch: present, unremarkable. He kept scrolling without looking up.

      "Almost." Lotty minimized the patient portal, the files disappearing until tomorrow when they'd resurface with fresh anxieties. She opened her personal phone, muscle memory carrying her thumb to Instagram. The algorithm served up its usual feast: staged dinners, filtered sunsets, wellness quotes in looping fonts that promised transformation through proper mindset. She scrolled past a former colleague's marathon photos, gleaming teeth and inspirational hashtags, past a high school friend's vacation slideshow documenting every meal and sunset in Cabo, past seventeen variations of the same motivational message about choosing joy, as if joy were a menu item you could order with enough positive thinking.

      These people she'd known, worked with, gone to school with, all of them performing happiness with the dedication of method actors. Or maybe they weren't performing. Maybe they'd figured out the secret she kept missing, the way to transform an ordinary Wednesday evening into something worth sharing.

      Michael shifted on his end of the sofa, the cushion creaking under his weight. He'd changed out of his work clothes into the gray joggers and faded college t-shirt that he seemed to wear every night. The television continued to murmur in the background, some talking head analyzing the potential trade of some big-league pitcher. She couldn't have cared less.

      "Something's sticky by the sink," Michael said, his tone indicating that it was her problem to solve. "And I think we're out of clean forks." His attention drifted back to his phone as if the information had been delivered to the appropriate department.

      Lotty nodded, the familiar weight of unspoken expectations settling on her shoulders. She could imagine the sticky spot from here, probably from where he'd dripped honey into his tea this morning and walked away. The fork situation was no mystery either. He'd used the last clean one at lunch, left it in the sink, and now presented the shortage as a household crisis that had materialized on its own rather than one he'd created.

      She kept scrolling, her thumb moving without thought. A food blogger's perfect avocado toast. A wellness coach's morning routine. A lifestyle influencer's closet organization system. Each image a small promise that life could be curated into something beautiful, that the right filter could transform the mundane into the meaningful.

      Then the ad appeared without warning.

      Villa Loratu — Your Sanctuary Awaits

      The image stopped her scrolling finger mid-swipe. Golden light spilled across terracotta tiles, illuminating a garden thick with greenery that looked nothing like the drought-resistant landscaping of her subdivision. Lemon trees heavy with fruit, their branches reaching toward a sky so blue it seemed artificial. A wooden table set for one, a wine glass catching the afternoon sun as if it was waiting for her to arrive.

      Here, in her climate-controlled suburban fortress, darkness pressed against every window. The house smelled of reheated takeout from lunch and a mustiness, like laundry left too long in the machine. The dishwasher hummed and the refrigerator cycled on. The TV announcer continued to babble, and Michael's phone—he'd moved on to some game now—played tinny arcade music, constant bursts of ding, ding, ding as he racked up a meaningless score.

      But there, in that small square of light on her phone, Lotty saw silence so profound she could almost taste it.

      She clicked on the listing before she could even think about it. More photos bloomed across her screen: a kitchen with hand-painted tiles in blues and yellows that spoke of sun and sky, bedrooms with shuttered windows that promised afternoon naps, a terrace overlooking mountains in one direction and the sea in the other. The description was sparse: restored castle in the Basque hills of Spain. Sleeps eight. Garden, privacy, peace, a brief funicular ride from the beach.

      Peace. The word sat in her chest like a prayer.

      "What's that?" Michael's voice made her jump. He hadn't moved, but his attention had shifted, some peripheral awareness alerting him to her stillness.

      "Nothing. Just an ad." She started to scroll past, then stopped. Her finger hovered over the image, tracing the edge of the screen. "A rental house. In Spain."

      "Spain?" Now he looked up, eyebrows raised in the expression she'd learned to read as mild bewilderment at her unpredictability. "You planning a trip I don't know about?"

      The question held no curiosity, only the faint exasperation of a man who'd been married long enough to recognize his wife's flights of fancy. She'd done this before—bookmarked apartments in Prague, saved articles about writing retreats in Tuscany, researched cooking classes in Thailand. Michael had learned to wait them out like bad weather. They were dreams, nothing more. Just a little hope that allowed her to get up the next morning and do it all over again.

      "No, I just. . . ." She scrolled through more photos. A stone pathway bordered by lavender. A hammock strung between olive trees. A view of the ocean and bay that stretched to the horizon without interruption. "It's beautiful."

      "Mmm." He'd already returned to his phone. He'd heard her speak and tuned her out in the same motion.

      Lotty studied the listing details. April availability. Quiet location. No parties, no smoking, no pets. The rules were minimal, the expectations reasonable. So different from her daily existence of managing everyone else's emergencies while her own needs accumulated like unpaid bills.

      Her work phone buzzed again. Maria Santos, still waiting. Lotty glanced at the patient queue—four more follow-ups, two medication adjustments, a crisis intake that would require careful documentation. Each one a small emergency, a life temporarily held together by her voice through a speaker, her reassurances transmitted through fiber optic cables to strangers who needed her available at any hour, however little she had left to give.

      She looked back at the villa. The lemon tree seemed to shimmer in the sunlight, vivid against the gray sameness of her evening routine. When was the last time she'd sat in sunlight without checking her phone? When had she last felt silence that wasn't just the absence of sound but the presence of peace?

      On her screen, the calendar view showed April stretching ahead like a blank page. Her work schedule was flexible, theoretically. She could take time off. She had vacation days, benefits she'd earned but never used. Something in her chest lifted, then clenched, as if the idea itself were dangerous.

      Michael cleared his throat without looking up. "The trash needs to go out tonight. Pickup's early tomorrow."

      Of course it did. She'd put it out every Wednesday for eight years, the same way she loaded the dishwasher every day after lunch and wiped down the counters and made sure there was coffee or tea ready for his morning routine. The same way she changed the soap in the shower when it was nothing but a nub and put new rolls of toilet paper on the holder when the old roll ran out. The invisible labor that kept their life running smoothly. Michael only noticed it when she forgot to do something he took for granted.

      "I'll get it," she said—the words out before she could stop them.

      But her thumb stayed on the villa listing, scrolling through photos of rooms filled with light, terraces set for meals that would be savored instead of rushed, gardens where time moved differently. She tried to imagine herself in that space, sitting at that wooden table with nowhere to be and no one to manage. And by no one, she mostly meant Michael. She may have gotten fed up with her clients, but they, at least, really needed help. Michael was just useless and had taken the work she did around the house and for him for granted for so long that he probably wouldn't last a week without her.

      Her work phone buzzed again. Then again. The evening rush of patient needs, all the anxiety and depression and crisis that couldn't wait for business hours. She'd built her career on being available, on being the steady presence that others could depend on. But who did she depend on? Who held space for her to fall apart?

      She touched the bookmark icon.

      The app made a soft chiming sound, different from her work notifications, sweeter somehow. The villa disappeared into her saved folder, joining dozens of other might-have-beens: the yoga retreat she'd never booked, the art class she'd never taken, the thousand small escapes she'd collected and abandoned because who had time?

      But this felt different. This felt like light breaking through water, like the first crack in ice that signals spring's arrival on a frozen pond.

      "I'm going to take the trash out," she said, standing up. Her tea mug sat forgotten on the coffee table, a perfect ring of condensation marking another evening that would blur into all the others.

      Michael grunted acknowledgment, his thumb still moving across his screen, the dinging still looping.

      In the kitchen, Lotty found the sticky spot exactly where she'd expected it, a golden smear of honey that had been waiting all day for her to notice. She dampened a paper towel and wiped it clean, then unloaded the dishwasher, putting all the clean forks back in the drawer where Michael could work through them again.

      Then she began to reload the dishwasher with the day's accumulation of Michael's messes: the mug abandoned on the counter, the cereal bowl left by the sink, the knife still sticky with peanut butter from his afternoon snack. Each item told the story of a man who moved through their shared space leaving a trail for someone else to follow and clean.

      Her phone glowed on the counter beside her, her thoughts returning to the villa waiting in her bookmarks with its impossible promise of silence and sunlight. She stared at her phone until her eyes watered. She imagined herself in that garden, under that endless sky, with no one expecting her to fix things, or clean things, or do anything that would make their life easier or better. For once, she imagined thinking only of her own needs.

      Lotty knew that the smart thing would be to turn off her phone, go back to her computer and the patient portal and answer Maria's message, to take out the trash, to wipe down whatever else he'd left by the sink, and then to follow Michael upstairs to their king-sized bed where they'd sleep without touching, separated by the careful distance of two people who'd learned not to talk too much to each other. Tomorrow would arrive with its queue of worried faces, its parade of small crises that she'd absorb and process and file away, keeping everyone else's anxiety neatly contained while her own spread through her chest like a grassfire.

      But she didn't move to take out the trash. Instead, she opened Instagram, went to her saves, and looked at the pictures of the villa again. And for the first time in months, something that wasn't quite hope but might become hope began to unfurl in the space between her ribs, fragile as new growth, stubborn as weeds pushing through concrete.

      Outside, Dallas hummed its familiar song of traffic and air conditioning. The garbage truck would come at dawn, the same route it had followed for years. Michael would wake at six-thirty and expect coffee to be ready. Her patients would appear on her screen with their needs and fears, trusting her to hold their pain without her drowning in it.

      But in her palm, the villa waited, patient, bright. There existed a place where she could sit in silence without anyone needing her to be anything other than exactly who she was.

      Her computer pinged again, then again. The sound that had once felt like purpose now felt like shackles.

      She didn't go to it. Instead, she hovered over the pictures of the villa.
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      Rose Nguyen stared at the frozen frame on her laptop screen, her face mid-gesture, mouth open, one hand raised as if caught in the act of explaining something important. The timestamp read 14:37, meaning she'd been editing this same thirty-second segment for over two hours. Her "comeback" video, three months in the making, sat at seventeen minutes of polished nothing.

      She clicked play again. Her recorded voice filled the Austin condo with a practiced warmth: "I want to talk about authenticity, about showing up as your whole self even when it's uncomfortable..." The words felt like stones in her mouth, each syllable measured for maximum relatability. She'd reshot this introduction twelve times, adjusting the lighting, the angle, the way she tilted her head to portray vulnerability without appearing weak.

      A video about authenticity, engineered to within an inch of its life.

      Rose hit pause and leaned back in her chair, the ergonomic monstrosity she'd bought after her follower count hit six figures. Everything in her home office reflected the same studied intention: the ring light positioned to catch her cheekbones and make them look more dramatic, a backdrop of succulents and inspirational books arranged to suggest she was deep but not messy.

      Her phone, set on the glass surface of her desk, buzzed—another notification in the endless stream that had replaced what used to be her life. She glanced at the lock screen. Thirty-seven new Instagram comments, fourteen LinkedIn messages, five sponsor inquiries that her manager had already flagged as probably worthless given her current situation.

      The situation. That's what everyone called it now, as if giving it a neutral name would strip away the humiliation.

      Three months ago, Rose had posted a meditation series sponsored by a wellness company whose CEO was arrested for tax fraud two days later. Not her fault, her lawyers assured her. But the internet didn't care about fault. They cared about the screenshot someone had captured of her laughing at a company party, champagne flute raised, sitting next to the man who'd stolen millions from investors while selling meditation apps to people struggling to afford mental health therapy.

      The comments had been swift and merciless. "Fake guru." "Privileged wellness influencer doesn't care who gets hurt as long as she gets paid." "This is why I don't trust anyone selling enlightenment."

      They weren't all wrong. That was the part that made her skin crawl every time she tried to craft a response.

      Rose opened her email, the daily masochism that had become her routine. Her manager had sent the morning report: three more sponsorships terminated, two speaking engagements canceled, one podcast interview "postponed indefinitely." The numbers told their own story. Her engagement rate had dropped 40 percent. Her course sales had flatlined. The book deal she'd been negotiating had disappeared.

      She scrolled through emails from sponsors with apologetic language about "brand alignment" and "changing priorities." Translation: you're toxic now, and we can't be associated with toxic. Even the organic tea company that had been courting her for months had sent a form letter rejection.

      Her inbox held 247 unread messages, most of them either hate mail or pitches from crisis management firms promising to "rehabilitate her image" for astronomical fees. She'd hired one for exactly three weeks before firing them when they suggested she post a photo of herself volunteering at a homeless shelter. "Authentic community engagement," they'd called it. "Performative damage control," she'd replied before walking out of their thirty-first floor conference room.

      The DM notification popped up in the corner of her screen, just another piece of digital debris in the wreckage of her online presence. She almost dismissed it—her DMs had become a wasteland of trolls and opportunists—but something about the preview text made her pause.

      You probably don't remember me...

      She clicked it open.

      Hi Rose, you probably don't remember me, but we met at the women's retreat in Marble Falls about four years ago. I was the nurse who kept making tea for everyone. Anyway, this is going to sound crazy, but would you be interested in running away? I found this place in Spain, and I keep thinking about it, and I keep thinking about women who might need to disappear for a while. I can't afford it on my own, but maybe if two or three of us pitch in together we can rent it for a month? Maybe I'm projecting. Maybe I'm having a breakdown. But if you're interested... do you want to run away?

      Rose stared at the message, her coffee growing cold in a mug emblazoned with her own logo, a lotus flower floating on water, designed by a branding agency that had charged her more than most people made in a month.

      Lotty. She did remember the quiet woman with kind eyes who'd seemed always in motion, refilling water pitchers and checking that everyone had enough towels. Rose had been leading a session on "Authentic Self-Expression" (the irony burned even then) when she'd noticed Lotty in the back row, listening, not waiting for her turn to speak like so many workshop attendees.

      After the session, Lotty had approached her with questions about managing anxiety, about finding peace in chaos. Not networking questions. Not requests for free advice disguised as admiration. Just human curiosity from someone who seemed to give a damn about the answers.

      They'd talked over lunch about the gap between knowing what you needed and claiming it. Rose remembered feeling exposed during that conversation, as if Lotty could see through the constructed persona to the exhausted woman underneath. Most people at those retreats wanted to touch the brand, to get close enough to the success story to absorb some of its shine. Lotty had seemed interested in the person.

      She clicked on Lotty's profile. Sparse. A few photos of gardens and sunsets, nothing that screamed for attention or approval. Her bio read: "Nurse. Human. Still figuring it out." No follower count visible, no curated aesthetic designed to sell anything.

      Rose found herself clicking back to the message, reading it again. “Do you want to run away?”

      Something tightened under her ribs. When was the last time someone had asked her what she wanted, rather than telling her what she should want? Her manager wanted her to post apology content. Her remaining sponsors wanted her to pretend nothing had happened. Her family wanted her to get a "real job" and stop embarrassing them. The internet wanted her to disappear or perform some kind of penance to earn forgiveness.

      But what did she want?

      She opened a new browser tab and clicked the link Lotty had included. A villa materialized on her screen, all golden light and weathered stone. The images felt like a different planet from her air-conditioned office of pretend calm. The villa had rooms with windows that opened. A kitchen that looked lived-in rather than staged for a shoot. A garden where things grew wild.

      Villa Loratu — Your Sanctuary Awaits

      She read the tagline twice. Everything was a sanctuary these days, every product a pathway to enlightenment, every experience a chance for transformation. She'd built her career on that language, on promising people that the right combination of mindfulness and merchandise could deliver the inner peace that eluded them in their regular lives.

      But looking at these photos, she felt something she hadn't experienced in months. Not the sharp hunger for content or the automatic calculation of how this could be leveraged. Just... longing. Plain, uncomplicated longing for a place where she could exist without performing.

      Her phone buzzed. A text from her manager: "How's the video coming? We really need to get something posted this week. The silence is killing us."

      Rose stared at the message, then at her laptop screen where her frozen face still waited mid-explanation. She thought about the twelve takes, the calculated vulnerability, the way she'd modulated her voice to hit the precise frequency of relatability that focus groups had identified as most trustworthy.

      She thought about the last time she'd said something true without first measuring its impact.

      Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Every rule of personal branding said to ignore the message, to focus on the damage control in front of her, to stick to the strategic plan her team had developed for rehabilitating her image.

      But what was authentic about any of it? How long could she keep lying? To her followers? And worse, to herself?

      She started typing before she could stop herself.

      Lotty, I do remember you. You made the best tea. And yes, this sounds completely insane but tell me more about running away.

      She hit send before she could talk herself out of it.

      The response came faster than she'd expected.

      Villa Loratu is in the hills above San Sebastián, Spain. I'm not sure what I'm doing suggesting I need to run away, but I'm sure I need to. There's something about the light in these photos that makes me think I might remember who I used to be before I became so good at managing everyone else's feelings and needs.

      Rose found herself smiling and meant it. There was something honest about Lotty's response—no angle, no audience.

      She scrolled through more photos of the villa. A terrace overlooking mountains, the sea just visible in the corner of the photo. A hammock strung between trees. A wooden table, a comfortable chair made for reading a real book, not social media posts.

      When was the last time she'd had a conversation that wasn't somehow related to her brand? When had she last expressed an opinion that hadn't been focus-grouped first? She'd spent so many years polishing the perfect version of herself that she wasn't sure the real one still existed.

      Her laptop screen had gone dark, her reflection staring back from the black surface. Without the ring light, without the angles, she looked tired. Older than her thirty-three years. Her skin showed the stress she'd been hiding under expensive concealer.

      She clicked refresh on her email. More cancellations. More angry messages from followers who felt betrayed by her association with the scandal. More opportunities evaporating because her name had become synonymous with everything wrong with the wellness industry.

      The truth was, she'd lost track of the line between sharing wisdom and selling a lifestyle. Somewhere between her first sponsored post and her hundredth meditation video, she'd stopped asking whether what she promoted helped people and started asking whether it would help her metrics.

      The villa photos glowed on her screen. Here was a place that wasn't asking anything of her, wasn't demanding content or engagement or strategic authenticity. Just space. Just silence. Just the possibility of existing without an audience.

      Rose opened her calendar, the color-coded grid that had ruled her life for years. April showed a few remaining commitments, virtual speaking engagements she could cancel, content deadlines that no longer mattered since no one wanted what she made. For the first time in her adult life, her schedule had white space. Unwanted, unplanned, but there.

      She could go. That was the terrifying, exhilarating reality. She had no book to promote, no sponsorships to maintain, no audience expecting the next post. The scandal had freed her from all the obligations she'd spent years building.

      Her phone buzzed again. Another text from her manager: "Seriously, we need to maintain momentum. What about a video addressing the situation directly? Show vulnerability but not victimhood. I have some talking points."

      Rose stared at the message, then at the villa listing, then at her reflection in the laptop screen. She could try to rebuild her brand. She could try to craft a comeback narrative about learning and growing and becoming more authentic through adversity. She could try to turn this disaster into content, this pain into a product, this crisis into a brand opportunity.

      Or she could disappear.

      The cursor blinked in the message box, waiting for her response to Lotty. Waiting for her to choose between the safe path of strategy and work and the terrifying possibility of stepping outside the system she'd built her identity around.

      Rose began typing.

      I've spent three years telling people how to find themselves, and I just realized I have no idea who I am when no one's watching. Yes. Let's run away. Send me the details. Do you have other women in mind?

      She hit send before she could calculate the consequences. For the first time in months, she'd said something true. It felt like stepping off a cliff and discovering she could fly.
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      Caroline Nagle sat cross-legged on the floor of her suite at the George V, a thousand-dollar-a-night room. Her room-service sandwich sat congealing beside her; the turkey and brie had tasted like cardboard twenty minutes ago. Now it tasted like expensive cardboard. She picked at the fries. They'd gone soggy and limp.

      The hotel room stretched around her like a museum exhibit: "Famous American Actress in Hiding, Circa 2025." Gilt-framed mirrors reflecting her image. Caroline in a white terry cloth robe, Caroline with unwashed hair twisted into a knot, Caroline surrounded by the debris of three days spent avoiding the world outside these walls. Room service trays stacked beside the door. Champagne bottles that had seemed like a good idea at midnight. Clothes she'd worn to press events scattered across Louis XVI furniture.

      Through the double-paned windows, Paris went about its evening—traffic, voices, the blur of the avenue below. The soundproofing was so complete that the city might have been a movie on a silent screen, beautiful and far away.

      Her phone lay face-down on the floor. She was ignoring it, though she could feel it there, radiating the weight of seventeen missed calls from Victor, her agent, forty-three unread text messages, and God knew how many emails marked "URGENT."

      The Cannes Film Festival was in three weeks. She was supposed to be promoting the indie film that had earned her an Oscar nomination, the project that had convinced everyone, including herself, that she was more than just the face of a teen supernatural series that had ended two years ago but continued to define her in ways she couldn't seem to outrun. The film was good. She'd been good in it. But standing on red carpets talking about her "craft" and her "journey" while photographers shouted her name felt like performance art she'd never consented to.

      The knock on her door came at nine PM, the same time it had come for the past three nights. Room service, collecting the detritus of another day spent in voluntary exile. She didn't answer. Eventually she heard the soft click of a key card and the French of hotel staff trained to expect celebrity breakdowns.

      Caroline pulled the robe tighter and opened her laptop. Her Instagram showed 847 new tagged photos from the premiere she'd skipped, all of them featuring other people smiling on command. Her mentions were the usual mix of adoration and criticism, fans declaring their love and trolls questioning her commitment to her career, all of them acting as if they owned pieces of her.

      She closed Instagram and opened her email, another act of digital self-harm. Victor's messages had progressed from concerned to annoyed to what she recognized as his particular brand of manipulative panic. "Caroline, I don't know what's going on, but we need to talk. You're bigger than this. Don't let a bad day become a bad career."

      A bad day. As if her growing inability to leave the hotel room without feeling like she was suffocating could be reduced to a mood swing that would pass if she just managed it.

      The DM notification popped up from an account she almost didn't recognize. Rose Nguyen. She remembered Rose from a breast cancer fundraiser last year, one of those wellness-industry galas where celebrities were invited to lend their faces to causes that looked good on social media. Rose had been leading a meditation session that Caroline had attended mostly to avoid the networking portion of the evening, where everyone wanted to talk about "synergies" and "authentic partnerships" while servers circulated with organic wine and conversations that were sales pitches in disguise.

      Rose had seemed genuine in a way that was rare at those events. She'd spoken about anxiety without making it sound like a lifestyle choice, about finding quiet in chaos without promising that twenty minutes of breathing exercises could solve systemic problems. Caroline had appreciated that Rose didn't try to recruit her into anything or ask for a social media collaboration. They'd exchanged numbers but never used them.

      Now Rose was messaging her.

      Caroline clicked the message open, curiosity overriding her recent policy of avoiding human contact.

      Hey Caroline, I hope you remember me from the breast cancer fundraiser last year. I know this is going to sound insane, but a couple of us women are thinking about renting a villa in Spain for April. Getting away from everything for a while. I don't know if you're in a place where that sounds appealing, but if you are, let me know. No cameras, no agenda. Just space to breathe.

      Attached was a link to a rental listing: a stone house set in green hills, nothing like any place Caroline had ever stayed. No infinity pool, no wine cellar, no angle staged for a lens. Just a house in a wild landscape.

      Caroline clicked through the photos the way she read a location scout's portfolio—looking for the trick, the flattering lie. She didn't find one. The light was wrong for glamour: low and gold and full of shadow, the kind a cinematographer would fight for and a publicist would hate. A kitchen with mismatched dishes and herbs in terra cotta pots, none of it arranged. Windows thrown open onto mountains and sky, and in not one frame a security camera, a long lens, or a stranger angling a phone toward the subject. Nobody in these rooms was being watched. She could tell at a glance; she'd spent her whole life learning the difference.

      Anonymity. She hadn't let herself want it in years. When was the last time she'd gone somewhere no one knew her name? Not since she was seventeen, when she'd landed the role that launched her into a fame that ate at her a little more each year.

      She thought about Spain. About disappearing until the entertainment blogs ran out of paparazzi photos to recycle. About waking up somewhere her face wasn't on magazine covers in every checkout line, where her dating life wasn't dissected by strangers, where she could walk down a street without calculating escape routes.

      But there was a catch. There was always a catch.

      A couple of us. That meant other people. People who would want to talk about why they were running away, who would expect her to share and connect and be vulnerable in all the ways her agent called "authentic" but that felt like another kind of performance. People who might recognize her, who might want something from her, who might post about their retreat with a famous actress even if they promised not to.

      Caroline's finger hovered over the keyboard. Every instinct told her to decline and return to her marble cave, where room service appeared without conversation and she could live inside the strange safety of expensive isolation. But something about the photos held her—the way the light fell across worn stone, the quiet that came off the images.

      She started typing.

      Rose, I remember you. The meditation session was the only part of that night that didn't feel like work. This sounds... nice. But I need you to know that I'm not in a talking place right now. If I come, I need it to be okay that I might not be good company. I might not be any company at all.

      She deleted the message and started again.

      I'm interested. But I can't do group therapy disguised as vacation. I can't do sharing circles or heart-to-hearts or whatever. If I come, I need it to be okay that I might just exist without contributing to anyone else's journey.

      Delete. Start again.

      This is going to sound awful, but if I say yes, can I not talk? I know how that sounds. But I'm so tired of words. I'm tired of having opinions about things, tired of being asked how I feel about everything, tired of my voice being recorded and quoted and analyzed. I just want to be somewhere for a while with no expectations.

      She read the message three times, cringing at how it revealed more than she'd intended. But it was honest, and Rose had seemed like someone who might understand the difference between honesty and publicity.

      Caroline hit send before she could revise it into something more palatable.

      Rose answered almost at once.

      You don't have to talk. You don't have to be on for anyone. I think we're all tired of performing. Maybe quiet is the whole point.

      Caroline read it twice. Her shoulders came down from around her ears. When was the last time someone had offered her permission to be difficult? People wanted her charming, accessible, grateful for opportunities, enthusiastic about projects, gracious about invasions of privacy. No one had handed her permission to be a closed door in a long time.

      She clicked back to the villa listing, studying the photos. A terrace where she could sit without being photographed. Rooms where she could read without someone asking if she was researching a role. A garden where she could walk without security or assistants or anyone managing her image in real time.

      Her phone buzzed with another call from Victor. She watched his name flash on the screen, knowing he was calling to remind her about Cannes, about the opportunities she was wasting, about her responsibility to the people who'd invested in her career. The phone went silent, then started ringing again.

      Caroline turned it face down and opened her laptop's calendar. April stretched ahead, mostly empty except for a few photo shoots she could cancel and a script read she'd been avoiding. Her publicist would have a heart attack. Victor would threaten to drop her. The trades would speculate about her "erratic behavior" and her "career suicide."

      But for the first time in months, leaving felt less like a breakdown and more like the smartest thing she'd considered in years.

      She typed another message to Rose.

      How do we do this? How do we just... leave?

      The answer came back, as if Rose had been waiting for the question.

      We click a button and book a flight. We pack a bag. We get in a car and drive to an airport and disappear for a while. It's terrifying and simple and maybe just what we need.

      Caroline found herself laughing. The sound echoed in the ornate room, bouncing off the mirrors and crystal chandeliers that had witnessed God knew how many meltdowns over the decades.

      Okay, she typed. Let's disappear.

      She closed the laptop and
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