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it’s not the betrayal that stuns me. It’s how polite everyone is about it.

Across the conference table, a man’s lips are moving. He’s speaking, but the meaning slips past before I can catch a single word. I shift in the sleek, ergonomic chair, straining to focus. Whatever he’s saying sounds important.

He looks exactly like the kind of man who gets to deliver life-changing news: tailored suit, horn-rimmed glasses, shiny gold wedding band. His name is even on the door—wyatt. As in, the Wyatt of Stern, Matthews & Wyatt. I stare at the letters, because looking at him feels impossible.

My attention flickers to the glass conference table. The flat-screen looping a benign logo. Manhattan sprawled beyond the windows. It’s like my mind is buffering, refusing to load the part that matters.

Another suit presses a button. White shades slide down, muting the skyline. The room feels smaller, boxed in.

I glance at my phone. I’ve been avoiding it for weeks, but I unlock it now and reread Shane’s text, like it might suddenly say something different.


Hey, can you meet with the lawyers tomorrow morning? Just a few things to go over.



Just a few things.

The company Shane and I built together—Flutter—started as a Computer Science 101 lark five years ago in our college dorm. Now it’s a wildly successful dating app and my entire identity. Still no in-house legal team, though. Always borrowing authority.

I assumed this meeting was about a product launch, or maybe something bad had happened to one of our users during a date. It wouldn’t be the first time.

A few older, mostly white guys surround me. They keep their distance, watching like I might bite. Shane isn’t here. The one person who should be.

“Where’s Shane?” I ask.

Wyatt smooths his tie. “He’s aware of the decision,” he says carefully. “We’ve advised that all communication go through counsel from now on.”

Translation: He’s not coming. Did he know? Or—worse—was he the one who told them I’d be easy prey alone?

Anxiety knots in my gut, snaking to my throat.

“After careful consideration, the company has decided it’s time for your exit,” says Taylor, a principal at our lead investor’s fund. He doesn’t even work at Flutter, but he’s wormed his way into every meeting and decision—like a suckerfish on a shark.

Exit. Not ousting. Not betrayal. Not theft. Just a clean little word—tactful, bloodless. Like they’re opening a door and gently ushering me through. Not throwing me out the window of the company I built from nothing.

“This transition is in the best interest of Flutter’s long-term goals,” he continues, voice scraping across my nerves. “We appreciate your contributions and would like to discuss options for a smooth handover.”

I stare at him. You’re only here because I let your firm invest, I think. But the words don’t come.

A wave of nausea rolls through me. I need to get out of here. Whoever spent half an hour buffing this table to a mirror shine probably won’t appreciate my throwing up all over their hard work.

I scan the stack of documents. My full name—Charlotte Walker—listed at the top, even though hardly anyone calls me Charlotte. A few lines down is a boilerplate section with the company’s contact information and officers, starting with “Shane Masters, CEO.” 

Great. The only place he shows up today is on paper. 

I keep flipping. Thirty-five pages of jargon I barely understand: separation agreement, draft press release. The word “amicable” appears six times. You’d think for $1,500 an hour, they could spring for a thesaurus.

I stare at it blankly. I really thought hard work and good ideas would protect me. That if I kept my head down and did everything right, I’d be safe.

Fucking idiot.

Wyatt-whose-name-is-on-the-door is talking again. Legalese fills the room like smoke: “Generous cash payment … confidentiality … non-disparagement … noncompete—”

“Wait.” I hate the way my hand shoots up instinctively, like a student asking permission to speak. “What do you mean by ‘noncompete’?”

Taylor’s smile thins. “Well, given the—ah—generous terms we’re offering”—we, like I’m already out—“and as a former team member—”

“You mean founder.” It comes out as a croak, but it’s the most assertive thing I’ve said all day.

Taylor ignores the jab. “The company expects you to remain aligned with its best interests.”

I blink. “Meaning?” I’m pretty sure I know where this is going, but I want to make him spell it out.

“You wouldn’t be able to launch a competitor, or work for one.”

I stare at him. “So, to be clear,” I say slowly, my voice shrinking with every word, “if I sign this, I’m out. I get a payment in exchange for my stake in the company, but only if I agree to leave quietly and never build anything in this space again.”

I do the math. It’s a lot of money. But not what it should be. Not compared to what this company will be worth at the next funding round. They’re not buying me out. They’re erasing me—at a steep discount.

“Or work for a competitor,” Taylor confirms, glancing at his watch.

“And … if I don’t accept?” My voice is so quiet.

The men exchange a long, measured look—detached, almost clinical—the kind you give just before putting down a wild animal.

“Look, Charlotte,” Something-Wyatt starts, with what I’m sure he believes is empathy. “This offer is generous. We propose to buy back your shares for a lump-sum payout, and we require confidentiality and noncompete agreements. If you decline …”

He pauses, like he’s giving me a chance to stop him.

“The company will enforce the buyback under the shareholder agreement. Injunctions may follow, preventing competitive activity. Breach claims and damages will be pursued.”

My stomach plummets thirty-eight floors to the pavement below.

“So … you’ll sue me?” The question sounds ridiculous. All those years. Nights. Weekends. The investors I won over. The bugs I fixed at 2:00 a.m. Is this even legal?

He doesn’t answer. No one will look me in the eye.

“Why is this happening?” The words slip out, helpless and furious.

“It’s nothing personal,” Taylor says, folding his hands neatly. “The company is professionalizing. It’s time for new leadership.”

Nothing personal. They’re not replacing Shane, though, are they?

“I’ll need some time to reflect on this,” I manage.

Taylor nods. “We’d like an answer by Friday.”

“I—I need time to review this with my lawyers.” I’m not actually the kind of person who has lawyers, plural, but I do have someone who looks over all my Flutter paperwork.

They exchange glances. See, told you she was difficult.

“Charlie,” Taylor smiles widely, like he’s doing me a favor. The way he says my name—familiar, smug—makes my fists clench. “Fair or not, founders with difficult exits tend to struggle in their … future endeavors. I just want to make sure you walk away with something. Let’s wrap this up cleanly. And quickly.”

I want to punch him. For weaponized pleasantries. For sitting across from me and pretending to be on my side. For pretending any of this is fair.

“Three weeks,” I say, relieved my voice has dug up a hint of firmness from somewhere. I’m pretty sure I don’t actually need that long to decide—it’s not like they’re giving me a real choice, anyway. But his smugness is galvanizing, and now I want to make a point.

“One week.” The fake smile is gone.

“Two.”

He hesitates, jaw tightening. Recalculating. “Fine.”

I somehow make it out of the office and down to the opulent lobby, where I collapse on a marble bench like a deflated balloon. They’ve already sent digital copies of the documents, and I forward them to my lawyer, explaining the situation. She replies immediately; she’s in court today but will review and send over her retainer agreement.

Right. She’ll be wanting money. Obviously.

My stomach flips.

The lobby is silent, like a church. The security guard keeps eyeing me, probably wondering where I’m hiding the explosive device. Eventually, some kind of school group bustles through the revolving doors, so I slip out and wander aimlessly through the chaos of Midtown Manhattan.

Later, I flag down a taxi and sink into the cracked vinyl seat. As the city blurs past the window, I call Shane. He obviously knew this was coming. I think of that night, at his apartment.

But how much did he know? Did he want this? Did he fight for me?

He doesn’t answer. Which, I guess, says everything.

I refresh my Gmail out of habit. Only one new message.


Subject: Re: Quick catch-up?

From: Peter Levinson

To: Me

Hi Charlie,

Thanks for reaching out. I hope you’re getting a bit of time to reset.

I know we were planning to grab coffee next week, but given everything swirling right now, it’s probably not the best moment to connect.

Perhaps we can revisit another time.

Best,

Peter



Peter Levinson. General partner at Obsidian—arguably one of the most prestigious venture capital funds on the planet. He missed our last round and has spent the last eighteen months trying to get back in.

I close the message, stomach tight. “Everything swirling.” VC speak for “Go fuck yourself, and we’ll revisit when hell freezes over.”

News travels fast.

I text my best friend, Lina. She lives in London; otherwise, I’d be begging her to drop everything and meet me at the nearest bar.


Me: Remember I told you how things have been a bit weird at Flutter lately? They just kicked me out. They’re offering me a fuck ton of $$$ to go quietly and never build anything again

Lina: Wtf??? Are you serious



My phone starts ringing immediately. I wanted to tell someone, and Lina is the closest thing I have to family, but I don’t have the energy to pick up and rehash the whole thing.


Me: Sorry I can’t talk right now.

Lina: Okay. Call when you can pls.

Lina: Miss you. I’m actually heading to the Rally. Not too late to join if you want!



The Rally. Lina’s yearly obsession—something to do with driving classic cars through impossibly beautiful European landscapes, like a vintage French film starring Alain Delon and bottomless champagne. Also: themed parties, excessive drinking, rich people behaving badly.

Every year, she invites me; every year, I say no. Too many deadlines. Too many fires to put out.

I start typing a polite decline.

Me: Ugh … I wish. No way I can leave with this mess.

My thumb hovers over “send.” Lina’s probably watching the dancing dots on her screen, waiting.

Then it hits me.

For the first time in years—maybe ever—I have absolutely nothing to do. No meetings. No “we’ll circle back.” No social life to speak of (though to be fair, that’s not new).

I gave everything to Flutter. Every second. Every friendship. Every almost-relationship I let quietly die. I ghosted birthdays, bailed on first dates, rescheduled therapy until my therapist gently fired me.

And for what?

The only thing waiting for me now is my half-furnished apartment and a promotional succulent I’m pretty sure needs watering only once a year. Possibly less.

What the fuck am I supposed to do? Retire at twenty-six?

I still have a decision to make—take the payout or lose everything—but does it really matter if I make it from a shoebox in New York or a terrace on the French Riviera with my best friend, a bunch of strangers, and a hangover?

Besides, is it even a choice? As the lone email in my inbox just reminded me: I’m toxic. No one’s hiring me. No one’s funding me. No one even wants to be seen with me at Starbucks.

I check my bank balance. Not great. Most of my paycheck goes to rent. I thought not taking a huge salary was the right thing to do—I was in it for the equity, for the future, for the dream.

I’m a moron. A moron whose rent is due next week.

I scroll through my calendar. There’s a Women in Tech dinner on Friday. I’d rather pull off my toenails one by one than sit across from those smug bitches and explain I’ve somehow found myself ousted by my male colleagues. Besides, as of five minutes ago, I’m no longer a woman in tech. At this rate, I might end up a woman in all-day yoga pants.

There’s a board meeting next week. I’m obviously not invited. Apparently, our investors want nothing to do with me now. Who stabbed me?

The taxi lurches through traffic. I stare out the window, watching people heading places, doing things, belonging.

Go quietly. Shut up. Do the right thing.

I’ve been doing the right thing my entire life.

Maybe it’s time to try the wrong thing.

I have a shitload of air miles. A credit card. No plan.

But for the first time in years, my time is free—completely, terrifyingly free. The realization triggers a strange, involuntary noise in my throat—half laugh, half sob. The taxi driver glances back, mildly alarmed.

My fingers hover over the unsent message. This feels like one of those major decisions you’re explicitly not supposed to make right after a traumatic event, like getting a face tattoo. Or bangs.

Deep breath.

Me: Screw it. I’m coming. Will pack a bag on the way. Can you resend the details?
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and now, here i am.

Between the first plane, the second plane, and the bus, I’ve been traveling for a solid thirty hours now and feel like I’ve been spit out a million miles away from my life. Which, obviously, was the point. I’m worn out, hungover as shit, but immensely relieved to be nowhere near that boardroom—or the men who smiled while pushing me out of it. Even if I have no idea where I am. Or what I’ve signed up for. Or—if I’m being brutally honest—what I’m going to do with my life after this.

Liplje. I am in Liplje.

Where the hell is Liplje? Excellent question. Google Maps claims it’s a small town tucked into the foothills of a mountain range in southern Slovenia—with the only bus stop remotely close to the hotel where I’m supposed to meet Lina and the rest of the group.

I peer through the smudged bus window. This cannot be right.

I count three houses and a gas station. The driver announces the stop again, impatiently this time. The bus is mostly empty, but every head seems to swivel in my direction. Probably looking for the idiot getting off in the middle of nowhere. That would be me.

I grab my small roller bag and awkwardly maneuver down the aisle and steps. The second my feet hit the ground, the bus heaves off with a loud sigh, like it’s glad to be rid of me.

Despite the hangover and jet lag, I can’t help sucking in a breath as I squint up at the impossibly large mountains. What are these, the Slovenian Alps? Does Slovenia even have Alps?

I pull out my phone. Zero signal. Don’t tell anyone, but I naively assumed there would be Uber here. But as I look around this picturesque blip of a town, I realize I’m more likely to be able to borrow someone’s donkey.

I decide the gas station is my best hope for calling a taxi, so I drag my bag across the gravel road. The door pings as I step inside, and I’m immediately enveloped by a cloud of cigarette smoke. A surly-looking older man sits behind the counter, absorbed in his newspaper. He doesn’t look up. The shop is tiny, but an impressive display of fresh fruits and vegetables glistens incongruously in straw baskets.

My stomach grumbles. I didn’t eat on the flight, unless you count the grapes in the approximately seventy-five glasses of wine a very sympathetic flight attendant kept refilling as I pored over the separation agreement until nondisclosure and anticompetitive started to blur. I squint, trying to remember if he ever charged me for the drinks. Also, did I tell him my entire life story? Probably.

I grab a pint of cherries and a huge bottle of water. The man accepts my card wordlessly, cigarette lodged firmly in his mouth like an additional appendage. I give him my most winning smile, which he doesn’t return.

“Do you speak English?” I venture. I’ll ask him to call me a taxi.

He glares at me.

Okay then.

Maybe it’s the bone-deep exhaustion or the general haze of defeat I can’t seem to shake since my life went to shit, but I decide on the spot that I would rather walk than try to convince this guy to help me. Besides: Lina already sent the hotel address. How far can it be?

Outside, I sit on a creaky wooden bench and try to pull up directions. A light breeze flits across my bare arms, the temperature perfect. Even if I never make it to Lina and the group, this isn’t a bad place to be stuck. Though I’ll probably have to sleep on this bench. Airbnb listing: “Unique stay in Slovenian Forbidden Zone!”

My phone displays a single, weak bar of signal, which I decide to take as an encouraging sign. I chew a handful of cherries and chug water while the map struggles to load.

On the way to the airport, after emptying my mileage balance on a same-day ticket—because YOLO and fuck everybody—I’d had a sudden burst of responsibility and called my phone carrier to activate an international plan. Susan, the aggressively upbeat rep, assured me I would have perfect coverage for only $50. When I pressed her for specifics, she got cagey.

Finally: The little blue dot showing my location appears on the map. I breathe a sigh of relief. The hotel is just past the next town, about thirty minutes away.

I head out, passing several more neat wooden houses. The only sounds breaking the silence are the crunch of gravel under my suitcase and the tranquil breeze rustling through trees, like I’ve put on noise-canceling headphones.

As I round a corner, I tug at my pencil skirt, regretting every life decision that led to my hiking in heels. Or, more specifically, getting so bombed on the flight that I passed out in my seat and forgot to change.

Ironically, in four years of running Flutter, I almost never had to dress up. Shane and I met in a computer science class and became friends almost immediately. We coded the prototype during midterms when we were too sleep-deprived and hopped up on Adderall to feel the full weight of how ridiculous the idea was. I still remember the first time a stranger matched on the app—we’d stayed up all night tracking activity, drunk on Red Bull and dopamine. It felt like magic.

By senior year, when most of the campus was using the app to date (and meet up at 2:00 a.m. for drunken sex), we’d realized we might actually be onto something. We named it Flutter—as in you make my heart flutter—mostly because we couldn’t think of anything better. And yes, I’m fully aware that some people have started calling it “Fucker,” but this feels like a reach.

Oskar, another classmate and now our CTO, dropped out senior year to focus on the app full time. Shane and I stuck it out—barely—by phoning in classes and sleeping in shifts. A week before graduation, one of my professors introduced us to an investor. We took the call from Shane’s bathroom, because the acoustics were better and the Wi-Fi weirdly strong. We got our first check.

As expected from a company run exclusively by kids, even wearing shoes around the office was considered extremely professional. Tony, one of our early marketing hires, wore fuzzy slippers he called his “work cozies” and treated them like formalwear. New sneakers were basically a red flag—code for I’m interviewing. Within days, whoever wore them would be gone, off to make a zillion dollars maintaining the log-in button at Google or Meta.

No one was more surprised by Flutter’s success than we were. Within two years, we were bragging to investors about our billion “flutters”—what we called it when users showed interest in each other. (My idea.) Suddenly, we were everywhere—glossy business magazines, conference panels we had no business being on, invite-only parties full of people twice our age pretending not to be wildly jealous.

I jettisoned any semblance of a personal life, but I thought it was worth it. I actually believed in what we were building. And in the people I was building it with.

I felt like I was on top of the world, my best friend at my side.

Until I wasn’t.

Until he wasn’t my best friend anymore.

My suitcase snags on a rock, and I yank it free, blinking back the furious tears that have been threatening—usually successfully—to spill out every few hours for the last few months.

Breathe. The therapist I’ve started seeing again says that a lot. It has recently dawned on me, by the way, that I’m spending a shitload of money to be reminded to do basic things like “eat,” “sleep,” and “just try to exist in your body.”

Be here now. You are safe. I force myself to take note of the soft breeze and verdant green canopy of trees.

I check the map again. I should be nearing the next town by now, and from there, it’s only a short distance to the hotel. The blue dot showing my location has barely budged. Fuck. No signal. I wave my phone in the air like a human antenna. Still nothing. Remind me to tell Susan from the phone company to go fuck herself.

Then I see it: a small car icon, highlighted in the corner of the map. The hotel isn’t a thirty-minute walk. It’s a thirty-minute drive. Walking it will take me … six and a half hours. Triple-fried fuck.

I squint at the map. There’s another town about thirty minutes away. I double-check that it really is walking distance this time. Figuring that’s my best bet to find a working phone and call the hotel for a pickup, I set off again.

I’ve been trudging along for maybe another ten minutes when I hear it. A low growl—mechanical, not animal. There’s a flash of cherry red as a classic sports car, top down, whips around the bend. A man in a cap and sunglasses sits behind the wheel. His passenger’s long, chestnut hair fans out in the wind, catching the light. They take the briefest of pauses—just long enough that I wonder if they’re going to stop or if they’re just changing gears—and then they speed off, gone in a cloud of dust.

Well. At least I know I’m heading in the right direction.
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eventually, i arrive at the next town. “Town,” again, being a fairly egregious misnomer for the meager collection of houses littered along the short stretch of road. There isn’t even a gas station or convenience store—just a scrawny horse, grazing in a nearby field.

And probably serial killers. This is the kind of place where they thrive. It’s always the sleepy towns. Still, I can’t get worked up enough to panic. I don’t love the idea of walking another six hours in a pencil skirt, but after the past few months at Flutter, I think I used up my capacity to actually worry.

As I walk, my mind churns over seemingly trivial moments—meetings I was left out of; Shane and Taylor, huddled in conference rooms; exchanged glances I’d convinced myself I was imagining. To be fair, I’d been distracted.

I hear another car approaching, but I can already tell from the quiet hum of the engine that this one will be a modern car devoid of personality. I glance back and make eye contact with the driver: a woman with short blond hair and a warm, open face.

“Hello!” she calls out in a pleasant, vaguely Eastern European lilt. “Are you lost?”

Indeed I am. In literally every way.

An older woman sits next to her, and a small boy is tucked into a car seat in the back. Probably not serial killers.

“I saw you a few miles back. I’m just gathering lavender,” she adds casually.

Of course she is.

I return her smile, somewhat sheepishly. “A little. I’m headed to—” I quickly check my phone and butcher the pronunciation of the hotel name.

Her expression instantly turns to horror.

“I thought there would be a taxi …” I add lamely.

“Oh my God. And you were planning on walking? Get in.”

I thank her and toss my suitcase in the trunk before she decides I’m crazy and changes her mind.

As I slide into the back seat, the boy looks at me shyly. “Hi there,” I say to him. “I hope it’s not out of your way,” I add, addressing his mother.

She waves her hand airily. “Not at all. I’m going there myself. I am the owner. Nathalie.” She looks like she belongs here, with her milkmaid skin and general air of wholesomeness. She must be in her late twenties or early thirties. If she lived in New York, she’d be dodging finance bros at rooftop bars and microdosing mushrooms to survive start-up life.

“This is my mother, Petra.” She says something to the older woman in Slovenian. “And my son, Milosch.”

“Lovely to meet you all.” I turn to the boy next to me. “Are you helping your mother gather lavender?”

He smiles shyly.

“It is for the ice cream that you will be having for dessert tonight,” Nathalie explains proudly. “I cook, and my husband does all the accounting and boring stuff.” Her laugh is warm and generous.

“How long have you owned the place?” I try to imagine myself running a bucolic inn in the country somewhere. Maybe that should be my plan B.

“We started it—it must be five years ago now? We used to live in New York. I worked in the kitchen at the UN, and my husband was an aide to the Slovenian ambassador.”

“No way. I actually just came from New York.”

Nathalie sighs wistfully. “I do miss it sometimes. But this …” She gestures out the window. No explanation needed. The jagged peaks rise around us, snow still clinging to their tops despite the warmth of the day.

“So, what brings you to Notranjska?” Nathalie effortlessly pronounces the tongue-twisting name of the region. “This really is not a tourist destination, especially for Americans.”

Desperation is what I want to say.

Lina sent me the itinerary only yesterday: two weeks of driving classic cars through Slovenia, Italy, and Croatia, ending in the south of France. It’s called the Rally—an annual, vaguely organized road trip invented by Lina’s “uncle,” a family friend named Tarquin. I’d never even heard of a car rally before I met Lina. Apparently, this one has no prize, no point—just driving, partying, and dressing up in outlandish outfits while meandering through Europe like a very glamorous cult.

I’ve met Tarquin twice. Once, in high school, at Lina’s cousin’s wedding. He introduced himself in the bathroom of the Metropolitan Club and immediately offered me a line of coke. I didn’t ask why he was in the women’s bathroom, but the door had a sign that said “Powder Room,” so I guess he took the name literally.

The second time, Lina dragged me to his place in “St. Trop,” as everyone affectionately called it. The welcome party lasted two days. I’d never met so many gorgeous, aimless people all at once. Models, artists, rich people with no jobs or last names. It was like stepping into The Great Gatsby—if Gatsby had a yacht and a cocaine problem. (Which, maybe he did?) Despite being only twenty-one and in peak partying condition, Lina and I had still retreated to our bedroom at 3:00 a.m. the first night, finally resorting to barricading the door with an old armchair to prevent wayward guests from wandering in to do drugs. I suspect some of these same characters will be making an appearance on this trip—the closing party is at Tarquin’s.

Obviously, I keep these details from my rescuer.

“I’m actually meeting a group,” I venture. “We’re on a kind of road trip.”

Her eyes light up. “Oh! You must be part of the Rally! I did not see them when I left, but we are expecting everyone today.” She shifts gears expertly as she navigates around a particularly tight hairpin turn.

“I’ve never done anything like this before,” I admit. Maybe my tone betrays my nervousness because Nathalie catches my eye in the rearview mirror and gives me a reassuring smile. We’re climbing higher; the air flowing through the open windows grows noticeably cooler.

“They sound like a fun group. One gentleman called and asked me to make sure I bought extra champagne,” she winks, seemingly delighted by the idea of hosting a bunch of alcoholics. “These rallies are quite popular in Europe. Some are big and really organized. I am preparing a big dinner tonight—venison, risotto, salads … and the lavender ice cream, of course. Everything is, what was the way everyone called it in New York? Locally grown!” Her laughter is like the tinkling of silverware against crystal.

My stomach is already growling. “That sounds incredible.” This will probably be my first proper meal in months.

The car dips as we descend, continuing on in companionable silence.

“Here we are!” Nathalie announces, turning onto a long gravel driveway.

We approach a makeshift dirt parking lot. The sharp scent of pine wafts through the open window. Scattered around the clearing are maybe twelve charming, compact, log cabins. It reminds me of a tiny ski resort. We must be in a valley because we’re surrounded by towering mountains adorned with white snowcaps.

A large stone and wood house stands proudly off to the side of the lot.

“That’s the main house,” Nathalie explains. “Dining room and check-in are there.”

“Thank you again,” I say gratefully as I climb out and wrestle my suitcase from the trunk. “I really would have been in trouble if you hadn’t found me.” I would have been absolutely screwed, is what I mean.

Natalie unbuckles her son. “Well, it certainly would have taken you a while,” she smiles. “Come on, I will check you in.” She hands the bundle of lavender to her mother.

The boy runs eagerly to his grandmother’s side and follows her around to the back of the house. I give them both a little wave and follow Nathalie inside.

The door opens into a cozy-looking living room. An unlit fireplace is stacked with wood, flanked by two worn leather chairs. Outside, a tidy stone patio with several round bistro tables overlooks a dramatic sweep of mountains.

I exhale for what feels like the first time in months.

“It’s lovely here.” It really is—tranquil and soothing, like a place that lives in defiance of email and calendar invites. I’m already wondering if Nathalie is in the market for an extremely mediocre cook who can’t make a bed with hospital corners to save her life but can build a financial model in Excel in under thirty minutes.

Nathalie acknowledges my compliment with a small wave as she ducks behind the desk. “Give me a moment to find your reservation. I believe someone called yesterday about you.”

I say a silent prayer of thanks to whoever’s assistant was tasked with adding me to Lina’s reservations.

“Ah yes, you are in cabin six. You’re staying with Ms. Leon?”

I nod.

“Perfect. You will both be very comfortable.” She hands me a heavy brass key just as the front door flies open.

“Bloody map doesn’t tell you a thing,” a plummy accent declares.

A tall man sweeps in on a gust of mountain air, nonchalantly dropping a Louis Vuitton duffle bag on the floor. He removes his cap with a dramatic shake, revealing a full head of silver hair. He must be in his sixties. He moves like he owns the place.

“Nathalie, darling!” He exclaims in a marvelous voice. “We spoke on the phone.”

He rounds on me. “And who is this? Aren’t you the girl we saw on the side of the road? I just knew you must be one of us! Verrrronnnikaaaaa!” He calls in the general direction of the car. “It’s the girl from the road!”

I recognize the woman who walks in as the owner of the chestnut hair I’d glimpsed earlier. I have to stop myself from gawking. She’s stunning—tall, poised, impossibly symmetrical. (Later, I’ll learn she did time as an actual Victoria’s Secret Angel.)

I steel myself; the only way to handle intimidating people is to meet them at their level.

“So, how did I beat you here?” I say playfully. “Last I saw, you left me in the dust!”

The man’s eyes twinkle with amusement. “Sorry lovely, but the ’Vette only seats two. I did consider evicting Veronika here, but that would have been rather ungallant.”

I get the feeling I’ve just passed some unspoken test.

“Champagne,” he decrees, still looking appraisingly at me. “Nathalie darling, we are parched. Could you fetch us a bottle? Let’s take it on the verahhhndaah, shall we?” Of course he pronounces it like that.

I have the distinct impression that when this man says there will be champagne, there will absolutely be champagne.

The supermodel leans in closer to me. I’m struck by her height; even at five nine, I have to crane my neck to meet her eyes.

“I’m Veronika,” she murmurs. “I did suggest we stop, you know.” Her lilting accent has a hint of British influence with something else—maybe Eastern European?

I return her smile. “No worries at all. Nathalie rescued me.”

“And you’ve beaten us all here! How marvelous! Let’s go out, shall we? I want to hear all about how you came to be wandering alone along the side of the road. Richard Anandale-Wright,” he says, proffering his hand and kissing me on both cheeks.

“Charlotte,” I reply, “but everyone calls me Charlie.”

Richard holds the door open with a flourish. “Welcome to the Rally, darling.”
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no one is that intimidating after a few drinks. I learn that Richard is one of the main organizers of the Rally, along with Tarquin. Apparently, they’ve known each other for years. After several glasses of champagne, I start to relax.

“I gave Tarquin his first real job, if you can believe it,” Richard says, laughing. “First and last!”

He tells me he started a company that invests in real estate and has twice gained—and lost—his fortune.

“Once to my ex-wife,” he adds cheerfully. “Took me for all I was worth! But she’s an absolute babe and far too good for me, so she deserved it. We’re still great friends.”

I glance at Veronika, wondering if she’s auditioning for wife number two.

Richard catches my look and laughs uproariously. “I have a rule, darling. I don’t date women who are younger than the square root of the age of my youngest daughter multiplied by eight.”

“How old is she? Thirty-eight?” I guess. “So, no one under forty-nine-ish. Not bad.” I’ve always liked math.

He grins and winks. “I might have to make an exception for you, with a mind like that.”

I blush, despite myself.

Nathalie appears with another bottle of champagne, and Richard discreetly instructs her to charge everything to his room. I get the sense he’s bankrolling most of this trip. Lina once mentioned some of the younger attendees are “on scholarship.”

My gut twists as I’m reminded of my dwindling account balance and the settlement agreement. Until I decide what to do, I’ll be putting everything on my credit card. I chase the thought away with more champagne.

As the sun slumps toward the mountains, more guests trickle in. Soon, every table has been pushed together, every chair filled. The empty bottles are starting to pile up.

I do my best to keep everyone straight, but it’s a losing battle. Most of them have at least one or two nicknames, which doesn’t help.

There’s Nicole—Coco, for short—who has platinum-blond hair and the largest breasts and lips I’ve ever seen in real life. She might be anywhere from thirty to sixty.

“An American!” she squeals when I introduce myself.

“Judging by your accent, you must be too!” And your boobs.

“All the way from Dallas,” she drawls. “You may call me the Duchess, darlin’. Or Coco. But I prefer the Duchess.” She winks, leaning over to let Richard light her cigarette. I remind myself not to stare at her cleavage. Eyes up here.

Then there’s Hugh—Hughie or Hugo—another organizer. He bursts in like he’s auditioning for a Broadway show. “THANK GOD! I’m dying of thirst!” he announces, flinging himself into a chair and taking a swig of champagne straight from the bottle. His Australian accent makes everything sound friendly. He’s in his late forties, traveling with his much-younger girlfriend, Kitty, a gamine, elfin beauty with wide, doe-like eyes.

“And who do we have here?” Hugh asks, kissing both my cheeks. “New human sacrifice?”

“And I’m well marinated,” I quip, raising my glass. “So, when you roast me, I’ll be nice and tender.”

He throws his head back in laughter. “Beautiful and charming,” he declares to Richard. I should probably find this patronizing, but I’m oddly flattered.

As Hugh and Richard dissect tomorrow’s drive, I quickly deduce that Hugh’s the one to go to with questions.

An extremely well-groomed girl teeters over, balancing on six-inch Louboutins that could impale someone. “Hellooooo,” she trills, all posh, boarding-school vowels. She wears a crisp, light-blue collared shirt tucked into snug white jeans cinched unnecessarily with an Hermès belt. Her ice-blond hair is salon-perfect, her makeup flawless. I half expect to see a team of hair and makeup artists trailing behind her.

“Buffy!” Richard kisses her cheeks. His smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Hey darlin’,” Coco calls cheerfully. Buffy stiffens, offering a tight smile.

I stand to shake her hand, wondering what Buffy could possibly be short for.

“And what’s this?” she simpers, appraising me coldly. She’s one of those women who sees any other woman as a potential threat. I feel myself deflate slightly.

“This magnificent creature is our newest recruit,” Richard beams proudly at me. “Charlotte the Harlot, Char-Har for short.”

I almost spit out my champagne. “What?!” I splutter.

He laughs affably. “Well, I did find you wandering the Slovenian woods like a lost hooker. My second choice was ‘Lottie the Hottie,’ but that’s rather pedestrian, don’t you think?”

I laugh. This is the kind of thing that earns people a sexual harassment lawsuit these days, but there’s no malice behind it. Unfortunately, I know the difference.

“Do hookers commonly frequent the Slovenian woods?” I ask with mock seriousness. “Seems like a tough market.”

“More champagne for Char-Har!” Hugh calls jovially.

I’ve just been rich-person nicknamed. I’m in.

Another striking couple trails in. The girl—Ophelia—nods vaguely at me. Porcelain skin, dark tangled hair, and vacant, smoky eyes. She wears a silk slip dress with nothing underneath (this is obvious). She lights a cigarette and downs her champagne in one gulp. She looks familiar, but I can’t place her.

“Johnny’s daughter,” Coco whispers meaningfully. It takes me a second to realize that Coco is referring to Johnny Colley, the frontman of one of the most popular rock bands of all time. A tabloid darling, Ophelia is frequently celebrated for bad behavior—hadn’t there been a sex tape? She recently appeared on the cover of some magazine, having just completed her third—or was it fourth?—stint in rehab.

“This is Freddie,” Ophelia gestures to her companion. He has floppy dark hair, too-tight jeans, a leather jacket, and a pout that probably gets him free drinks in any country.

He grins and lights a cigarette. “Hi.”

I soon discover he’s a “DJ.” Translation from jet-set speak: He has a trust fund, goes to parties, and makes the occasional playlist.

“Who are we missing?” Hugh asks.

“Let’s see … Jaz is collecting Rafe from the airport. And Tarquin and Daisy were driving together today,” Richard lists, ticking names off on his fingers.

“Poor lady,” Hugh chuckles. “Tarquin will have her stopping for picnics every ten minutes. They won’t turn up until midnight.”

“Wait, like actual picnics?” I ask.

“Oh yes,” Hugh grins. “Doesn’t matter if it’s an eight-lane highway or a goat path—he’ll pull over for wine and cigs.”

“And sometimes something stronger,” Coco adds, winking.

“Most important Rally rule,” Richard says solemnly, “is to never eat anything from Tarquin’s trunk.”

I laugh. “Why? Is it poisonous?”

“Basically,” Hugh says. “He still has cheese in there from the Morocco Rally. In 1999.”

Kitty scrunches up her nose. “Last year he offered me a burger that had been in there for two weeks. I have to say, it was shockingly well preserved.”

The table erupts in laughter.

“And then, I finally managed to convince my nephew James to come along, but he won’t arrive for another few days,” Richard adds.

Coco elbows Veronika, a knowing smirk playing on her inflated lips.

“My friend Lina should be here tonight,” I chime in. “She invited me.” I try not to sound desperate, but I hope she shows up soon. I need my security blanket.

“Oh, and Matt should be turning up,” Hugh remembers. “I think he’s arriving with Naima.”

“Oof,” Richard grimaces, lowering his voice. “Does this one”—he nods at Coco, who is busy talking to Freddie—“know Naima’s coming?”

Hugh leans in. “I don’t think so. That should be interesting.”

I don’t ask. Some stories are best discovered in time.

“More champagne, please, darling!” Richard calls over to Nathalie.

I check my watch. I’ve been here just over an hour and have already drunk more than I have in the last six months combined. I should probably clean up for dinner while I can still stand, so I excuse myself and stagger up the slight hill from the lodge toward the cabins.

Outside, I hear the unmistakable put put of an antique car.

“Thank fucking God,” a familiar voice exclaims. “Civilization, at last!”

I turn back toward the parking area just in time to see my best friend launch her petite curvy frame out of the back seat of a classic hunter-green MG and pretend to kiss the ground.

Lina’s glossy dark hair is longer than I remember. She’s wearing a bright yellow jumpsuit with chunky platform sandals and, even after hours of travel, looks ready to walk straight onto a Vogue cover shoot.

“I’ll need to have another look at this engine tonight. Four breakdowns in four hours is a bit much, even for the MG,” the driver is saying.

He is, I can’t help but notice, absurdly good looking—tall, broad shouldered, with thick, tousled brown hair. He helps a beautiful older woman out of the passenger seat.

“Leeeen!” I shout, nearly giddy with relief.

“Agggghhhh!” Lina shrieks, sprinting over. She tackles me, knocking me sideways and elaborately rolling me around on the ground. “Char! You made it!”

I laugh. “I did! I’m so happy to be here!” I mean it.

I untangle myself and scramble to my feet.

“This is Matthew and Naima,” Lina gestures to the others. “They were kind enough to pick me up from the airport.”

“Matt, please,” the man says as we exchange kisses. “Pleasure. Bloody glad the car made it.” He looks from Lina to me, his eyes lingering on Lina as he grins. “So, now we have two Americans, eh?”

He turns to the other woman. “And this is the lovely Naima.”

I’m surprised—she’s older than she appeared from afar, probably in her fifties or sixties, though a combination of good genes and better doctors adds up to her looking twenty years younger. She’s wearing an impeccable white linen driving suit that shows off her dark, golden skin, the delicate fabric miraculously free of wrinkles or stains. Bright gray eyes sweep over me, sharp and assessing.

“Naima Greer,” she says, her voice velvety. She proffers her cheek like she’s granting royal favor. We exchange three air kisses, the proper French way.

“Pleasure to meet you,” I say, fighting the urge
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