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      Pills.

      Intense, irresistible sleepiness.

      Then death.

      Cassie was sure she remembered the eternal darkness even though she had no firsthand experience — death being one of those things you can only do once, and always at the end.

      The feeling she seemed to recall was different from sleep or any high she’d ever experienced, though she’d indulged in the gamut. The death memory was ice. Her mind went haywire as it came, like the split second after stepping from a high dive ahead of the fall.

      I don’t want to die, she remembered thinking after that — a strange thing for a woman who’d so carefully planned her death. She wasn’t hit by a bus; she’d swallowed a half-vial of Klonopin. If she didn’t want to die, why hadn’t she just … you know … not died?

      Except she clearly wasn’t dead, because here came life again.

      “Your eyes are now open,” said a velvet voice. “You are fully rested, yet entirely awake. You are no longer sleepy at all.”

      Cassie opened her eyes to see the same domed ceiling, the same replica mural she’d told Bryce made her feel like she was in Rome. She was on her back, the metronome winding down instead of stopped.

      This wasn’t like waking slowly. It was more like life turning on in a blink.

      “Take your time,” said the doctor.

      Directly above, Cassie saw God reaching out to touch Adam’s finger, just like the one on the set of Hideous Lies. She’d seen the real one on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, then the on-set version that Andre, the production designer, commissioned because the Vatican wasn’t okay with unholy things being filmed in such a holy place. Make your own chapel, Andre would say in an imitation of what she supposed was the Pope’s voice — only to Cassie, Andre’s Pope sounded more like Super Mario: Ey, make-a you own chapel!

      “Did it work?” Cassie was still lying down.

      At the beginning, when he’d started the metronome ticking, she’d heard the lone instruction, You’ve never been this comfortable. The couch is the coziest object in the world. Her body had taken it to heart. She was going to stay here forever.

      “‘Work’ is really a subjective term, Cassandra.”

      “I mean, was I hypnotized? Did I go under?”

      The doctor chuckled. She’d forgotten his last name. His first was Joshua, from what she’d heard Bryce say. “Oh yes.”

      Cassie felt vaguely embarrassed, night-after-drunk humiliated, wherein she had only the sense but no true idea of what she was ashamed about. Had she fallen limp and drooled all over herself? Had she clucked like a chicken and barked like a dog? Had she told the therapist she didn’t love Bryce? She shivered. No. Certainly not.

      “What do you remember, Cassandra?”

      “It’s ‘Cassie.’”

      “Of course. What do you remember?”

      She thought, but the memory was fading away. A moment ago she could recall every detail. The vial had felt cold in her hand, because she’d left the window open for hours on a cold night and it had been resting on the sill.

      She remembered picking up one of the pills and peering through the K-shaped hole in its center, then feeling revolted, somehow, by the playfulness of her actions while the world felt so grim.

      Cassie remembered, specifically, the rainbow look of the pills themselves. As things became worse, she had graduated from peach-colored half-milligram pills to blue one-milligram pills to the 2mg big boys, which were white. She’d had leftovers of all three doses, and she’d poured the powdery matte pills all into her palms.

      “I remember dying.”

      “You believe you remember dying. But that’s not a memory, Cassandra.”

      “‘Cassie.’”

      “What else do you remember?”

      “I remember a big blowout with Sierra.”

      “Was she angry?”

      “Not the last time. But that made it worse. She was just sad. And to see someone like that sad …”

      “I want you to think about that night. Really try to feel it. Without wallowing, do you remember any details other than Ms. Grace being sad?”

      Cassie thought. “She broke a picture frame, from her shelf.”

      “Just a frame?”

      “There was a picture in it.”

      “What of?”

      “Wyatt.”

      She couldn’t see her therapist, but she could hear him scribble a note. “Uh-huh.”

      “Wyatt and Sierra,” Cassie elaborated. “On their engagement trip to Barbados. They were …” It felt important to remember this. “They were at one of those outdoor beach bars. Thatched with straw to look like a hut.”

      “Now,” said the doctor, “tell me what you ‘remember’ about ‘dying’ itself.”

      Cassie paused. She’d lost some of the details already. She remembered the colored pills in her hand, but thought there’d been something a moment ago about looking through their holes, and the feel of the vial.

      But all that was fading, almost gone.

      “I didn’t take the pills?” she asked.

      “You tell me.”

      She focused. “I think I took them, but …” She rolled her head to look at him. “I think I was drunk.”

      He nodded encouragement. “That’s right. You met with Ms. Grace, then went home and started drinking. The doctors at Eden say you must have started with the pills an hour or so later. Do you remember?”

      Cassie nodded. She did. Sort of.

      “Sierra Grace went to check on you. Did you know that?”

      Cassie blinked. No, she hadn’t. And knowing made her feel worse, not better. She had drawn first blood; Cassie deserved what she got; now it turned out it was the victim that had saved her. Lucky Cassie — she’d gone from conniving bitch to human shit.

      “You never did flatline. Never stopped breathing, though it was close. You’re not recalling a near-death experience, even if you believe in them. That part’s important. There’s only one place for you to have gotten the thought of slipping away, if it didn’t happen and your brainwaves never wavered. Do you understand?”

      “Sort of …?” She hated having to connect so many dots. He was the head-shrinker. Shouldn’t he just say?

      The doctor sighed — not exasperated, but in a way that signaled a change: from inquisitive to declarative, from absorbing to announcing.

      “Your memories of the fight are sharp because they’re true. You’re foggier about the pills because you were drunk by then; that’s a real memory, too. But if you look closely, I think it’ll become obvious that the ‘memories’ of your actual death are different. Less … substantial.”

      “Just a dream?”

      “Just a dream,” the doctor confirmed.

      But he was being too dismissive. She took his point. Right now, the swoon of dying was harder to grasp than a wriggling fish — obviously less real than memories of things that had actually happened.

      Yet, if her mind had invented them, why were her death-thoughts so persistent? She didn’t simply fantasize about a successful suicide. Cassie hadn’t experienced just one terrible nightmare. The thought was far more pervasive than that — relentless, even. Every night now, she dreamed not just of swallowing all those pills, but then of falling down a depthless hole, sometimes seeing the fabled light at the end of a long dark tunnel.

      Vacant, dead eyes dogged her when she looked at her reflection, giving her shivers like looking in the eyes of a corpse. Just this morning she’d been brushing her teeth in Bryce’s bathroom and a trifecta of emotions had come at her with guns akimbo: regret, panic, and grief.

      No joy left in the world, though there was plenty of bitter relief. She’d distinctly thought, Well, at least I solved this problem, as if a suicide attempt could count as resolution.

      “But … it’s every night,” Cassie said.

      The therapist nodded. He gave her a tiny wave that she took to mean Focus on you, not me.

      Cassie answered by lying fully on her back again, gazing at the ceiling.

      She’d looked at the mural so often recently that she’d begun to see all sorts of new meaning in it. After hours spent contemplating the art, Cassie now wondered if Michelangelo liked humanity at all. Perhaps he found his species lazy and arrogant, undeserving of Divine awakening. Him and all the other Ninja Turtles.

      “Funny thing about our minds,” said Doctor Joshua. “We think they work for us, but it’s actually the other way around. I like to think of brains like the CIA or NSA, keeping their secrets and informing us only on a need-to-know basis. If you don’t keep that in mind — if you think of your brain as a big filing cabinet or perhaps a computer — you’ll have unreasonable expectations of it. Like, ‘I can figure out what I’m thinking.’ Truth is, you can’t figure out what you’re thinking all the time. Sometimes you’re anxious and don’t know why. Sometimes you’ll get hit with a funk and spend all day sad, and you don’t have a clue what’s bothering you. Sometimes you’ll get mad at someone who doesn’t deserve it, and it’s because you’re actually mad at something you can’t punish, like worries about the future.”

      He shifted in his chair.

      “Cassandra …”

      “Cassie.”

      “I don’t know why your mind keeps showing you death. Not for sure. All that really matters right now is that you’re clearly not dead. You know that logically. You’re an intelligent person. What’s causing you so much pain is an emotional certainty that transcends logic. Emotionally, something inside you did die. Or wants to die. Our goal in these sessions should be to uncover the reason.”

      “I think I know the reason,” Cassie said.

      “Perhaps. But I’m afraid that’s all the time we have for today.”
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      The sun helped wash away her worries. It was a slow thing, and Cassie always found that when one part of her tried to feel better after a spell of feeling worse, the doldrums didn’t want to let go. There was never a smooth switchover of emotional pilots inside her. Contentedness, whenever it followed sadness or alarm, was never given the internal steering wheel. It always had to fight for control. Negative emotion, in her experience, was always dragged off screaming.

      But after fifteen minutes in the gardens with the sun high above, Cassie felt her nerves melt away. Slowly she felt better and better, eventually unable to believe she’d so recently been drowning. Her nightmare was gone like dew-lined spiderwebs by midday. She could have been skipping and throwing daisies by the time she found Bryce.

      “Oh, hello!” Cassie said when she saw him.

      Bryce was the mold from which “tall, dark, and handsome” had been forged. He had short black hair, thick black eyebrows, and Mediterranean skin that was always on the verge of stubble.

      He came forward. “You sound chipper.”

      “I feel chipper,” she said, only now realizing it was true. The change was dramatic. She was like a different person.

      “So he helped.”

      “He usually does.”

      “Well. I’m glad to see you feeling like yourself again.”

      Yes. That sounded intellectually correct, but still Cassie wondered at the expression. So “herself” was this bright and chipper girl-in-the-garden? That sounded ideal … but not entirely correct. In recent weeks, though she kept most of it from Bryce, she’d felt an odd sense of malaise — not depression by any means, but low-grade disquiet. A month or so ago, she’d had that first nightmare, then her first session with Dr. Joshua. She always felt better after they talked. But the nightmares and ill thoughts — between sessions if not right after them — felt more and more like things she was keeping buried.

      “Would you like to go for a walk?” Bryce asked.

      “Don’t you want to wait for Doctor … for the doctor to leave?”

      She thought, I’ve seen him a dozen times by now. Why don’t I know his name? And why can’t I remember his face?

      It seemed unimportant, so she let it go.

      Bryce raised an eyebrow. “You’re really feeling better?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      She thought he might say it: There’s clearly more wrong with you, if your memory is going. He kept his mouth shut and shrugged instead.

      These issues were like octopi with their tentacles below the surface, according to the doctor. Her kind of trauma — not just the affair and its aftermath of drama, but an attempted suicide — never stayed in one psychological place. Pieces might show in her inability to find the TV remote. Or in odd outbursts over the smallest things. Like making her forget a man she knew as well as Bryce.

      Although that was crazy … she’d known him for …

      “Dr. Grayson already left,” he told her.

      “Really? I didn’t hear a helicopter.”

      “It left maybe ten minutes ago.”

      “But I was out here ten minutes ago.” The sound of that chopper leaving would be easier to miss than a bomb blast.

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Cass. You want to walk?”

      Her smile felt a size too small, so she made it bigger and nodded. “Sure.”

      “Which way?”

      “East?”

      “Again?”

      “What do you mean, ‘again’?”

      “We went east yesterday. And the day before.”

      “We went west yesterday,” she told him.

      “No, Cassie. East. We stopped to skip stones in the lake. Remember?”

      “The lake is west.”

      “No, it’s east.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He laughed. “Pretty sure. Tell you what. I just used up the last of the coffee creamer. Should we go to the store?”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      They walked past the tennis courts and the three-tier pool, the secondary helipad, then the road wrapping the compound like a present. Sometimes she saw cars on it, but she’d never really wondered where they came from.

      They entered the trail. Overhead, the branches had grown together to form a canopy. The woods were a curious mix of tall evergreens and leafy deciduous trees. The latter gave shade, but the abundant tall trunks turned the place into an organic cathedral. More open than it should be, covered in a bed of brown needles, no real underbrush to be seen.

      Cassie could wander any direction in here, because any way could be a path. Once she had strayed from the path and gotten hopelessly lost. Of course the drone was there to offer directions, but otherwise it might have been scary. Bryce suggested never wandering too far. What if the drone went beyond its charge range and couldn’t get her back? It was a dangerous world out there.

      “My mother loved it here.” His voice didn’t echo, but felt to Cassie like it should in this wide-open but enclosed space.

      “You actually remember?”

      He nodded. “It’s vague. Maybe it’s because of the pictures, but it feels real.”

      Cassie wasn’t sure how much to participate when he talked about his parents. It happened rarely, and she hadn’t known him that long. Bryce spoke mostly to himself, as if trying to jog some internal wheel that’d gotten stuck.

      Sometimes it seemed she should bounce the conversational ball back as fast as he could return it. Interviewing him, almost, as if to purge him of that long-ago grief. But other times Bryce seemed so beaten by their absence, it felt indecent to speak.

      After a quiet moment, he said, “I have this one memory, barely there. A two-story building, a converted barn. Upstairs there was an outside wall to the right. A window ahead of the landing, and a guitar at the top. My dad played. I know this, but I can’t for the life of me ever remember hearing him. Isn’t that strange?”

      It felt safe to answer. “Is that why you picked it up? Guitar?”

      “It’s probably why I try.” He laughed. He wasn’t good; she’d heard him play.

      “My mom was an excellent cook. She used to make crêpes on Sunday morning.”

      “Mmm,” Bryce purred, his feet crunching pine needles.

      “Strawberry puree and bananas, whipped cream on top. Or strawberries and chocolate ganache. Or my absolute favorite: peanut butter and Nutella.”

      “You should make them. For us.”

      That sounded amazing. The thought of her mother’s crêpes lit Cassie like a warm bulb. She’d mentioned it to make conversation, but now the idea had moved from interest to compulsion. She’d never quite craved a food so specifically before.

      Could she be pregnant?

      “I’d like that. As soon as we get back. But we need to add whipped cream to our list. You can’t make crêpes without whipped cream.”

      “They may not have whipped cream,” Bryce told her.

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      They walked on. It was silent for a while.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Cassie said.

      “Oh?”

      “I might go back to work.”

      Bryce’s expression broke. “Oh, honey …”

      “No, really. I think I need something meaningful to strive for. I think part of the reason I’m having these issues lately is because I’ve always been driven, and yet I’ve just been lying around for months now.” She was taking Dr. Whatshisface’s advice to heart, curious whether her feelings were coming from somewhere other than the obvious.

      Truth is, you can’t figure out what you’re thinking all the time. Sometimes you’re anxious and don’t know why.

      “You’re not ‘lying around,’” Bryce told her. “You’re recovering.”

      “But maybe I’ve recovered enough. I don’t have a purpose. I can’t help feeling like some of this death shit is maybe existential angst in disguise. I’m adrift. I’ve got no source of joie de vivre.”

      “What about me?” Bryce asked.

      A passive-aggressive question. Cassie hated that; sometimes she felt like her second job was to uphold his importance atop trying to uphold her own. Like she was his mother instead of his lover.

      “My purpose in life isn’t you, Bryce.”

      He should have reacted dramatically, but instead he seemed stymied. Um, you’d better not really be thinking that’s my purpose, buddy.

      “I meant the joie de vivre part,” he said. “Don’t we have plenty of joie de vivre?”

      “We have lots of fun. I love being here and I love you. But … Honey. I’m talking about the joy that permeates everything because it’s who you are. There’s a difference between pleasure and real happiness.”

      “You’re not happy?”

      “Of course I’m happy. But … I just think it’s time.”

      He shook his head. “It’s too soon, Cass. You may want to get out there and crack heads, but you’re not ready.”

      Excuse me, she thought. Pretty sure about what’s true of me, aren’t you?

      “I think I am. I need to get back on the horse.”

      “But the scandal …”

      “I’ve dealt with scandals before. Don’t you think it’s healthier to face my problems than hide from them? To take responsibility rather than keep being a victim?”

      “Yes. In time. But Cassie … Come on. You’re still having nightmares. It’s not just PR you’re hiding from. For fuck’s sake, you …”

      It was like he couldn’t say it. Wouldn’t say it.

      Sometimes, Cassie thought her suicide attempt might have been harder on him than her. It was sweet, and obnoxious. This particular way of making things about her actually made it all about him. It’d always been that way between them, for as long as they’d been together.

      Which was … how long now?

      Cassie sighed and opened her mouth, then closed it with words unsaid. She didn’t feel like explaining herself again, and especially didn’t feel like having the fight she knew he was inches from picking.

      Bryce liked having her home, not on location. Cassie had felt the same way, at first. Then wanderlust came with the panic attacks, and her therapy appointments, which she’d been having the entire time, weren’t making her problematic feelings disappear. She’d been thinking about it hard enough to have developed a working theory: her mind had confused cause with effect. Cassie wasn’t homebound because she was anxious; she was anxious because she was homebound.

      Only recently had she started to feel her old sense of drive alongside that ache for creative fulfillment. The solution wasn’t to tie herself down until she felt better. She needed to untether herself and make her return to meaningful work … and thereby feel better.

      The threat of scandal was no excuse. She’d broken up an engagement — so what? The press, after her return, would forget her troubles in a week. As for her atonement, a pumped stomach and permanent psychological damage said it all.

      As irritated as she was and as averse to coddling Bryce as she felt, Cassie forced herself to take his hand. She really did love him. With all her heart, deep down as if they’d been made specifically for each other.

      Still, making the first make-peace movement felt like losing ground rather than gaining it. She missed acting — she wanted get back in the game, at least go to a few connected parties — and that wasn’t going to change.

      Bryce’s reluctance to let her wasn’t going anywhere either, so for now, unless she wanted a blowout, she’d let it go and find a way to regroup later. He’d see reason eventually. He was just being protective. If she could just make him see that “what’s best for Cassie” was, in fact, to go back out to swim with the sharks, he’d come around.

      No need to spoil a beautiful walk. All else was well in the world — and as cliché as it sounded, near-death had made Cassie appreciate the simple things.

      “Let’s just walk,” she said.

      “I worry about you. That’s all.”

      She squeezed his hand. “I know. But you don’t have to worry about me. I can worry about myself.”

      “You’re not supposed to worry about yourself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you shouldn’t have to worry about yourself.”

      She watched him for a few steps, but Bryce never turned toward her.
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      They walked on. The branches were parting ahead. She saw the store.

      “Nobody’s here,” Cassie said when they cleared the trees. That’d never occurred to her before. For some reason, with Dr. Josh’s words fresh in her head, it struck her today. Nobody was ever here.

      “So?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone else at this store.” Again, that odd feeling did cartwheels in her head. “Isn’t that strange?”

      Bryce looked confused that she’d asked. “Not really.” He shrugged. “We’re out in the middle of nowhere.”

      That was true. The road that ran around the house and grounds didn’t even go here. A small dirt road through the trees. Not even a parking lot. No neighbors, Bryce owned thousands of acres. Strange that there was a store here at all, really.

      Jeb was inside. He didn’t look up; it was as if he’d been expecting them. “Hi, y’all.”

      “Hey Jeb,” said Bryce. “How’s Darla?”

      “Fine. She’s gettin’ her nails done.”

      Darla was always getting her nails done. Literally always. Had Cassie ever met Darla? She wasn’t sure.

      “Tell her hi.”

      “You betcha.” He saw Cassie. “Hey there, Miss Cassie.”

      “Nice to see you, Jeb.” She smiled, always a little shy here because Jeb had seen all her movies. It was one thing to be fawned over on the red carpet, but another to be admired when it was just her and her boyfriend out for a stroll, meeting the same shopkeep they’d met a hundred times before. Jeb ran the store all by himself, apparently at all hours. He’d run food to the house if Bryce called him. Maybe that’s when Darla covered the register.

      “You lookin’ bright today, Cassie.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You hang in there,” said Jeb. “Sometimes I get nightmares, too.”

      Cassie was halfway down the aisle before it occurred to her that what Jeb had just said was odd. It was so forward. So intimate. Small-town mom-and-pops had different rules. Not that there was much of a town. A clearing, really.

      The store had only three aisles. Today the cooler was packed with half-and-half. She pulled one out and brought it to the counter.

      “Found everything, didja?” Jeb asked.

      “Yes, thank you.” Then she remembered. “Oh, wait! Whipped cream. Bryce! Grab some whipped cream, will you?”

      “Whipped cream?”

      “For the crêpes!”

      “Oh,” said Bryce. “Nah. It’s good. I don’t want whipped cream.”

      “I do. Grab one and let’s hightail it back. I can still make some and technically call it breakfast.”

      “Um …” Bryce looked at Jeb.

      “Sorry, Miss Cassie,” Jeb told her. “We’re fresh outta whipped cream.”

      “Cool Whip, then,” Cassie told Bryce.

      “Cool what?”

      “Cool Whip.” She leveled her gaze. “You can’t seriously not know what Cool Whip is.”

      “We sorta carry slim pickins. You know that, Cassie. On demand, and all that.” Now Jeb seemed confused, too, and maybe a little hurt. As if finding his store lacking criticized the man himself, and his expression said he thought they were friends.

      A smile to encourage him. “How about Ice cream?”

      Jeb was still looking at Bryce.

      “Nothing?”

      “We got cream,” said Jeb.

      “I want whipped cream.” She looked to Bryce. “This is important stuff, hon. I mean, it’s crêpes we’re talking about. I say we go back for the truck.”

      “What for?”

      “You know. Try another place. Run down to …” But she couldn’t remember where any other stores were. Or any towns. Or, really, any roads. This morning’s session was really doing a number on her.

      “Hang on,” said Jeb. “Y’all are thinkin’ of goin’ somewhere else?”

      “Just because you don’t have what we need, is all.”

      Jeb looked sad. Cassie, as if from a deep, primitive well inside herself, felt inexplicably bad. This wasn’t fair. All she wanted was some damn whipped cream. They’d gotten it here before; it just wasn’t one of the handful of items Jeb had in stock today.

      Something smacked the counter beside her. Next to the half-and-half she’d already retrieved, Bryce set down a small carton of heavy cream.

      “We’ll whip it ourselves,” he explained. “Fresher that way.”

      Without waiting for her answer, Bryce paid Jeb and left Cassie to follow with an apologetic glance behind. Once outside, she felt herself looking at the place with fresh eyes, out of sorts for
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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