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Praise for

MARION

“Compulsively readable and clever as hell, this contemporary twist on Psycho has genuine scares and surprises. A sharp, fresh, wickedly fun reimagining. Rowan expertly builds tension while flipping the script on a classic.”

Rachel Harrison, USA Today bestselling author of Black Sheep

“Disturbing, fierce, and unputdownable, Marion is a brilliant, feminist twist on one of the most well-known thrillers of our time. An intense, spine-tingling tale.”

Julia Bartz, New York Times bestselling author of The Writing Retreat

“A bloody tale of female rage, an ode to the bonds of sisterhood in all its forms, and one of the smartest retellings I’ve had the pleasure to read, Marion is the funhouse mirror version of Psycho I never knew I always needed.”

Rachel Hawkins, New York Times bestselling author of The Villa

“Tense, thrilling, and packed with twists, Marion is a brilliantly constructed thrill ride from a bold new voice in horror. Every time you think you›ve got it figured out, buckle up—Rowan is five steps ahead, and you won’t believe what she’s got in store.”

Andrea Bartz, New York Times bestselling author of We Were Never Here

“Rowan hooks the reader from the very first sentence with a narrative voice that compels and captivates at every turn. Whip-smart, surprising and perfectly plotted with pacing that left me spinning, I can’t recommend it enough.”

Sarah Pearse, New York Times bestselling author of The Sanatorium

“This cathartic, feminist horror is for anyone who’s ever watched Hitchcock and wondered about the inner rage of one of those famous ‘icy blondes.’”

Danielle Valentine, New York Times bestselling author of Delicate Condition

“The Psycho retelling of my dark feminist dreams, Marion crackles with wry humor, savage action, and an electric tension that will keep it at the forefront of your mind, even when you aren’t reading.”

Ashley Winstead, USA Today bestselling author of This Book Will Bury Me

“Marion proves that the most famous dead blonde in the world can take back her narrative and her power. Don’t miss this page-turning and fantastically feminist reimagining of an iconic Hitchcock character, a novel full of twists, heart, and most of all, justice.”

Vanessa Lillie, bestselling author of Blood Sisters
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PROLOGUE

I’m the kind of girl you swear you’ve seen before.

You know the type: young, blond, and pretty enough. The first girl to die in the slasher film. The one who wasn’t all that likable anyway, who should smile more, complain less, never get annoyed or angry or—gasp—emotional. The one who, hand to god, maybe kind of had it coming?

Anyway, that’s me. And on one impossibly hot day in July, I did something a little—or a lot—reckless (yes, girls like me do make bad decisions, believe it or not), and I desperately needed to get out of the city.

Paying in cash, I checked in to a secluded motel off the beaten path and shared a meal with the innkeeper. He was nice and charming, and surprisingly (disarmingly, even) good-looking, though a little too hung up on his sick mother. (Pardon my frequent asides but really, why does every attractive single man over thirty have mommy issues?) Back in my room, I twisted the knob of the shower, running the water to get it nice and hot, then slipped out of my clothes, and stepped right in.

Only then, I heard a noise. I saw a shadow.

I screamed as the shower curtain was pulled back.

Look, I get it, I do. You’re one step ahead of me, aren’t you? Because you’ve read it, watched it, listened to it on a podcast during your evening run, heard it all a million times. Hell, your body is already prepping for the jump scare. Don’t lie, now, you can be real with me.

But I’m here to tell you something.

You think you know how this kind of story ends.

You don’t.
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1:45 PM

When Mom was still with us, she used to tell me that everything I knew about the world, I knew from Lauren.

My sister, she said, fell in love with me before she even met me. Cooed over Mommy’s tummy. Kissed me each night before bed. Could barely contain the excitement of my arrival in her little five-year-old body.

And then I did come, and Mom said that Lauren was just as much a central part of my world as she or Dad were. That she was always hovering around me, a moth to a bright new flame. That she needed to touch me, always. A sticky, apple-juice-coated hand constantly playing with the tiny sausages of my baby fingers. That Lauren’s upturned, almost feline eyes were probably the first real shapes I ever saw.

Now those eyes were avoiding mine, and locked on a turkey club at a greasy spoon in Hell’s Kitchen. Her lower lids were coated with cakey concealer, especially on the left side, where a shadow of blue showed through the layers of beige gunk.

I glanced down at the rolling suitcase sitting near Lauren’s feet. “How can you go back to him?”

Her eyes flashed at mine, rolling upward as they did more often than not. Lauren and I—and Mom, too—we’d been given more than our share of sass, Dad always said. “Can you not?”

The bruise was still fresh when Lauren buzzed my apartment after midnight two nights ago, when she’d crumpled in the arms of her baby sister. At first, I’d been confused. Easygoing, typically mild-mannered Rob—who was as handy as Dad, played Dungeons and Dragons once a month, and loved expensive whiskey and Kraft macaroni and cheese in equal measure—was about as far from the picture of a wife beater as you could conjure. But as she’d cried on my shoulder, muttering “I can’t believe it’s come to this,” the images in my mind that made up the older brother I’d never had—the guy who’d helped me move into my college dorm, for goodness’ sake—began to rearrange. Lauren had alluded to Rob’s drinking before, which had picked up during lockdown. She’d said it was hard on their marriage, that they were having “issues.” She’d offhandedly mentioned that Rob wasn’t doing Dungeons and Dragons anymore, that he’d had a falling-out with the group. And we’d all overheard him, at one time or another, on a work call. There was something about the way his voice could suddenly drop a decibel, into something so serious, so caustic. We’d always written it off as your typical work stress—he was in event planning, a fast-paced, blink-and-the-whole-thing-is-ruined kind of business. The short-fused anger that could so easily emerge on those calls had never ever been turned on us.

Could the Rob that I’d known, that I’d loved, have become someone so different from the man I thought he was? Or had we just been wrong from the start? Had he always been like this and simply duped us all? Weren’t so many violent people the type who, on the surface, seemed like they wouldn’t even hurt a fly?

“Did Rob do this?” I’d finally asked, pulling back, staring at my sister’s face. “He did, didn’t he?”

She’d only cried harder.

But the next morning, when I’d plied her with questions—Has he ever hurt you before? How long has this been going on?—she’d made it crystal clear that she didn’t want to discuss the matter further, that all she needed was “sister time.”

I didn’t like it. I wanted information, I wanted a story, some narrative that I could glom on to, one that could help me understand exactly how someone I’d believed was one of the good guys could turn into someone who so clearly wasn’t. But unlike me, Lauren had never responded well to pressure. She had to do things in her own way, on her own agenda. So I’d given her the carefree sister time she craved. I’d called in sick to work, blaming an outpatient procedure I’d had that wasn’t healing as it should (in fact, I had gotten an IUD inserted earlier in the week, and the doctor promised me all I’d need were a couple of Advil, but spoiler alert: I was still in pain). With my work schedule cleared, we’d spent yesterday crowded on the couch in front of my studio apartment’s single window AC unit, in a haze of pumpernickel bagels, bodega coffee, and the most obnoxious reality TV shows the streamers could provide. I tried to ignore Lauren’s phone as it lit up with texts from Rob—which she wasn’t answering but she also wouldn’t let me read. I forced myself not to ask her all the things I’d wanted to ask, knowing if I pushed her away, she’d run right back to him. I’d barely slept either night, so worried about my older sister, about what this meant, and what lay ahead. The thought of him hurting her made me sick. And what made me even sicker still was the bone-deep knowledge that this would only escalate. These things always did.

I’d gone in to work early this morning to get a head start on my inbox, leaving a note for Lauren saying I’d try to be home early, and maybe we could catch a rooftop happy hour somewhere on the river. But then she’d texted an hour ago asking to meet me for lunch across the street from my office. I’d arrived in a panic, the bell dinging behind me, the AC blasting and practically freezing the summer sweat on my skin, only to discover Lauren seated in a booth, poring over the spiral-bound menu, asking me what I wanted to order as if this lunch had always been planned. She was wearing a black linen shift dress, and her hair was freshly washed and dried, falling smooth and glossy down to her elbows. Her suitcase was sitting next to her on the checkerboard diner floor, an announcement, subtle yet clear: Yes, I’m going back.

“I’m your sister,” I said, fiddling with a french fry that looked unappetizingly greasy. The reality of the situation—of Lauren, ready to return to Rob after he’d done that—was making it near-impossible to eat. “You can’t just expect me not to worry about you.”

Lauren huffed, and as if summoned, the waitress, a middle-aged woman with an aroma of cigarette smoke and a voice that matched the smell, fluttered back over, a water pitcher in hand. “Top you up?”

“Please,” Lauren said. I shook my head no.

“You two are sisters, right?” the woman asked. “What a pretty pair you are.”

“Thank you,” Lauren said, smiling. “How could you tell?”

“You have practically the same face,” she said with a smile. “Only thing different is the hair. But it suits each of you.”

I smiled awkwardly and scratched the back of my neck. After a bad college breakup, I’d asked my hairdresser to chop it all off; the boy, of course, was long gone, but the pixie cut had stayed. Now I couldn’t imagine myself without it.

“You remind me of my daughters,” she said.

“Thank you,” Lauren said, her voice warm and easy.

The woman nodded, then moved on to another table.

Comments on our appearance were common, especially when Lauren and I were together. I could lie and tell you that I didn’t really know it, that I was self-conscious like any other girl, but that would be a whole lot of bullshit. Pretty was just a fact of our lives; it was the first thing to be noticed, by just about anyone, for as long as I could remember. Pretty was something that had come from Mom and been passed on to Lauren and me in turn.

I looked at Lauren’s face now, remembering Mom’s, that day in Manhattan, her cheek turning red, blood trickling from a nostril. The way Mom had touched the blood, then absently tucked her neat, shoulder-length hair behind her ears, getting a smear of red on her blond locks, before wiping the rest on the slim black slacks she always wore on trips “down to the city.” Lot of good “pretty” did any of us. It wasn’t a protection against violence, that was for sure. If anything, it seemed to court it.

Now, I squirmed in my seat, my cervix still sore, and took a sip of weak iced coffee.

The weight of Lauren, trapped in a bad situation, when our parents couldn’t help her now, when it was just us, felt as oppressive as the heat outside.

During one of our last real conversations, Mom had stared at me with eyes that once looked bright but by then were sunken. She’d taken my hand in her bony one—the weight had fallen off her so fast—and practically begged me to look out for Lauren. In some ways, sweetie, you’re the big sister now, she said, her voice filled with urgency. I know you can do this, love. I need you to.

Now, I couldn’t help but wonder: Had it been just one of those things you say, or had Mom somehow seen something in Rob, picked up on what he might turn into, on the very things I hadn’t? Had she somehow known their once-seemingly stable relationship was going to devolve into this?

But then why didn’t she help Lauren? Why didn’t she tell me, at least? Why would she leave it all to me?

I stared at my sister and asked the question she’d already made clear she didn’t want to answer. “Lauren,” I said gently. “Has Rob ever done anything like this before?”

And then, before she could say a word, the image flashed to mind, suddenly so obvious to me: last fall, that brace on her wrist when she came down to the city to visit. We were going to play tennis at the courts on the west side, but then we hadn’t. Lauren said she’d strained it helping a client hang heavy drapes. She was an interior designer; it was an explanation that made sense. I hadn’t questioned it. I hadn’t questioned so, so much.

“Lauren,” I said again. “Last fall—was that—”

“So that’s what you think of me now, is it?” she said, her eyes never leaving her plate, her lips never answering the real question. “Some battered woman, who just let it all happen?”

“No,” I said forcefully. “No, I don’t think anything like that. This is one hundred percent on Rob, not you. You must know that”—I reached for her hand—“and you have to know that it won’t just stop. It can only get worse.”

“Okay, Mom,” Lauren said, shaking her hand free from mine.

“Was she wrong?” I asked.

Before she stopped working, Mom had been a social worker for decades, everywhere from psych wards to women’s shelters to her own private practice. She was intimately aware of all the ways people could fail each other, and she’d spent our childhood warning us, ad nauseam, about every single one.

“This isn’t Mom’s caseload, okay?” Lauren said. “This is my life.”

“I’m just saying, you have to be realistic—”

“It’s so simple to you, isn’t it?” Lauren said, eyes finally meeting mine, her finger tracing the condensation on her glass. “Easy peasy lemon squeezy, huh?”

“Who’s talking like Mom now?” She’d always used to say that, when we were reluctant to tackle a mess we’d made—errant toys on the living room rug, or a dusting of flour on the counter from rolled cookies—cleaning up is simple, girls, if you do it right away: easy peasy lemon squeezy.

But Mom wasn’t here anymore. She couldn’t help us clean up this mess.

Lauren simply shrugged. “You started it.”

I tried another tack. “Are you worried about what your friends will think—or your clients? Divorce is so common these days. You don’t even have to tell anyone the reason why.”

“No,” Lauren said with a shake of her head. “It’s not that.”

“Don’t tell me it’s about the house, then. Because I love it, too, but it’s just a house.” Back in 2019, Lauren and Rob bought our family home, a Victorian Mom and Dad had poured their hearts and souls into, so they could move to a more manageable condo in Poughkeepsie. Our parents planned to use the money to travel, and spend more time in the city—to actually enjoy retirement and not, for once, worry about maintaining an old home. But then the world had, for all intents and purposes, ended, bringing lockdowns and limits on travel, destroying all their careful plans.

And then, of course, it had destroyed them, too. Illness knocked on their door, shattering everything in an instant. It had come so quickly and stolen them both from us in the end.

“It’s not just a house,” Lauren said. “It’s all we have left of them.”

She wasn’t entirely wrong. There was the attic staircase Dad had rebuilt himself—and brought up to code—because he worried that our little feet might trip and fall on the steps that had previously been so steep. There was the tiny door he’d installed in the wall between my bedroom and Lauren’s, which had been painted pink on my side, purple on hers. We’d dutifully knocked and crawled through it up until Lauren’s college years, even though the opening was only a couple of feet high and it became increasingly tricky to squeeze through. There were the tiles on the fireplace, the ones that Mom—who believed sincerely that anything a man could do, a woman could, too—had cut, installed, and grouted herself. There was the garden on the side of the house that Dad had toiled over, his happy place, Lauren and I holding tiny trowels alongside him as soon as either of us could form a grip. There was the living room, where Mom had surprised me for my sixteenth birthday with a family heirloom, a blood-red garnet pendant that had once belonged to her great-grandmother. There was the mantel Mom sanded and stained, the windows Dad installed.

The house was our history, from the dent in the drywall where I’d dramatically tossed a mug after my high school boyfriend cheated on me with my onetime best friend, to the stains on the hardwood from Lauren and me tracking snow in through the back door every winter. There was the best—and sometimes the worst—of us infused into every square inch. Which is why we’d all been so happy when Lauren and Rob had bought it, promising to start a family of their own within its walls.

I brought a fry to my mouth, savoring the numbing effect of the salt and grease. “I know it as well as you do, but this”—my eye caught her bruise—“it isn’t worth it. Not even for the house.”

“How about my business?” Lauren snapped. “Is it worth it for that?”

“What does Rob have to do with your business?” I asked. “You started it before you were married.”

Lauren was a gifted interior designer, and she’d built Lolo Interiors, inspired by my childhood nickname for her, slowly but surely. Now, at thirty-four, she had a robust client list, an absolutely gorgeous portfolio, two projects in regional magazines, and a potential feature in Architectural Digest, a lifelong dream of hers. She was so good at what she did, so clever and creative and savvy; we all knew it.

“I did,” Lauren said with a bitter laugh. “And I built it, thanks to years of doing projects basically for free, for people in town. Thanks to sleepless nights and weekends and god-knows-how-many-miles on my car going back and forth to the city. But none of that matters, not when it really comes down to it.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But I don’t understand.”

“Rob owns the business,” she said. “Half of it, in fact.”

“What?” I asked, trying to make sense of it. “But—”

“How do you think I started it? I was twenty-six. I had nothing to my name. You need samples. You need glossy books. Plus the rent on the office space.”

“I thought you saved,” I said weakly. “Or got a little help from Mom and Dad.”

“Mom offered, you know,” Lauren said. “But no. I had a wonderful man whose parents had unfortunately passed, whose inheritance—at least a portion of it—could be used to make my dreams come true. So, I turned her down. We had a big fight about it, actually. You know Mom.”

Of course I did. Mom had been raised on second-wave feminism and reruns of The Mary Tyler Moore Show. She’d been adamant that we never become dependent on a man, emphasizing that we women had to find our own security, particularly financially. It was funny to us because Dad was so reliable, so—well, dependable, what with his union job as a high school administrator, which included full benefits and an income much larger than Mom’s. We had never doubted his enduring love for her and us, and yet, she drilled the need for autonomy into us in the same way a mother who’d been left to fend for herself might. It was the kind of thing you couldn’t help but internalize, and sometimes I thought that my choice to work in advertising, a complicated but lucrative (if I could ever get that promotion, of course!) industry, had been borne from those lessons. “So what does that actually mean for you?” I asked.

“It means that unless I pay back what he put into the business—at the very least—he owns half of my future earnings. Or else I can’t keep using my business name, my branding, any of it. I’d have to start over. Entirely.”

“You’re sure about this?” I asked. “You—”

“Yes,” Lauren said. “I spoke to a lawyer. And Rob found out I spoke to a lawyer. And we argued about it, and”—she gestured to her face—“well.”

It was still so difficult to reconcile the Rob I thought of as my brother with the person who’d put that bruise on her face, who had almost definitely also put her wrist in a brace, but as Mom would’ve said, that’s how people got away with bad things: They convinced you that they weren’t the type. “How much money are you talking about?” I asked, my hand fiddling with the necklace Mom gave me, which I still wore every single day.

Lauren tapped her nails on the teal linoleum tabletop. “It was ten thousand,” she said finally.

I nodded, relieved—that was substantial, but manageable—then caught the way she was biting her bottom lip. It was a tell that Lauren was about to break bad news. “But I had some rough years here and there, and he put more into it over time. Always from the inheritance,” she said. “All added up, it’s more like fifty grand.”

“What?” I said, my heart sinking. “Where are you going to get . . .”

Lauren looked around surreptitiously, as if Rob could see us, even now. “I’ve opened my own account. I’ve been contributing to it for the last few months. I’ve just taken on some big new clients. I simply have to keep doing more projects, expanding the scope—”

“You’re an interior designer,” I snapped. “You’re not rich. What if you can’t save it up? What if—”

“What do you suggest then?” Lauren asked, sounding exasperated.

“Just leave,” I said, feeling heat rise to my already hot face, sweat beginning to bead at the back of my neck. “Figure out the rest later. Stay with me.”

“In your tiny shitbox of a studio? Really?”

“It’s better than . . . than—”

“Is it?” Lauren asked, cutting me off. “Is losing everything—my home, my business—and crashing with my baby sister honestly better than waiting it out and doing it the smart way? I’m not letting him take everything. I can’t.”

“But,” I said, lowering my voice. “He hit you. He left a nasty bruise, Lauren. Any judge will take that into account.”

Lauren laughed out loud then. “Tell that to all the women Mom worked with who had nothing. I need a good lawyer, and that costs money, too. I need to not lose everything I’ve built over the last decade. And for that, I need time. If I leave him now, he’ll lawyer up immediately. He still has savings from his inheritance. Rob has a safety net,” she said. “I don’t.”

She was right. A meager life insurance payout had been eaten up by jaw-dropping, this-is-how-we-live-in-America hospital bills. By laminated pages of offerings in a funeral director’s notebook. By credit cards opened by our parents out of sheer necessity. By the money-sucking vortex of grief, of loss. Dying was expensive, settling up afterward even more so. My sister and I understood that now in a way we never had before.

“Lauren,” I said. “This isn’t going to work out. This isn’t practi—”

“A few years,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Just give me a few years.”

“Years?” I demanded, my voice rising. “Are you serious? A few years might as well be fifty years. It sounds like you don’t want to leave him at all. Christ, Lauren,” I said, and in a flash, there was Mom—the Sunday obituaries spread before her—looking for names she knew. “You could be dead in a few years.”

Lauren’s face flushed, her eyes widened, and amidst the bustle of people, the burbling of coffee, the honking rush of the Tenth Avenue traffic just outside the door, a pin-drop silence settled between us. Was my outburst a little dramatic? It was still Rob, after all, wasn’t it? But in my gut, I knew that Mom wouldn’t think so. She’d drilled statistic after statistic into us, intent that neither my sister nor I ever became one. Because they weren’t just statistics to her. They were people. Women who mattered. Who’d been left to tread water—sometimes even drown—by a system that couldn’t help them.

Lauren’s eyes fell to her plate, and she used her napkin to dab at tears.

The waitress returned then, oblivious to what had just been said. What neither of us had wanted to voice, but what we’d both been dancing around since Lauren’s arrival at my door: how precarious her safety—her life—was, as long as she stayed in a situation like this.

“Still working on that, or can I box anything up for you?” the waitress asked.

Lauren blinked twice, then looked up at the woman, her hands pushing her plate away. “Just the check, please,” she said. Her eyes flashed to mine, daring me to say another word, then returned to the woman. “I should be getting on the road soon, after all. Thank you.”

The woman turned back toward the kitchen, and I leaned forward, desperate now.

“Just slow down, okay? What if you stayed through the weekend?” I asked, perhaps a bit frantically. “There’s a new exhibit at the Whitney—or we could hit up one of the public pools. Or even go down to the beach. There’s a bus now that takes you straight there. Plus, there’s my Saturday morning boxing class just a few blocks away. You’d love it,” I said.

You’ll need it, I thought.

Lauren shook her head. “I have a work thing—a conference in Albany that starts tomorrow night.”

“So stay until tomorrow morning, then? Please.”

Lauren sighed. “I told Rob I’d only be gone two nights.”

“Fuck Rob,” I said now, voice rising. “I don’t care what you tell him. Just stay one more night. At least let us talk this through—we can make a plan. Maybe I can borrow from my 401k or something? We can figure out how to get a few years down to a shorter timeline, and—”

“Stop it,” Lauren said. “Don’t talk like that. I don’t want your money. That’s not why”—she shook her head—“That’s not why I’m here. That’s not why I’m telling you this. Jesus,” she said. “I’m your big sister. I’m supposed to be looking out for you.”

“Okay then,” I said, forcing a smile. “You can convince me not to sell everything I have in the world if you stay tonight.”

And if she stayed tonight, then maybe she would stay the next night, and the next and the next . . .

Lauren shook her head, her face flushed. She looked achingly, unbearably sad.

My phone buzzed then, vibrating against the counter—two texts from Rodrigo, my closest work friend and my boss’s assistant.


Girlie I know you’re with your sis but you’re late for a meeting




When are you back David wants an ETA



“Shit,” I said.

“Do you have to—”

“Yes,” I said. “But—”

“I’ll take care of this,” Lauren said, brushing moisture from her eyes and composing herself. “Go.”

“And you’ll be there in my apartment when I get back after work?” I asked. “I shouldn’t be any later than five. I don’t want to leave things like this. Please.”

Lauren glanced at her suitcase once more, then locked those glistening feline eyes of hers on mine.

“All right, then,” she said, resigned. “I’ll stay one more night.”
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“Anger on a beautiful woman really isn’t a good look.”

In my line of work, this is the exact sort of bullshit you have to hear on the regular and pretend it’s breathtakingly profound.

David, my Don-Draper-wannabe boss and the bearer of this astute phrase, offered a chuckle, and the client—a forty-something man named Barry with a receding hairline, pockmarked skin, and a “revolutionary” serum that had gone viral on TikTok and promised to make your face look like glass—grinned right back. You might not know this, but behind every product that promises to make a woman look perfect, there’s at least one mediocre-looking dude who’s still making up for the fact that he couldn’t get the girls’ attention in high school. The two were already talking about the types of people they’d cast, no “in-your-face” or “aggressive” models, no thank you, nothing even hinting at that unattractive “anger,” but the sort whose faces seem fixed in that casual Mona Lisa smile.

“Exactly,” Barry said. “We want girls who seem easygoing, whose beauty is effortless. You know, the kind of girl who doesn’t need to work to look like this.”

Perhaps without realizing it, both men turned to look at me before continuing the conversation.

“Your work with Gloss Co. has really impressed me and the team,” Barry went on. “We want our campaign to be exactly like that.”

I wrote a note in my Moleskine and painted on my own Renaissance grin. The moment I’d gotten back to the office, sweating even more profusely from the run down Tenth Avenue, Rodrigo had rushed me into this meeting, even though nothing had been on my calendar. We rarely took new client meetings on Fridays, much less in the summer, when Gustaf, the agency owner, was off in the Hamptons and couldn’t be here to razzle-dazzle them.

“And it will,” David said, grinning. “You’ll have me of course. And our wonderful associate creative director here. You’ll be in fabulous hands.”

No mistaking it now, Barry’s eyes moved from my face to my chest to an inch or so of cleavage—my skin crawling beneath his gaze, a bit of oft-repressed (and unflattering, I suppose!) anger flaring up—before returning to my eyes. Everything from lingering gazes to leers was the cost of doing business in the advertising industry, one that puts aesthetics above all. Mom used to chew my ear with her entreaties to put these guys in their places, sometimes telling me to take a cue from Lauren and go freelance instead, because then at least I wouldn’t have to constantly answer to men.

That was the funny thing about Mom: She was always going on and on about financial security while also believing so fiercely in her daughters’ talents that she never hesitated to encourage us to strike out on our own. (Look how well that’s worked out for Lauren, Mom!) But she didn’t understand that sometimes, it was easier to use the cards I’d been dealt to play the game. Or that I had no actual desire to be on my own, that I wanted to climb the creative corporate ladder and maybe (one day!) have a shot at reforming the system from within. Besides, I was still giddily wrapping my head around what David had just called me for the first time in our seven-year working history: associate creative director, a title I’d been gunning for for over a year.

“So,” David said, reaching out a hand to Barry. “Are we on, then?”

“We’re on,” Barry said. “And I want to get started as soon as humanly possible. We are moving beyond TikTok into the mainstream now, and it has to happen well before the holiday gifting season begins. Ideally we’d have a spot ready to go by October.”

David’s eyes widened behind a pair of thick-rimmed glasses, but he quickly pulled himself together, scratching the bottom of his freshly shaven chin, his nails buffed perfectly by the Filipino woman who did his manicure every week. David was the kind of good-looking, well-groomed professional guy you’d swear was gay when you first met him, but—let’s just say he was as straight as can be when it came down to brass tacks. “It might be costly, but we can do that.”

Barry leaned down and retrieved a briefcase from beneath his chair. “Speaking of cost”—he flicked the numbers of a dial and opened the case with a satisfying thwap—“this should get you started while we work out all the details.”

I could barely hear him, I was so taken by the vision in front of me. Stacks of green, bank wrapped neatly—$10,000 printed on each one. Barry pulled out a canvas pouch, unzipped it, and began to add stacks to it—ten in all, I counted—until the briefcase was empty, the pouch full.

One hundred thousand dollars. In cash. My god.

Money that could change a life. Passed from one receptacle to another like it was nothing, because for some people, it was. Barry zipped it back up and handed it to David as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

It was so deeply, deeply unfair. That this man, this leering ghoul who did little more than repackage what was likely a basic, drugstore-style formula for TikTok, quadrupling its value in the process, had that kind of power at his fingertips. A surge of anger took over me—I half wanted to scream.

For his part, David looked as shocked as I was—his face matching the peering eyes of the heart on his Comme des Garçons T-shirt. “Oh,” he said. “I didn’t know—I mean—”

“I prefer to pay cash,” Barry said. “We’ve had . . . book-keeping issues in the past. This way, we don’t have to worry about banking errors. All that red tape.”

David shifted from one foot to the other.

“That isn’t a problem, is it?” Barry asked, cocking his head to the side. “I know it’s not standard operating procedure, but I can assure you there are loads of agencies in this city that wouldn’t have an issue with that at all. Who haven’t had issues with it when we’ve worked together prior.”

David plastered on his own smile now, the same one he used to wow clients, or to charm one of the pretty, mid-twenties girlfriends he—a forty-something forever bachelor—rotated through. “Of course,” he said. “Not a problem. We’ll have our finance department put it in their safe, and like you said, with cash up front, we can get going sooner.”

It sounded shady as all get-out to me, but hell, I suppose money talks, and David seemed desperate to win this account.

Barry nodded, and the tension in the room dissipated. All was once again well for the boys and their skincare ads. “Then let’s celebrate. I believe there are at least a few rounds of martinis with our names on them if we get started a little early. You mentioned a nice rooftop nearby.”

“The best,” David said. “Just down in Chelsea. I’ll have Rodrigo call ahead.”

“Wonderful,” Barry said. Then he turned to me. “And will you be joining us as well?”

Much as I loved being included, I had a sinking suspicion that after a couple of martinis, it wouldn’t only be Barry’s eyes wandering but his hands, too.

“No can do,” David said, saving me from the inevitable ogling. “She’ll be keeping the lights on for our other accounts.”

“If you say so,” Barry said, eyes flitting to mine again. Then he pushed his chair back. “Let me just use the little boys’ room, and then we’ll get going.”

“Just down the hall, first door on the right,” David said, but in spite of the grin, I could see a bead of sweat already forming just above his brow.

The moment Barry was gone, David grabbed the canvas pouch, made for the door. “Please don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

After a minute or so, he returned, the pouch no longer in his hands.

He pulled out a checkbook and flipped to the back, eyebrows knit.

“David, is everything okay?”

I’d been working with this man for the better part of a decade now, through account wins and losses, long brainstorm sessions, and early morning pitch prep. He was the kind of guy who liked to get in there with his team, who always brought an extra-large box of Dunkin’ Donuts, the pink frosted kind Homer Simpson favored. In all that time, I’d gotten good at reading David’s every expression. And now, his Botoxed elevens, the lines between his eyebrows he was constantly battling, were two clear crevices, his anxiety getting the best of the paralyzing toxin.

Hands shaking, he scribbled something before tearing the paper along the perforation and passing it to me.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

David briefly eyed the open door. “Look. I put the money in the top drawer of your desk. This is a deposit slip. You take this to the bank, okay? Go straight there, and then go home. It’s Friday, after all. No one will miss you. Plus, isn’t your sister in town? Yes, Rodrigo let it slip, but I fully support you calling in sick to be with her. Now you can have even more time together.”

“But I thought finance . . . The safe . . .”

David rushed to close the door, engaged the lock, then came back to me. “I’m leaving the agency. Striking out on my own.”

“What?” I asked. David mentioned it before, his goal of running his own shop, but it had always been so far off. A dream, not a reality. “Now?” Even as I spoke, it was beginning to make sense. The meeting that hadn’t been on my calendar. The one that had been purposefully scheduled for a day that Gustaf would not be around.

“The timing’s finally right,” David said. “And I’m taking you with me. This is our chance.”

“But—”

“Gustaf is never going to promote you,” he said. “You know that, right? We have to stick together, you and me.”

My eyebrows narrowed.

“How many men—boys, really—have come through—started after you—and already gotten the ACD title?”

Three. All in the game for less time than I’d been. Art directors, like me, were a dime a dozen. Could be anything from glorified assistants to astute designers. Either way, they always operated under someone else. Associate creative directors, like Bryan, Elijah, and most recently, Stu, got to run their own campaigns. And I hated all three of them for it. Felt anger boiling every time I passed them. While making small talk in the coffee room. While taking a seat around the conference table. While brainstorming over a new pitch. But I didn’t say that. I didn’t need to.

“Meanwhile you have half the good ideas in this agency. And the Gloss Co. account is ours. Yours and mine. You know that. Now listen. This is what I mean about timing. Gloss Co.’s contract is up at the end of the year. They’re unhappy with Gustaf, think he’s distracted. They want to be with me and you, but they want an agency backing. Not something I’m going to start out of my bedroom. I need office space, an assistant, at least you and a couple of art directors. Barry and his business—it’s the bridge we need. But I didn’t expect him to come here with wads of cash.”

“Yeah,” I said. “What the hell was that about?”

David sighed. “His family runs the largest luxury car service out on the North Shore. So who knows what kind of stuff they’re up to. These Long Island guys, I swear to god. But him hiring us, that’s fully aboveboard. Only if the cash goes into the agency safe, we’ll never get it back. And the client is Gustaf’s. And you’ll still be art director for who knows how long, and I’ll still be dealing with Gustaf’s bullshit. And if the Gloss Co. account goes elsewhere we’ll be out of our jobs anyway—that retainer pays the bulk of both of our salaries. So we can’t fuck this up.”

“But—”

“Come on,” David said with that same signature smile—the one offered anytime I was feeling lost, when another man got a promotion, or when Gustaf messed up my name at a client presentation even though I’d known him for years—the you-got-this-we-got-this smile I’d come to find so validating. “Like I said, this is our chance. To really do something that’s ours. And it’s going to work. Just trust me.”

I hesitated. “How would we even—”

“Barry’s going to come back,” David said, his eyes locked on mine. “And he and I are going to go out and get smashed on martinis that I’m going to put on my personal credit card. And you are going to take the money he just handed us and put it in my checking account and not so much as text me. And then I’m going to open a corporate account with my CPA, first thing Monday. Barry’s not going to care whose name is on the door. He just wants us. He wants the Gloss Co. look, which we can give to him. But not if the money goes into the agency funds.”

“But if we don’t give it to finance—is that . . . is it even legal?”

David laughed out loud. “You think everything Gustaf does is on the up and up? He plays the game, and so can we. We can do this. I know we can.”

I pushed the deposit slip back. “I get it,” I said. “But why don’t you do it? If it’s no big deal? I mean, it’s a lot to ask.”

“Because if Barry sees me with his pouch of cash, it’s insanely unprofessional. Not to mention risky, taking the money to a damn bar. There’s a Chase Bank two blocks up. They’ll be open till five. It’s easy. And I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t prepared to reward you for taking a leap for me.”

Easy peasy lemon squeezy.

“I don’t know,” I said. “It’s just so—it’s—”

“You’ll be ACD,” he said. “And I’ll double the paltry salary they’re paying you here.”

My heart leapt, and Lauren’s words practically blared in my ear: Rob has a safety net. I don’t. More money meant I could be that person for her, didn’t it? David wasn’t a perfect boss, but he was a damn good one, and we worked well together. Clearly, he appreciated me more than any of the other power players in the office did.

“There’s a reason I asked you to this meeting,” he pressed. “No one else.”

“Will you bring Rodrigo, too?”

“Is that important to you?” he asked.

“Crucial,” I said. “I don’t want to leave him here without us.”

“Then consider it done,” David said, waving a hand. “What the ACD wants, the ACD gets.” He grinned. “Once it’s all up and running, of course.”

“And what if Gustaf finds out?” I asked. “About the money?”

“He’s not going to,” David said. “Because we’re not going to put any of it in writing—and we’re not going to tell another soul. And if for some reason anyone sees you, anyone asks what you’re up to, just say you’re doing me a personal favor. No one has to know what it’s about. Hell, Gustaf has junior designers walking his dogs and picking up his dry cleaning. It’s no big deal. It’s our one shot at something that people dream about—starting an agency. Doing the damn thing.”

I looked down at the deposit slip, written out for one hundred thousand dollars, then back up at my boss. The boss I’d trusted with my career for years now. The boss who made me feel inspired, appreciated, like I mattered. There was so much I wanted to ask. So many details I wanted to work out. So much I wanted to make him promise.

You’ll treat me right, won’t you? You’ll promote me and pay me and not let these boys and men treat me like an object that exists for their viewing pleasure? And if something goes wrong with this plan, you’ll back me up? Right?

A knock on the door.

Instinctively, I grabbed the deposit slip and tucked it into my pocket.

David was quickly unlocking, then opening the door for Barry. “Sorry,” he said. “This door gets sticky. The cash is with finance, so we’re all set. Shall we?”

“Let’s,” Barry said. “So nice to meet you. I look forward to working more closely in the future.” He nodded to me, his smile rakish.

“Have a great weekend,” David said, already halfway out the door. “See you Monday.”
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JULY 28, 2023
3:36 PM

It felt like a secret that somehow everybody already knew.

Like when you have sex for the first time, and walk the halls of your college dorm—even though no one actually knows exactly what happened, it seems like they do, like there’s a sign, neon and glowing, emblazoned on your chest.

The money—still tucked in the canvas pouch, and now nestled in my flea market leather tote—was like a burning orb of fire, heating the sweltering lobby of Chase’s Tenth Avenue branch. Even though it was safely stowed away, it felt like everyone should be able to see it. Like I was asking for trouble.

I could still see Mom’s face, that day in Manhattan. It was 1999. Lauren and Mom and I—“my three gorgeous girls,” as Dad called us—had taken the train down into the city to do some holiday shopping. We gazed into the windows on Fifth Avenue. Marveled at the enormous tree. Dreamed about one day seeing the Rockettes, Mom laughing and joking that she should’ve gone into show business instead of the much less glamorous work of trying to help people. Mom had always looked like a dancer, with her endless legs, her trim waist, her arms lithe and strong from the home workout video she did every morning. If you saw her, you’d never guess she spent her days in a dusty office, helping women apply for government services. That afternoon in the city, Mom wanted some extra cash before we headed to FAO Schwarz, and she’d stopped at one of the bank branches, keyed in her code, and grabbed a stack of twenties. We were hardly out the door when a guy, dressed so plainly—white T-shirt, jeans, just some young high school kid—reached for her purse. Mom yanked it back, and the kid’s hand was so quick—a punch to her face, half on her eye, half on her nose. She screamed, and then she did something wild—she hit him right back. And then people were looking, and the kid was running, up toward Central Park, and everyone was asking if we were okay. And there Mom stood, the blood slowly starting to trickle over her upper lip.

It’s strange, as a five-year-old, to see your mom punched in the face. Strange, too, to see her return the favor. When we were back home, the whole debacle relayed to Dad, he’d looked so stern, explaining to Lauren and me that if someone ever tried to steal from you, just to let them have it, that putting your safety at risk is never worth it. That you report it to the proper authorities and let them handle it. Mom had nodded along, and it was only as she tucked me in to bed that night that she whispered into my ear: “You have to stay safe, sweetie. Always. But you have to stand up for yourself, too. Sometimes, no one else will.”

*   *   *

I shot a quick text to Lauren—


Should be home even sooner! See you by 4 hopefully!



In front of me, there was a couple arguing in Spanish, construction workers coated in a haze of Manhattan dust, housekeepers and nannies there to deposit their checks for the week. Behind me, a woman entered with a toddler strapped to her back, the mother’s mouth set in the firm line of someone who was used to waiting, to things not being easy. Hell, even the toddler seemed accustomed to it, cheek on her mother’s shoulder, eyes catching mine and smiling briefly, so much better behaved than half the pushy, grubby three-year-olds demanding chocolate croissants to go alongside their fathers’ pour-overs at my local coffee shop. Money showed up faster in an account if you gave it to a teller rather than straight to the machine, and the Chase branch on a Friday afternoon had become a dividing line of who clearly needed it most. There were hardly even any office types here, anyway. Those guys, myself included, opted for direct deposit.

The line crawled like molasses, and central air did little when the doors were opening so frequently. We were all burning up, needing to do our business before 5:00 PM, while the city’s elite set already lounged on a Long Island shore.

As I waited, the memory of Mom’s attempted mugging was like cheap taffy in my brain, sticky and off-putting. After all, this wasn’t a short stack of twenties from an ATM. This was real money, money that people would do far more than throw a punch for. And part of me wanted to turn around, call David, tell him he was dreaming too big, that none of this was realistic, that he’d have to find another way to strike out on his own, or at the very least, ask him to handle the nitty-gritty himself. And another part, well . . .

“Next!”

I jolted, surprised to see that another window had opened, and I stepped up to the counter. A young woman with lash extensions and perfectly curled hair smiled perfunctorily. “How can I help you today?”

My heart raced, but I pushed my reservations aside—no turning back now—besides, I’d been over it on the quick walk over. I wasn’t doing anything wrong—like David said, I was following my boss’s orders, simple as that. I could always claim ignorance. No one knew exactly what he’d said to me in that conference room, exactly what he’d promised me if I came with him.

No one even knew he’d given me the money. No one had seen it but him.

The thought struck me, intrusive and unwanted, like a bug burrowing into my skin.

No one would know. No one could prove it.

“Ma’am?”

“Sorry,” I said. I reached into my bag, not for the money but for the slip instead. “I need to
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