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To Grandma RoRo: All my books exist because of you.

I hope this one would have made you laugh.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

Characters in this story will die in awful, strange, creative, and sometimes graphic ways.

There are also mentions of sexual assault, addiction, panic attacks, and multiple depictions of violence.

An updated list of content warnings will be kept on my website, katecavanaughwrites.com.





THE INVITATIONS





ONE

The shopping bags dangled from her wrist—Dior, Roberto Cavalli, Prada. Chanel lay in front of the others, hiding their creases, any smudges, and signs of wear and tear. An electric vehicle whirred, cutting through the background city noise as it came to a rolling stop, about to turn right. Someone smushed into her Chanel, flattening it, forcing Michelle’s attention away from the Highlife penthouse and back down to the street level of 29th and 5th.

She’d been reminiscing. She’d been doing that more and more lately.

The automated, lyrical “walk sign is on” narration sounded, and she joined the growing horde in crossing the road. Still, the Highlife loomed ahead. All sleek angles, a late 2010s definition of modern, with as many fake plants as real ones.

Diego the Doorman greeted her, as did the blast of air-conditioning, the only part of the building she still welcomed without prejudice. August in the concrete jungle felt as much a prison as her own mind, both fixable if she didn’t prefer the company of her complaints.

“Miss Monroe,” Diego said. She pretended not to hear him as she breezed past. “Miss Monroe!”

The clear button illuminated a pale green as she stabbed it a little too hard. One of her press-ons broke off, and she hissed at the pain. Two elevators, both several stories away.

“Sorry, sir,” Diego said.

Another distinct voice responded.

In a flash, Michelle dipped from her spot in front of the elevators, racing down the mailroom hall, glancing left and right, searching for the emergency exit that would spill her into the alley. Unable to find it, she heaved, taking her chance on a different door and tumbling into the stairwell.

She’d been here only once before, when someone had pulled the alarm on Halloween and she’d been forced to jog down in a panic at 2 a.m., wearing only her robe, her bonnet, and fuzzy slippers.

At the time, she’d grabbed the first bag she’d ever purchased, her prized possession she refused to let burn.

And her phone, of course. Live streaming her panic gave her a blip, a little hit of what she used to have all the time. People cared, said she was “iconic” and “so real.” The next day a baby hippo was born at some zoo halfway across the world, and her fifteen minutes were up. Again.

She thought about whipping her phone out now and recording her monumental scaling of twenty-eight flights but couldn’t come up with a reason—other than the truth—soon enough. So instead, she sprinted, as fast as her clogs would let her, until she reached the fourth floor. Then she slowed to a walk, then practically a crawl. That had been Donovan’s voice chatting with Diego, and no doubt he’d wait her out up at her door, at least for a little while.

Michelle collapsed on the eleventh floor and decided to scroll through her phone until she reached the limit of people tagging her. It didn’t take long anymore. Still, she screenshotted a few of the kinder comments—#WeMissMM—and slipped her phone back into her purse. Powered by her hit of dopamine, she swung open the stairwell door and walked to the elevator. If she ran into Donovan now, so be it.

When the elevator chimed open at her floor, her bravado vanished, and she stuck just her head out first to see what awaited her.

Instead of the towering figure of her landlord, she spotted a letter resting on her welcome mat. The faded Home, dotted with a heart at the end of the e, scrawled in her own handwriting and mass-produced for her first ever Advent Calendar, often felt like a joke now. One that was too real to quite be funny.

The elevator doors began to close, and she threw out her arm, stopping them, the alarm dinging. Out she strode, clogs clopping against the concrete “minimalist” floors, her eyes locked on the crimson envelope the entire time.

It sat upright, glittering. Impossible to miss. The fancy scrawl of her business name—Michelle Monroe (MM)—sparkled with gold flecks, reflecting against the warm yellow of the hallway light.

She glanced both ways before bending down to pick it up, noting its heft. For a moment, she wondered if it was a trap. As if Donovan knew she’d be like a moth to a flame, sucked in by something so aesthetic and lush. She’d open it, and inside would be an eviction notice. One last “fuck you.”

Like the moth though, she couldn’t help herself and blew across the paper. The sparkles of her name didn’t fade, they stayed, emblazoned. With a quick flip, she spun the envelope around to see a matching crimson wax seal, stamped with a swirled E in the center, holding the contents treasured and safe. It, too, was dusted in gold flakes.

As if coming to her senses, Michelle quickly pulled her keys out of her purse, jammed them into the lock, and shoved her way into her penthouse loft. Her melody of bags rustled behind her as she turned around and slumped against the doorframe. With a deep breath, she let the empty shopping bags slip from her elbows, down her wrists, and fall to the floor. The now-barren loft echoed the sad sounds back to her. She reached down, fluffing and smoothing the bags before setting them upright atop her built-in entertainment cabinet, right next to her variously sized paper bags from Dolce and Gabbana, Louis Vuitton, Coach, and all the other brands she could no longer afford.

Some, like the Hermès, were from her very first purchase so long ago, back when it was still novel, still a rush. She’d kept the bag as a souvenir. Now they all sat, slightly scratched and dinged from overuse, looming over her, like the Highlife did.

As she reminisced—or “sad sacked,” as she often called it to her life coach—she twirled the scarlet envelope back and forth, forth and back, and back and forth.

Normally this time of day, mid-afternoon, or just after noon, or who cared so long as there was a P.M., she’d pour herself a drink—some wine, or coffee she’d spike with whiskey, maybe a cosmo, if she felt up to the challenge of doing her makeup and recording that day.

But this afternoon she crashed onto her large, velvet green ottoman, not even making it to her couch, and used another of her press-on nails to slice through the wax seal. Inside, more gold flecks dotted the invitation.

Michelle sat upright, legs dangling off the ottoman. The invitation scraped against the envelope as she pulled it out completely, leaving several objects inside. She skimmed the large, looping letters.


You’re Invited!

We’ve carefully curated an impressive guest list of VIPs and hope you’ll join us for the most unforgettable vacation event of the decade.



“Event” was code for work. Like press or influencer events. The first time she’d learned this was at Coachella, when her management sent her out for a “pop-up event.” She didn’t even get to see Beyoncé because she had to take pictures at the stupid Ferris Wheel.

A handful of different sponsors she’d partnered with over the years hosted another “event” for her twenty-fifth birthday, complete with free drinks, decadent food, and people who were also working—who she mostly didn’t know, and some of whom hated her guts. She’d cried in the bathroom that night, in a stall with an impossibly large ceiling and marble that echoed her sobs back to her, party of one.

But now was different. Now, work was what Michelle desperately needed.

Before reading on, Michelle tilted the heavy envelope upside down. She’d never been one for patience. Another card and several smaller envelopes spilled out. Grabbing hold of each, she felt around, the hard card stock of the envelopes crinkling. One felt like a ring, the other…maybe a memory card? Or a strange hair clip? Small ridges lined an otherwise flat object. A key?

She ripped open the one that felt like a ring, a sparkly, glittering sapphire dropping out of the bag.

There was a note, one she’d accidentally ripped in half.

But her eyes were focused only on the gemstone. It had Seraphina’s telltale twisted band, only 500 made per year. Emeralds, last year’s, were more her style, and she’d hoped to be back on top then, enough so she could afford one. This would have to suffice.

She gently tugged the ring onto her right middle finger—her preferred spot for all non-stackable jewelry—and grinned, holding it up to the afternoon light filtering through the window. Perfect. Someone clearly had done their research.

As the light hit it again, a thought occurred to her. Should I be filming this?

She turned her attention back to the remaining envelopes. The other gift wasn’t as interesting—a token, representing 1,000 shares of some meme cryptocurrency—but she’d happily sell it for its supposed worth of $10,000. That would go a little way in paying back Donovan.

Or, better yet, helping her land a new loft. Maybe even a brownstone, with a nice little garden and some exposed brick. Maybe an old fire station that had been converted. Or something she could renovate! Reno shows were always a hit. She needed something evergreen like that, something to bring people back…

Glints of gold stole her attention, pulling her back to the invitation. She shouldn’t get so far ahead of herself. Now was the time to see where she’d be traveling to, who she’d be working with, and to which company she owed a great deal of gratitude. On the floor, the original invitation she’d half-read sat alongside a plane ticket.

Round-trip airfare going through Miami.

She scanned the invitation again.


You’re Invited!

We’ve carefully curated an impressive guest list of VIPs and hope you’ll join us for the most unforgettable vacation event of the decade.

An oasis like no other, with sand so white and water so blue, you’ll forget your troubles. Join us as we launch Excelsior: Essential Energy. Be part of the revolution.



In a different font, less loopy, less whimsical, the rest of the invitation contained specific instructions—when the car would pick her up, when she’d board from NYC to Miami, the next car that would transport her to the runway of the private jet they’d be taking to the Caribbean.

This was a week-long getaway, completely sponsored and paid for. All that Excelsior asked in return was for Michelle to share her experience with her audience.

In smaller print, it clarified this meant two or three posts a day following her arrival home, as well as one long-form video that contained at least two minutes’ worth of content featuring “the product.”

Michelle reached for the smaller note on her floor. It looked nearly identical to the loopy font of the invitation, but this one had indents of heavier ink, almost as if it were handwritten.


We believe in second chances. Do you?



Michelle flipped the letter around again, then scanned the floor. Surely, she must have missed something. What was “the product?” Energy? On her hands and knees, searching underneath her white sheepskin carpet, under her couch, she still found nothing. There was hardly anything left in her flat. She would have found it.

She tossed her braids over her shoulder and read the last part of the fine print again.


There’s no internet access on the island, so we truly mean it when we ask that you relax. Rest. Enjoy. Let the island wash away your worries.



Michelle snorted. There was no rest for the wicked, and certainly influencers were as wicked as they came.





TWO

Sanjeev Singh lived on a farm now, so to get to the airport he had to drive the six miles past his various rescue animals and an additional two hours to get to the nearest regional airport, where he finally sat aboard his flight to reach Miami.

He kept the second crimson letter he’d received just yesterday tucked into his jacket pocket, close to his chest, and pulled his sunglasses down as the flight attendant walked by. She gathered his remaining trash as he closed his eyes, hopeful that she hadn’t recognized him. If he could make it away from his own sleepy, coastal town without being stopped and asked for a picture, interrogated about his latest release or told to guess what eyeshadow someone was wearing, then it would be just his luck to get noticed on board a plane with far more famous people two rows ahead.

His phone vibrated in his palm, and he waited until he could no longer hear the flight attendant’s pleasant chatter above the turbulence before peeking down at it. A DM from Sarah Pruski. His thumb hesitated over the message, but a slight rock of turbulence did what he couldn’t stomach.

Their entire message chain sat before him, one that hadn’t been touched in about eighteen months. The silence was louder than the all-caps accusations thrown back and forth, just millimeters above.

The new message read:



Are you going to this oasis thing? I just realized I don’t know who else to ask, and I’m worried it’s just going to be me and, like, that kid who went viral for swallowing those swords.





Sanjeev bit his lip to keep from smiling. He didn’t want it to feel like old times. He didn’t want a repeat of all the other silly brand trips with them huddled together, joined at the hip, whispering shit about everyone else there.

Or maybe that’s exactly what he wanted. What he’d wanted for months. Why he’d even accepted the invitation in the first place. He didn’t need to check it again to know the words, but still he pulled the note out.


We believe there’s no better time to make amends. Don’t you?



He’d had a manager for years, but still remembered when he was first starting out, the sponsorship emails he’d receive where they’d spell his name wrong, where they’d copy and paste his most recent video into an otherwise generic email, when they tried to send him leather products even though he was publicly vegan. Now he had an assistant, a manager, an agent—a whole team to filter through his life.

They checked for him, confirmed with Sarah’s people that she’d be there. Apparently, she hadn’t done the same.

Then again…she’d messaged. A proverbial white flag, an olive branch, extended to him like the first time their friendship showed its cracks.

He’d answered the door with tear-stained cheeks to a man holding a bottle of Dom Pérignon after Sarah had been tricked into calling his first eye shadow palette “derivative.”

On top of that, she released an apology video—one he still remembered, word for word. “I thought that meant like, derivative of the stars. Like the constellations. That’s what he’d been inspired by!”

He’d wanted to believe it. He wanted to even now. Her whole schtick had always been country bumpkin, but that wasn’t who she was. Not at all.

The apology worked, though. People bought his palette in droves, and the seams of their friendship had been taped over. He’d given her a second chance. And a third, a fourth, a fifth. How many was too many? He thought he’d reached his limit.

And yet…

Sanjeev typed out:



I touch down in an hour. When do you get to MIA?





Then he added:



I don’t know anyone else going either.





Once again, he paused over the message, sent it off, then added another.



If it’s me and you, maybe Cody or Ro, too? The old crew?





Their fight from before had nearly been wiped off the page. As the three dots appeared, his anxiety melted away. Soon he wouldn’t have that as a reminder. Maybe everything really would be okay, and…

“I’m sorry,” the voice came, just as Sarah sent her response. Sanjeev tore his eyes away from her message and placed his phone face down on the tray table. He’d already meticulously wiped down the area, barely content that first class might be cleaner than the coach he grew up with, but even still he cringed, trying not to show it.

“Yes, hi?” He said, blinking up to see a woman fashionably dressed, but more appropriate for beach attire than the chill of a plane.

“Hi,” her voice now verged on a squeal. “Are you Sanjeev Singh?”

Sanjeev’s eyes flicked to the flight attendant, sitting in her seat but with her gaze trained on the two of them.

“Um, yes, that’s me,” he whispered. But it needn’t matter. The woman’s excited claps made several nearby heads turn.

“Oh my god, oh my god, I am such a huge fan of your work. Your latest Get Ready with Me was so funny. And your rose setting spray? I swear by it now…”

“Oh, girlie, thank you!” Sanjeev said, forcing a grin on his face. “I thought I recognized my glitter effect! But I didn’t want to make an ass of myself if it was, like, Selena’s instead. Do you want a picture?” His voice always scaled up an octave, just like for his livestreams. He grabbed his branded psychedelic, 70s-inspired water bottle, currently full of his (also branded) blend of tea, lemon, honey, and a small pinch of laxatives, and posed with it next to his face. They both grinned for the camera, while he closed his eyes and flashed a peace sign with his other hand right next to his cheek.

“Ahh, thank you so much!” The woman said, still beaming as she moved out of the way of the flight attendant who’d come to shoo her away. “Thank you, sorry, thank you, bye!”

“No, no,” he said, his voice now nearly two octaves higher than normal as he said, loud enough for her to hear as she exited First Class, “Thank you so much!”

If it was all a role, then he’d play it well.





THREE

Ivy hesitated as she spotted the blonde. Even with her eyes closed and mouth agape, the woman in the massage chair was unmistakably Sarah Pruski.

The voluminous hair screamed how much “closer to Jesus” she was than everyone else, and the large, gaudy cross pendant wiggled across her chest as the massage chair vibrated. Only she could manage the off-putting focus of not talking to those around her, lest she were on stage, preaching to the masses of wealthy white women who liked to pretend they were godly.

A man in a suit with a single carry-on finished checking into the lounge and whisked past Ivy, work chatter and the ordering of drinks enveloping him whole.

She could still back out now, turn around, pay for a one-way ticket home. This could be a sucky but inexpensive mistake, especially when compared with all her others.

“Ivy Strohl!” Someone behind her called. Her dark bangs fell free from her butterfly clip as she whipped around, confident she recognized the voice, but there was no way…it couldn’t be…

“Cody?” She wanted to cry. She dropped her bags to the ground and all but sprinted into his outstretched arms. He spun her around, his laugh reverberating against her chest. “Oh my god,” she laughed too, a few tears breaking free. “It’s been years.”

She wiped at her eyes as he set her down, and because he was so kind, so sweet, he didn’t tease her for her reaction.

“Way too long,” he agreed. His eyes grazed from her face down her all-black, but otherwise bohemian outfit, up to her hair. “Wow,” he said, softer this time. “You’ve…,” he trailed off.

“Changed?” She choked out. “It’s been good for me. Therapy, I mean. It’s helping me grow.” While he continued studying her face, she grabbed the black butterfly clip and pinned the bangs she was trying to grow out. “And you…you seem exactly the same.” Only a single, new wrinkle, and it made him look more rugged.

If he detected the hint of jealousy in her otherwise reverent tone, he didn’t show it. He simply ran a hand through his blond curls, fluffing them up a little. Even his tiny ticks, like wiping his jaw right after, remained the same. How many times had she advised him not to do that? To keep the oils from his hair away from his skin?

It didn’t matter. He was still as gorgeous as ever.

“C’mon, I’ll help with your bags,” he said. “We still have, what, a half hour to kill?”

As the two of them walked to the middle of the large hallway, where her oversized duffle and overturned wheelie bag lay, it was impossible not to notice the large, icy blue eyes staring at them from afar.

“Is anyone else besides Sarah here?”

“Not that I know of. I’d only just checked in when you called my name.”

“If Sarah is coming, what are the odds Sanjeev is here, too?”

“You think? After their big fight in Cancun? I heard they haven’t talked since.”

“It’s been a long time,” Cody reiterated. “Maybe they’ve changed, too.” He heaved her duffle over his broad shoulder and grinned. “Anyone else you hope shows up?”

She bit her lip. “Maybe Rowena?” She ignored the way his brows shot up. “I read her book, you know? Her latest one, I mean. The self-help one. Did you?”

He nodded, but didn’t say any more, and Ivy could only guess at what the silence meant. Instead, he brought his hand up and waved. “Hey, Sarah!”

Sarah lazily lifted her palm and waggled her fingers but closed her eyes again. Message received.

“Well, now that’s out of the way,” he said, and Ivy snorted. “You want a drink?”

“I’ll need at least one.”

“Great.” He plopped their bags near the floor-to-ceiling glass panels, letting them look down on the rest of the boarding gates. A neighbor in a suit seemed to recognize him, but Cody didn’t notice as he took off toward the bar.

Ivy sat in one of the large, roomy chairs and tried to ignore the man’s gaze flicking from her, to Cody and back again. She took a deep breath, slowly counting to ten before the telltale, “Excuse me?” came.

She turned but didn’t offer more than her attention.

The businessman didn’t care. “Was that Cody Planks?”

Ivy looked each of the suits in the eye, knowing that as soon as he had confirmation, he’d turn back to his friends and brag. They’d be done with her.

“Yes,” she finally said.

“Knew it!” The man frat-snapped. Without so much as a thank you, he turned back to his friends and added, more quietly, “I’ve been doing that dude’s workouts for years. His full-body-zero-equipment hotel room one is a fucking lifesaver…” and on and on and on.

Ivy glanced over her shoulder, hoping Cody was almost done at the bar. With two drinks in his hand—a white wine spritzer for her, as he correctly assumed her drink of choice was the same, and a beer—he spoke to a woman with a hat and sunglasses still on.

Squinting, taking in the woman’s lean legs, her body otherwise disguised by a fur coat despite the Miami heat that no A/C could truly battle and win, Ivy wondered who she was. In her own heyday, Ivy tried to look conspicuous, never gaudy.

There’d always been two clear paths: opulence and excess, or the attempt to maintain your relatable persona for as long as possible. Eventually, you had to drift. Too much money came in, the call of multiple properties enticed, security needed to be hired, and the illusion would shatter.

People could only hold up against the deadly sins for so long, and greed was always a tempting mistress.

Ivy never quite reached that breaking point. She maintained—or thought she maintained—that clever veneer. No doubt that woman’s coat ran upwards of twenty thousand, but Ivy would have bought a knock-off second-hand for several hundred. Thrifted from the best shops, of course, ones that required a parking fee and whose on-site coffee trucks charged $12 for a small juice.

No, it was a different sin that came for Ivy.

Cody turned and waved. Ivy waved back, before shifting and facing the large windows again. Below, she watched as a family wearing matching shirts snaked their way through the traffic of the terminal. She tried counting them—8, 9, 10—craning her neck as they found their gate, moving out of frame.

She snorted to herself. Out of frame. As if everything in the world was a photo op.

But the more she stared, the more she gritted her teeth, knowing that’s exactly how she thought of things. It consumed her. If only she could turn the echo down in this room, fix the reverb, if only she could adjust the lighting like in her videos, make it not so harsh, let her gaze soften, maybe even drift to sleep for a few minutes…

She reached into her bag and patted around for her pill bottle, waiting until she grasped the telltale cool, hard plastic to breathe out. A wave of calm washed over her, knowing she’d be fine, knowing she had everything she needed.

The therapy helped.

The pills helped more.

She opened the bottle and popped three in her mouth, dry swallowing as two sets of feet came into focus.

Cody’s sneakers from his own line with Nike, she recognized. She hadn’t been able to see the pair of red-bottom Louboutin from across the crowded lounge. As she traced her way up the woman’s legs, up her mink fur coat that hid a little black dress, and to her sunglasses, which the woman pulled over her forehead and rested in her thick honey hair, Ivy’s jaw slackened. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Olivia Blakely said with a smile. Her voice was raspier than on-screen, yet somehow sultry, and Ivy almost felt bad for the times she’d accused her of “barely acting.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Ivy said. “I just started watching your new HBO show.”

A lie, of course, but Olivia didn’t seem to care as she bent down and kissed Ivy on both of her cheeks. “Thank you so much,” she said, pulling away. “It’s my biggest role yet, so I’ve been nervous about the reception.”

“Oh no, you’re great in it. Thanks,” Ivy said to Cody as he handed over her spritzer. She immediately took two chugs, thankful she had something else to do with her mouth than suck-up.

“Olivia was saying she also hopes that Ro’s invited.”

Olivia leaned in. “I heard Paramount optioned her first series. They’re going to start casting soon.” She leaned back, stood upright once more, and shrugged. “I know authors don’t really have much sway with casting, but…I don’t know.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Ivy heard herself say, and Cody pointed at her.

“Exactly what I was telling her. Plus, Ro loves the attention. She’ll act like she doesn’t, but…”

“Don’t we all?” Olivia laughed.

Cody glanced to his right, to the group of men who tried to pretend they hadn’t been staring. He gestured to one of the airport lounge chairs. “Mind if we borrow this?”

“Nah, man, go ahead. We don’t need it.”

Ivy waited. She hadn’t pegged them as the type to play it cool. She figured they’d be asking for a group selfie at any moment now.

“Thanks,” Cody said, pulling it over with one arm. He pointed his beer toward the other, empty seat next to Ivy. “Take a seat, Olivia.”

Ivy started counting down from five. Maybe she’d been wrong. She glanced sideways, at the man hyping himself up. 4, 3… “Actually, she can have my seat. I’m going to grab another.” She stood. “You two want anything else?”

Both still had half their drinks left and waved away her offer. The fan, seeing the opportunity as Ivy shuffled past, leaned over and asked, “Hey, aren’t you Olivia Blakely?”

Trust a man in a suit to think he had a chance.

Ivy slid into a new seat at the bar, requesting a glass of champagne. Spinning in her chair, so that she faced outward, across the entire lounge, she slipped her phone from her pocket and aimed the camera toward her old friend. She didn’t wait for the suit to sit down. She liked having him in frame. Something about it struck a strange contrast.

Plus, Olivia was right. Didn’t everyone want attention? Someone, somewhere, would tell him that he’d been featured on Whisper. He’d milk that story even longer than meeting Cody and Olivia.

Spinning back around when her champagne arrived, Ivy worked diligently on her phone, scaling and resizing, cropping and turning, until she had everything she wanted. The caption she added last. “Role of a lifetime for this porn star turned actress hoping to seduce a more famous man to up her profile.”

Someone submitted a version of this blind at least once a week. It was always easy enough to fill in the blanks, reverse the genders. “Spotted at the Miami terminal. Looks like they’re traveling together. New couple alert?” But now, for her own opinion, in a much smaller font, she added, “They do look cute together though…”

She adjusted her posting to go live in thirty minutes and slipped her phone back into her pocket, bringing the half-full champagne back to their seats.

“I nearly ordered that last time,” Olivia said. “Decided on the gin and tonic.”

“Told you it was a mistake,” Cody said, in that easy, teasing tone he was known for. The man could flirt with a cactus and make it less prickly.

“Want a sip?” Ivy offered, then pulled her drink back. “Sorry if that’s weird. I know we don’t know each other.”

“Yet,” Olivia said, reaching out and taking the glass. “I think we’re all about to get to know each other very well.”

Cody’s eyes focused on Ivy, and she returned his gaze, wondering if he was remembering the last time they all got to know each other a little too well.

“That’s much better,” Olivia said, handing it back. “Thanks.”

As Ivy was about to take her seat, she heard her name over the intercom. “Strohl,” the person said, continuing, “Pruski, Planks, Blakely, and…Dashwood.” Beside her, Olivia gasped. “Your transport has arrived. Please come to the check-in desk.”

Cody laughed, but it wasn’t hearty, not his usual bark of laughter, forced through him out of some genuine enjoyment. This was a chuckle, one that held a secret. “Well,” he said. “Looks like the two of you both get your wish.”



Ivy climbed into the backseat of the black Escalade, folding her limbs in on themselves to take up the least amount of space possible.

“No, you go ahead.”

“No, sweetheart, I insist.”

Ivy chewed at the inside of her cheek as Rowena Dashwood’s head of black waves popped into view. She averted her gaze as Ro shuffled through the vehicle, resting her left side completely against the car as her once-friend turned and sat in the right-side seat. Olivia next, then Sarah’s drawl again, “Honey, you go right on ahead.”

Ivy could’ve sworn it didn’t use to be so thick.

“I’ll take the front,” Cody said. “Little more room for my legs. If you don’t mind, Sarah.”

Sarah’s pause spoke more than her flat accent could, but soon they were all situated inside the van, and on the road to the private airport.

“Have any of y’all had this Excelsior Energy thing before?”

“Never even heard of it,” Cody said. He turned around, and Ivy’s eyes met his. He gave her a reassuring nod and a smile, his eyes flicking over only once to the woman that occupied the seat to her right. A honk from the highway outside interrupted him, but Cody added, “Sounded to me like they’re new. Figured it’s worth a shot.”

“And a paid vacation,” Olivia said. “Did you get a ring, too, or did they spring for a watch for men or something?”

Cody held out his hand like a woman showing off an engagement ring, waggling his fingers. Ivy snorted, and she almost—almost—thought she heard a chuckle from her right. She didn’t dare look though.

“You’ve got prettier fingers than I do,” Sarah said.

“Mine too,” Olivia said, holding her hands up for display. “I have Megan Fox thumbs.”

“Oh, that’s cute, though,” Ivy said, wringing her hands. “Having something in common with Megan Fox is always good.”

“Right?” Olivia’s gaze shifted, focusing on the now-New York Times Bestselling author. “You know, I—” A jingle of messages cut through the air. The actress flipped her phone over for half a second—a move they’d all mastered, as if looking like you might ignore it but still surreptitiously checking what the messages said—but the flurry was unrelenting.

Cody pulled his phone out of his pocket next, his brows furrowing as he turned around.

Ivy licked her lips. Had it been thirty minutes already?

“Oh my god,” Olivia laughed out, turning back in her seat and leaning forward, showing Cody her phone. “You think we should feed the rumor?”

“Never hurts,” Cody said, pulling his phone upright and angling it so that only Olivia—and the smallest sliver of Ivy—was in frame.

At the last moment, Ivy ducked out of the way, hiding behind Olivia’s chair.

“Wait, what’s happening now?” Sarah asked. Ivy peeked around, Cody and Olivia glued to their phones again.

“Whisper posted,” Cody answered as he typed. “Spotted us in the airport lounge.”

“Did they post me, too?” Sarah asked, gleeful. She pulled her own phone out and began to scroll.

“No,” Cody said, “Not yet.”

“Damn.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m not sure the caption is particularly flattering.”

“It says they’re rooting for us though,” Olivia giggled. “Besides, any publicity is good publicity. Especially since I’m up for this role. It’s with Paramount. They’ve made it very clear the number of followers matters.”

“Traditional media isn’t so traditional anymore, huh?” Cody asked.

Still biting at the inside of her cheek, Ivy managed a grin. She glanced up again, hoping, wanting—needing—to see their faces, their minute expressions of pleasure at being mentioned by the gossip account.

Instead, in a move her therapist would call “self-punishing,” her eyes found Ro.

Big, brown eyes boring straight into hers and a scowl across her face.

Ivy averted her gaze, gulping as she turned her attention back out the window as they rolled to a stop in the large airplane hangar. It was almost time.

No turning back now.
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The small, private charter hosted seven people max. Each seat reclined, with a leg rest. Four faced each other, in a square pod, meant for as much privacy as a metal tube could provide, and the others faced the front or side.

Refreshments included champagne and other sparkling wines, an assortment of liquors, fresh-squeezed juices, sparkling mineral water, and, of course, Excelsior: Essential Energy.

Snacks came in healthy, diet, sugar-free, carb-free, gluten-free, Paleo, and fat-free versions. Signs warned that smoking wasn’t permitted aboard the aircraft, but Ivy had a hunch that rule wouldn’t be enforced.

Not that she’d brought anything. She’d sworn herself to best behavior only. So far, she’d had the one hiccup, but could that even be a “hiccup” if they’d gotten a kick out of it? If anything—like Olivia said—Ivy had helped them. Relevancy was their currency, and she’d gifted them a windfall.

“Oh, and Sanjeev. He’ll be here,” came the Southern drawl a few seats away. Ivy tuned the rest out as easily as before.

Sanjeev Singh.

She’d always liked Sanjeev. In a strange, twisted sort of way. Like the first crush you adore so completely without ever saying a word to them, the one you build up in your head, morphing them into someone completely new and different, someone unreal.

It was a platonic crush. An admiration. But she somehow knew he had no interest in her—one, because of the woman that had always been attached to his hip, and two, because of all the people on the plane so far, once upon a time, they’d been in the most direct competition.

Sure, their styles were completely different. Ivy posed for magazine shoots where she frolicked in forests and ran naked in open plains and took close-up shots of her own slightly askew, no-makeup makeup looks.

His meteoric rise to fame—from brand deals to launching his own collections, being a guest judge to running his own Netflix shows, scoring an invite to the Met Gala—mirrored hers, though in a much tighter timeframe. What took her nearly a decade to build, took him mere months. And it hadn’t been long before he overshot her wildest dreams.

One of the many reasons she’d started attending therapy, precipitated by a tiny little mental break. Her appreciation, her faraway work-crush, rapidly morphed into a bitter jealousy, so strong she could practically feel it taking years off her life as she stalked his every movement, waiting for the perfect moment to expose him. To ruin everything he’d created. To make him fall to her level, lower even. So, she wouldn’t have to squint into his brightness.

But she no longer felt that way.

Not with therapy.

Though the desire to point out how men were over-represented in the beauty space, their rise to fame significantly easier, still hadn’t subsided.

But as her court-mandated courses had taught her, she’d long benefited from skinny, pretty bitch privilege. (Though they wouldn’t use those words.) How much had that accounted for her own success? A lot, so she was told.

As if her yearning had summoned him, Sanjeev Singh stepped up the stairs to the jet, the light around him creating a large halo. He said quiet hellos, shuffling past her and immediately falling into the seat next to Sarah. The two drew together in hushed conversation, the same way Ivy had always seen them before, and any chance she had was over. The brand trip was an entire week, but she knew her time had passed.

“Ivy,” the sultry voice called. “There’s a seat open here.” Olivia patted the chair next to her, the one diagonal from Cody, and directly across from Ro.

Ivy hesitated for a second, feeling the weight of eyes turning toward her. Before Sanjeev could look up, she slipped away, into the seat, and settled snugly up against the window, an October heat still trickling through. “Thanks.”

Olivia slipped her a quick smile before leaning forward, her warm, golden waves accidentally falling onto Ivy’s forearm. “There’s no chance you have any sway with casting, do you?”

Ivy and Cody exchanged quick glances before focusing on Ro, who’d already begun shaking her head apologetically. “No, sorry, I wish I did, though. You’d make an excellent Professor Partridge.”

“Right!” Olivia exclaimed. Her charisma was boisterous and fun. Like how Ro used to be.

Ivy cleared her throat lightly, hoping the others couldn’t hear, before she said, “Maybe she could play you? I heard your self-help book just got picked up. Something about turning it into a fictional universe?”

Rowena made a show of shrugging and rolling her eyes, but a telltale smirk tugged at her mauve-painted lips. “Well, I can’t say anything for sure.” She focused her attention on Olivia. “But I’ll see what I can do.”

“Promise?”

“Mhmm,” Ro grinned.

Olivia leaned back in her chair. “Oh, sorry about that.” She laughed lightly, pulling her hair off Ivy’s arm, as Ivy stammered out a “No problem.”

Instead of letting a silence settle, Cody asked. “Does anyone know how long this ride is?” He wiggled in the seat and spread his long limbs out into the aisle. He’d already dropped down onto the floor earlier and banged out ten push-ups and ten squats—they’d hardly been on the aircraft for ten minutes.

A chorus of “no’s,” rustling, and shaking heads responded. “I couldn’t even find another airline that went to Isle de Cairn,” Olivia said. “Can? Carn? Care-n?”

More head-shaking, more shrugging. An awkward air filled the cabin.

“It’s in the Bahamas somewhere,” Sarah said.

“The Bahamas is its own country,” Sanjeev corrected lightly.

She scoffed. “ ‘Aruba, Bahama, come on pretty mama’ is all I need to know.”

“Oh my god.” Ro whipped around, but the mountain of blonde hair on the other side of her chair didn’t move. “The ignorance, really, is not cute. It’s a small, private island near San Juan.”

“And your incessant need to be right isn’t cute either,” Sarah clucked.

Ro rolled her eyes, turning back in her seat, the fission between them still palpable.

Despite their own falling out, Ivy knew, in only one instance would Ro still defend her, and it would be against Sarah.

Ivy cleared her throat. “Does anyone else want a drink?” She shuffled around the outstretched legs and toward the Instagram-ready display. She grabbed her phone out of her purse, never too far away, and took a quick picture, once of the whole display, then a quick, vertical video of her outstretched hand grabbing one of the Excelsior cans and tilting it slightly. “Anyone?” she asked again.

No one replied. She glanced over her shoulder to see them all staring out the windows on the left side.

“Don’t leave without me!” A woman outside the plane squealed. “Hold on, hold on!”

Ivy didn’t need to hear any more, didn’t need to peek out the open plane doors, to know who that voice belonged to.

Michelle Monroe clunked up the stairs before pushing her way inside the plane. Flanked on either side by designer overnight bags—not fake, Ivy immediately noticed, and from the latest season—Ivy side-stepped out of the way, energy drink in hand as she quickly returned to the twosome she planned to cling to.

Michelle spilled her belongings onto the sole remaining seat on the right side of the plane, as she continued talking into her phone. No one approached her, and for a split second, Ivy ached for her. Then the sadness morphed quickly into confusion.

Sanjeev and Rowena being invited made sense—they spanned genres of success and had “broken through” to traditional media.

In that way, maybe Olivia made sense, too. She added an air of extravagance, coming from Hollywood, being on people’s TVs, even if it was HBO and even if her tits were out half the time. Cody and Sarah too, were respected—or “respected” in Sarah’s case—in their own fields.

So that just left…her.

And Michelle.

Oh, how the mighty had fallen.

Ivy knew what she’d done. But as she glanced at Michelle, from her box braids, dyed lilac at the tips, down her snug bodysuit, to the tips of her sky-high boots, she couldn’t conceive how it had happened to her.

Ivy knew everyone’s business, but she could never explain Michelle Monroe’s. People asked her—back before her mental break, before she’d stopped being invited places—“Whatever happened to that Michelle girl?” But Ivy had no answers. And she was too wrapped up in her own stresses to figure it out.

A beautiful woman, so charming, so vivacious, whose content had dropped overnight.

If Ivy believed in conspiracies, she’d think someone was blackballing her.

But Ivy knew infinite ways a reputation could be ruined without the need for conspiracies.
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