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            Dedication

         
         
            For anyone who has ever felt inadequate.

            You are perfect, just as you are.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Kubla Khan

            Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 1816

             

            
            In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

            A stately pleasure-dome decree:

            Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

            Through caverns measureless to man

            Down to a sunless sea. . . .

         

             

         
            But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted

            Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!

            A savage place! as holy and enchanted

            As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted

            By woman wailing for her demon-lover! . . .

         

             

         
            That sunny dome! those caves of ice!

            And all who heard should see them there,

            And all should cry, Beware! Beware!

            His flashing eyes, his floating hair!

            Weave a circle round him thrice,

            And close your eyes with holy dread,

            For he on honey-dew hath fed,

            And drunk the milk of Paradise.
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            Prologue

         
         I have never been this far into the jungle. Never been this far from civilization, period. And suddenly, I feel as though
            I’ve made a terrible mistake.
         

         
         Beyond the tangle of trees that line the banks of the narrow river, a flash of dazzling white catches my eye. The pit of my
            stomach hollows.
         

         
         We must be nearly there now.

         
         I squint past the strangler figs into the impenetrable forest as our canoe glides quietly through the murky water, my view
            obstructed by a choked patch of leafy bamboo.
         

         
         “What did you see?” Lucas asks, casting a glance over his shoulder without interrupting the motion of his paddle.

         
         I shrug, covering my apprehension with nonchalance. “Nothing.”

         
         I didn’t think I’d ever lay eyes on Lucas Baranquilla again. Yet here he is, a dozen years later in a different country, just
            as irritatingly self-possessed as the last time we met.
         

         
         He runs his fingers through his tousled dark hair, evaluating me with the slightest flick of his sharp eyes before turning
            back to the bow. I do appreciate that he’s made no attempt to charm me. Though some recognition of the Herculean effort I
            exerted to come this far, this fast, at his behest, might have been nice. It’s a long way from Manhattan to the Mexican jungle,
            and he has to recognize he’s the last person I’d want to make the trip with.
         

         
         Then again, maybe not.

         
         Regardless, he’s met my thorniness with cool tolerance, as though I’m a temperamental child with whom he must have patience—a
            requirement of his job, no doubt, seeing as he’s my uncle’s attorney, and, I suppose, mine now. God only knows what astronomical
            fee we’re paying him. Not that he looks much like an attorney with his deep tan, ripped jeans, and faded red T-shirt. I see
            a hint of a tattoo on the inside of his muscle-bound bicep, too. It wasn’t there last time I saw him, though I do remember
            another one clear as day.
         

         
         I take a deep breath to wipe the thought from my mind, but the air is so thick it sticks in my lungs. Like the city in August
            if you swapped the trash smell for the aroma of damp soil and lush vegetation. I brush aside a strand of blond hair that’s
            come loose from my ponytail and point, reaching for my high school Spanish. “La casa de mi . . .” My voice trails off as I
            fish in vain for the word for uncle.
         

         
         I don’t dare glance in Lucas’s direction. Don’t want to see him smirk at my almost certainly botched pronunciation, don’t
            need him to translate for me.
         

         
         Our river guide tilts his straw hat back on his head to peer up the hill where my finger points. “Sí, señora.” The air whistles
            through the gap where his two front teeth should be.
         

         
         I slap a mosquito that has settled on my thigh, leaving the smashed carcass in a halo of blood, then wipe my palm on my faded
            jean cutoffs, willing myself not to think about the consequences a mosquito bite can have in the tropics.
         

         
         Unseen birds call to one another with unfamiliar songs as we navigate our canoe through swirling eddies beneath trees that
            reach toward one another across the water like long-lost lovers. Our guide points to what appears to be a bumpy log at the
            river’s edge. “Cocodrilo,” he says.
         

         
         I inhale sharply, instinctively lifting my dripping paddle from the water.

         
         “Crocodile,” Lucas translates with a grin.

         
         “Thanks, I got that,” I return, eyeing the other logs floating in the river.

         
         We glide around a bend and without warning we’re dumped into a lagoon the size of a city block. I raise a hand to shade my
            eyes from the sudden glare of the sun, finally catching sight of the colossal villa that rises from the misty jungle like
            a wedding cake.
         

         
         Xanadu sits in a clearing atop a hill, beyond a monumental fountain and a series of intricately terraced gardens that spill
            down to the water’s edge, where a dock stretches into the lake. The reflection of the afternoon light on the ivory façade
            is so bright, I can’t make out much detail beyond the wide columns and rows of arched windows at least three stories high,
            but the scope of the place is stunning.
         

         
         “Damn.” Lucas trails his paddle through the water as he stares up at the villa.

         
         The pictures I googled of it online yesterday didn’t take into account the juxtaposition with the landscape, didn’t prepare
            me for the sheer size of the thing. It’s not like this is the first time I’ve seen a palatial estate; though I grew up about
            as far from fancy as you can get, working as a model has put me squarely in the path of the world’s wealthy for half my life
            at this point. My fiancé’s parents have a house in Connecticut that must be at least fifteen thousand square feet, not to
            mention their Hamptons and Aspen homes. But this level of opulence, here of all places, is truly awe-inspiring.
         

         
         I glance down at the square-cut diamond on my finger and the pit in my stomach deepens. Is he still my fiancé? God, it’s been
            an awful year so far—and it’s only January eighth. But I can’t allow myself to dwell on that now.
         

         
         I blink up at the riverside Babylon, half expecting the vision to shimmer and fade like a mirage. No wonder my uncle Paul—Shiva,
            I have to remember to call him here—named the place Xanadu. I carried a copy of the Coleridge poem in my wallet for years,
            though it was unnecessary: I can still recite the whole thing by heart, as could he the last time I saw him.
         

         
         Eight years ago. It was Halloween, and I’d just turned twenty-one. I remember my party-girl roommates being dumbfounded that I’d willingly traded a night of costumed revelry for a lecture on spirituality at a Brooklyn theater. I didn’t tell them who Paul Bentzen was to me. I shrank from the idea of anyone knowing he was my father’s brother; didn’t want to face the questions I couldn’t answer about why we were estranged. 

         
         At least publicly, he was still Paul Bentzen then and at the height of his fame, before the bad press tarnished his shine,
            on tour promoting his latest book with a series of lectures at sold-out concert venues. Living the Life You Deserve, it was called. People lined up from all over the world to hear him talk about how to find stillness and true connection in
            an ever faster and more isolated world.
         

         
         I listened to his lecture in a daze, just as transfixed by him as the seekers and believers in the audience. It was impossible
            not to be. He was in his late forties at the time, his tall frame draped in white linen, wavy silver-blond hair loose about
            his shoulders, ice-blue eyes flashing as he preached like a Viking Jesus about radical affirmation and the beauty of surrendering
            to God. My Russian Orthodox mother had dragged me to church for liturgy and dogma every Sunday until I left home at fourteen,
            and while I feared retribution for my many sins, never once did I feel my heart swell the way hers did gazing up at the stained-glass
            windows above the altar. But Paul’s was a different God; an accessible God of love and light, of forgiveness and acceptance.
            It was no wonder he’d amassed a loyal following of millions with his books, podcasts, and workshops.
         

         
         As I sat there with three hundred other lost souls listening to him speak, my heart ached with the realization of how much I’d missed him over the past decade. His sporadic visits between travels in far-flung locales had been the bright spots in my otherwise dingy childhood, his million-watt smile temporarily diffusing the gray clouds that always seemed to hang over our saltbox house. Even my reticent father seemed lighter when Paul was around. I remember falling asleep at night to the sound of their voices filtering through the thin walls as they sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee and debating religion, politics, and philosophy, quoting at one another from dog-eared esoteric tomes. 

         
         I listened in awe as Paul told me stories of tracking poachers in Kenya and recounted tales of being chased by wild boars
            in Indonesia and pirates off the coast of Sri Lanka. My dad couldn’t deal with crowds or loud noises, but Paul took me to
            see the fireworks in DC on the Fourth of July and to the state fair in Raleigh, where he rode every ride with me and ate just
            as much cotton candy as I did. It was shortly after this experience I expressed to my mother that I wished he were my dad
            instead, and she slapped me across the face.
         

         
         After Paul finished answering questions that evening in Brooklyn, I stood in line at the back of the auditorium with everyone
            else to get my copy signed. I hadn’t seen him since my father’s funeral, when I was eleven, and wasn’t sure he’d know me,
            though our familial resemblance was stronger than ever. When he glanced up from the book he was signing to get my name, his
            eyes blazed with recognition and he broke into a radiant smile.
         

         
         “Sveta!” he cried, standing abruptly. Bystanders looked on with interest as he leaned across the table to hug me, impervious
            to their stares. As we pulled apart, I found my eyes had misted and he was waving over a beautiful young woman with caramel
            skin and long raven hair, who couldn’t have been more than ten years older than me. “I’m taking a break,” he told her. She
            took me in with gleaming gray eyes, a hint of suspicion in her curiosity, and I recognized she was more than just his tour
            manager. “This is my niece, Sveta. My brother’s daughter.”
         

         
         Her gaze softened and she gave me a warm smile. “Kali,” she said, pulling me in to kiss me once on each cheek before enveloping
            me in a musky floral-scented hug. “So nice to meet you.”
         

         
         I don’t remember exactly what Paul and I said in the quarter hour we spent sitting on a threadbare couch in the greenroom of the theater. I know he asked about my mother, who was still cleaning houses in South Florida and proud as ever. I recall being touched he’d followed my career and seen my latest spread in Italian Vogue. He encouraged me to continue writing poetry, asked whether I still remembered “Kubla Khan,” and we recited it together. When
            Kali appeared in the doorway signaling our time was up, he invited me to meet him at the Plaza for dinner, but I had to catch
            a midnight flight to Japan for a job.
         

         
         He reached out a couple of times after that, inviting me to visit the California retreat center he was operating before he
            exiled himself to this jungle in the wake of the accusations that tainted his name. Out of loyalty to my mother I never went.
            I still don’t know why she cut him off after my father’s death; her lips are sealed as tightly as a clamshell. She’s not an
            easy woman, my mother. But she’s also not a person who does things without reason, and she loves me like a mother bear loves
            her cubs: not softly, but biologically.
         

         
         I’m so lost in thought that it takes me a moment to register the six-foot-high pile of sticks at the river’s edge, a white
            shape barely visible atop it. My breath catches in my throat as I realize what I’m looking at.
         

         
         My brilliant uncle, the bestselling author who inspired a spiritual awakening in so many, the last living member of my father’s
            family, is wrapped inside that shroud. This pile of sticks on the bank of a river that snakes through the Lacandon Jungle
            is his funeral pyre.
         

         
         Lucas looks from the pyre to me, his nearly black eyes creased with concern. Or perhaps he’s simply squinting into the sun.

         
         An unexpected wave of emotion crashes into my chest. I drop my damp forehead into my hands, staring past my knees to the muddy,
            dented metal bottom of the boat. I don’t know what I’m so afraid of. I knew he was dead; I knew I was coming here for his
            funeral. But seeing his body wrapped in white gauze, so small in relation to this lake, this rain forest, that house—so vulnerable,
            about to be burned before my eyes . . . I didn’t expect this.
         

         
         I realize I’m sheltered. Out of touch, overly privileged. That is to say, American. We don’t take care of our own dead anymore.

         
         I vividly remember the uniformed pallbearers carrying my father’s flag-draped casket from the hearse through the dappled shade of the orange and yellow sycamore trees to the grave site. After the funeral, I was tortured by dreams of his broken body tumbling onto the grass, his beloved face unrecognizable in the wake of the blast that killed him. I was a child, of course I was afraid of death. But I’m an adult now. I know intellectually that death is a natural part of the life cycle, and Paul of all people would understand this inherently. 

         
         Get it together, Sveta.

         
         I won’t be a coward. I will face this uncomfortable moment and live through it, as he instructed in Surrender, his first bestseller.
         

         
         As we navigate past the pyre toward the dock, I force myself to raise my eyes and rest my gaze on the white gauze figure atop
            the pile of sticks. Blinking away the blur of unwanted tears, I grip the side of the canoe and bid my uncle farewell.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
Roots

         
         
            Is it not true that we define ourselves by the people we’re surrounded by and how they see us? If we are praised, we believe
               we are worthy of praise. If we are ridiculed, we believe we are worthy of ridicule. To end this vicious cycle, we must develop
               an independent sense of self-worth based in Divine Love.
            

            —Paul Bentzen, Living the Life You Deserve

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         
            Nine Days Earlier

         

         It was cold and only getting colder in the city; the temperature had been plummeting all day. Regardless, I’d been looking
            forward to wearing the gorgeous spaghetti-strap minidress covered in dime-size gold sequins that a designer friend had gifted
            me, and I was not to be deterred. I had just the right coat to bundle up in, too: a glamorous floor-length faux mink number
            that was like wearing a fur blanket and made me look like Veronica Lake, whom I’ve been told I favor. I even did a deep side
            part and wave like Veronica, completing the look with a pair of thigh-high black leather boots and red lipstick. It was New
            Year’s Eve, after all. If not tonight, then when?
         

         
         I felt a thrill of anticipation as I swanned down the bamboo stairs of the Tribeca loft I shared with my fiancé, stopping
            to pose in an exaggerated fashion for his benefit. He sat on the leather couch below watching a basketball game in a skinny
            black suit, looking good enough to eat, all clean shaven with his light brown hair slicked back like a dandy. I’ve always
            loved a man in a nice suit, and while every suit Chase Ayres owns is nice, this one was particularly dashing.
         

         
         I cleared my throat and put on my best Russian accent, channeling my Soviet-born mother. “Dahlingk, I am veady to party.”

         
         Chase looked up, and I twirled to showcase my look. “Wow,” he said.

         
         The right word, but not exactly the delivery I’d been hoping for. “What?” I asked, tugging at the hem of my dress, suddenly
            self-conscious.
         

         
         “You look hot. It’s just . . . a lot, is all.”

         
         My heart sank. “You always want me to dress up more,” I protested, clomping the rest of the way down the stairs. “And it’s
            New Year’s Eve.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but we’re going to my brother’s place for dinner. In Brooklyn Heights.”

         
         “And Becky’s always wearing couture.”

         
         He stood and spun me toward the leather-bound mirror leaning against the wall. “But Becky doesn’t look like you do in couture.”
            He pressed himself into me from behind as he growled in my ear, sliding his hand up my skirt. “You wear that, every man in
            the room will wanna do the things only I get to do with you . . .”
         

         
         “Jealous?” I teased.

         
         “You know I love that ass.” His face changed into something resembling a wince. “But you’re always complaining my family doesn’t
            respect you. And this getup—”
         

         
         I shrugged him off. “Got it.”

         
         Dropping my coat over the iron railing, I flew up the stairs two at a time and stomped across our ivory bedroom rug in my
            boots, hoping the thought of the New York grime on the bottom of my shoes rubbing into the carpet made him as disgusted as
            I felt. He was right, though. I did want to be accepted by the people he cared about. The sophisticated gray wool wrap dress
            Chase’s brother and his wife had given me for Christmas would be a better choice. But I was keeping the boots, damnit, and
            I’d wear my party dress beneath, for the club we planned on going to after—the club where we’d met, three years ago.
         

         
         I’d never been much of a club girl, but it was fashion week, and I was there for the after-party of a show I’d walked. The
            space, called House Party, was designed to feel like a house, each room decorated differently, complete with a kitchen and
            bedrooms you could rent, ostensibly for parties, though I’d heard people used them more scandalously. I was in the “backyard”
            looking up at the twinkling lights masquerading as stars when I spied him leaning against the stone mantel of the “outdoor
            fireplace,” scotch in hand, looking like he owned the place.
         

         
         “It’s the cockatoo,” he said with an easy smile.

         
         “You were at the show?” I asked, eyeing him. Damn, he was handsome.

         
         He nodded. “Went to boarding school with Jared.” Jared being the designer.

         
         “Was he as fashionable then?” I asked.

         
         “I do remember the day he showed up in a deconstructed uniform, held together with safety pins. I knew then he had it in him
            to design bird dresses for fancy ladies.”
         

         
         I laughed. “What was your favorite part?”

         
         “The cockatoo, of course.”

         
         “Why’s that? You into feathers?” I teased.

         
         “It was the look in your eye. A little wild, like you might actually fly away.”

         
         “You must’ve been sitting close.”

         
         “Not close enough.”

         
         He held my gaze, and my heart fluttered. “Careful, I might take flight,” I said.

         
         “Where to?”

         
         I bit my lip, emboldened by his obvious interest. “Where do you want to go?”

         
         That easy smile again. The smile of a man for whom doors simply opened. “Wherever you’re headed.”

         
         I looked up at the fake stars. “Somewhere with real stars.”

         
         “I have an idea.”

         
         We picked up a bottle of cabernet on the way to what turned out to be his office building, where we drank it straight from
            the bottle on a plastic lounger someone had dragged up to the roof. Beneath the scant stars visible above Manhattan, we traded
            witticisms and danced to music from our phones, laughing as we shared details about how opposite our upbringings had been.
            He was the Prince Charming to my Cinderella, only it didn’t end at midnight. He kissed me as the sun rose over the city, and
            by the time I caught my breath, three years had passed.
         

         
         We hadn’t been back to House Party since, but when my friends invited us to meet up there to ring in the new year, I’d thought it might be fun to revisit the scene of the crime. I even went so far as to suggest a little light role-playing, in hopes of rekindling the flame between us that had dimmed since our engagement eight months ago. Hence my desire to look sexy and a little wild—like a bird that might fly away. 

         
         But first, wool.

         
         “Okay, I’m ready,” I called as I descended the stairs, fastening the tie of the gray wrap dress over my sequins. “Better?”
            I asked, gesturing to my outfit. “It’s what they gave me for Christmas.”
         

         
         “Perfect.”

         
         I strode across the stainless steel kitchen and swung open the refrigerator, pulling out the Veuve I’d picked up earlier.

         
         His eyes flicked to the bottle in my hand. “Is that what we’re bringing?”

         
         “Yeah, I figured champagne was appropriate.”

         
         He bit his lip.

         
         “What?” I asked.

         
         “Nothing,” he said.

         
         “Then why is your face all pinched?”

         
         “It’s just—they’re not gonna drink that.”

         
         “What? Why?” I asked.

         
         “They’re connoisseurs.” He rubbed his temples, frustrated. “You know this.”

         
         “Right.” I squinted at him, confused. “I distinctly remember your brother saying anything under fifty dollars was undrinkable.
            This was over fifty bucks.”
         

         
         “It’s not the cost, it’s a taste thing.”

         
         “It tastes good enough they sell it in practically every liquor store in the city.”

         
         “Exactly.” He sighed and checked his watch, making a mental calculation. “No time to stop. It’ll be fine.”

         
         “Brock and Becky’s lives are one big Rich People Problem,” I remarked as I sashayed toward the door. “It’ll be good for them to drink the nectar of the populace.” 

         
         Chase’s silence in the elevator told me my attempt at levity had fallen flat. It was true, though, except the bit about fifty-dollar
            champagne being the nectar of the populace, obviously. My hardworking mother would have a heart attack if she knew I’d wasted
            fifty dollars on champagne. Actually, I take that back. If she knew it was for Chase’s family, she’d be fine with it. The
            Ayreses could do no wrong in her eyes, though they’d never made an effort to so much as meet her. This did nothing to dampen
            her adoration of Chase, who’d charmed her thoroughly every time she was in town. The day I married my Prince Charming and
            she no longer had to be so worried about me would be the best day of her life.
         

         
         I hoped it wouldn’t also be the first time she laid eyes on my soon-to-be in-laws. She hated to travel during the holidays,
            so she normally came to visit in October for my birthday, and Chase’s family had been full of excuses every time I’d invited
            them to meet her during these trips. So when she canceled her birthday trip last-minute this year, I insisted she come for
            Thanksgiving, knowing they would have to invite her to dinner if she was in town. Unfortunately, she canceled that visit,
            too, so they were yet to meet.
         

         
         Outside, delicate flakes of snow were just beginning to fall. I tilted my head back and stuck out my tongue. My breath fogged
            in the night and pinpricks of ice caressed my face. I felt alive. Chase signaled the black Suburban idling at the curb a few
            yards up the cobblestone street.
         

         
         I placed a gloved hand on the sleeve of his cashmere overcoat as the car rolled slowly toward us, knowing I needed to speak
            up before we got in. Chase was a stickler for not airing your dirty laundry in front of chauffeurs. “Sorry,” I said sincerely.
            “I guess I just get defensive around the subject of your brother because of our history.”
         

         
         Our history being that Brock told Chase I was just after his money and he’d be sorry for marrying me. After which, to his credit, Chase didn’t speak to him for nearly a month. I was supposed to have forgiven and forgotten like Chase had, but it’s been a struggle, to say the least. 

         
         “It’s okay.” He kissed me, his lips warm on mine. “Their lives are one big Rich People Problem.” He chuckled. “You’re so right.”
         

         
         He took my hand and together we dove into the dark serenity of the Suburban.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         Across the river, the lights of lower Manhattan twinkled gold and silver through the thick white flakes like a bewitched snow
            globe. The scene was almost beautiful enough to make up for the knot of anxiety that had formed in the pit of my stomach right
            on schedule, the moment we walked into Brock and Becky’s penthouse.
         

         
         But tonight was going to be different. Tonight, I wouldn’t offend the hosts by telling them I’d fallen in love with their
            dining room table when I’d seen it at Pottery Barn (it was not from Pottery Barn—nothing here was). I wouldn’t comment that I’d heard the schools in this area were great (they weren’t
            nearly as great as the sixty-five-thousand-dollar-a-year private school their kindergartner attended, which was apparently
            a bargain). I wouldn’t be the butt of jokes after mispronouncing some word everyone else had no trouble with (who knew the
            p in “ophthalmologist” sounded like an f?). And I certainly wouldn’t hand them an offensive bottle of Veuve Clicquot. No, we’d left that in the car.
         

         
         Brock and Becky’s apartment was stunning. A large corner unit on the nineteenth floor of a brand-spanking-new building that soared above the surrounding brownstones like a spaceship parked at the river’s edge, it had an open floor plan, walls of glass, and an aerodynamically curved balcony complete with a firepit. The Wallace-Ayreses’ taste was more contemporary than mine—modern art and oddly patterned chunky chairs atop a bold rug Brock had eagerly divulged cost more than most cars—but the bones and view were so extraordinary, it didn’t much matter. 

         
         We were the first to arrive. I stood barefoot at the window gazing out at the night, wishing it were warm enough to enjoy
            the balcony. Over the jazz that filtered through the speakers, I could hear Brock at the bar waxing poetic about the exclusive
            small-batch whiskey he and Chase were drinking. A uniformed chef and two servers worked silently in the sleek kitchen while
            somewhere in the depths of the apartment the nanny put the baby and the five-year-old to bed. Becky was yet to appear.
         

         
         Growing up an only child, I’d always wished for a sister and hoped that maybe someday I’d gain one through marriage. I was
            optimistic about Becky at first: unlike her husband, she was always nice to me. So I tried with her, I really did. I perused
            her Instagram page for what we had in common and dropped it into conversation (“I love Pilates! Have you tried Barre-lates?
            We should go together!”). When we went on a ski vacation with his family, I abandoned my snowboard to keep her company skiing
            blues and greens while the guys hit the double black diamonds that called my name. But she never returned the effort. In the
            three years Chase and I have been together, she and I still haven’t even traded phone numbers. In fact, I don’t think she’s
            ever asked me a single question about my life—though I could write a thesis on The Problems They’ve Encountered Building Their
            Beach House or The Reasons They Fired Their Last Nanny.
         

         
         “Dom?” Chase proffered a glass of bubbly with a wink.

         
         “Thank you, darlingk, don’t mind if I do.” The Russian accent again, a sure sign I was uncomfortable. I gulped down half the
            glass, leaving my esophagus burning.
         

         
         The click of heels on the hardwood drew my attention to Becky, carefully treading down the hallway toward us in gorgeous four-inch
            black-and-green snakeskin Louboutins. “I just buzzed the Thompsons up,” she announced.
         

         
         Her petite frame was wrapped in a skintight black dress with a deeply plunging neckline complemented by emerald earrings that dangled below her chin-length beige-blond hair, bringing out her round green eyes. Her husband let out a low whistle, the response I’d been hoping for from his brother earlier in the evening. 

         
         “I know, I know,” she said. “We’re staying in, it’s silly. But it’s New Year’s Eve!”

         
         “You look beautiful,” I said, starting across the living room to embrace her, but the elevator dinged before I could reach
            her, and she moved beyond the fogged glass partition that concealed the entry.
         

         
         Unsure what to do with myself, I glanced over at Chase and Brock, perusing the appetizer spread on the dining room table while
            talking in hushed tones. Brock was four years older and two inches shorter, but otherwise they looked so much alike they were
            practically twins, with their black suits, slicked-back hair, and perfectly shined shoes. Shoes. I’d taken mine off because
            they normally had a rule about it, but—I looked around—was I the only one not wearing shoes?

         
         I slipped into the entryway to grab my shoes and found Becky greeting a couple who looked like they’d walked off the cover
            of Yachting magazine, the winter issue. They were tan and blond and vaguely sporty looking, Barbie in a navy-and-white dress I recognized
            as last-season Chanel, her Ken in a collared shirt that peeked out from beneath his cashmere sweater.
         

         
         “Leave those gorgeous shoes on, it’s fine,” Becky said to Barbie. I brushed her hip as I reached to grab my discarded boots,
            causing her to gasp and spin around. “You scared me!” She laughed. “I didn’t see you there.”
         

         
         I smiled. “Just gonna slip my boots back on.”

         
         “Don’t bother,” she returned with a dismissive wave of her hand. “You’re so tall you dwarf us.”

         
         I prickled, covering with a hollow laugh. I wish people knew just how many times tall people are made to feel guilty for being tall. Like it’s our fault. In school, the kids called me Skeletor after I shot up ten inches between seventh and eighth grade without gaining an ounce of curve, and none of the boys would dance with me because I towered over them. I hate to admit that it still gives me pleasure to think of the girls who used to whisper behind my back now flipping through Cosmopolitan magazine and seeing me in a perfume ad. Yes, I’m grateful for my height because it gave me the career that was my ticket
            out of nowheresville; still, I’ve always envied the shorter girls who make me feel like Godzilla.
         

         
         Regardless, in the interest of social grace I obediently deserted my shoes and extended my hand to Barbie. “Hi, I’m Sveta.”

         
         “Sveta’s Brock’s brother’s girlfriend,” Becky explained.

         
         “Fiancée.” I smiled, displaying the three-carat stunner on my finger. Somehow his family always failed to make this distinction,
            as though if they just ignored it long enough, the ring might disappear.
         

         
         “Sveta,” her husband mulled, looking me over. “Short for Svetlana?”

         
         I nodded, and he proudly disgorged a halting string of consonants from his throat.

         
         I gave him an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I don’t speak Russian.”

         
         “No?” His face said he thought I was lying. “With a name like that I figured—but maybe you’re Czech? Or Croatian?”

         
         “No, you’re right—my mother is from Russia,” I said. “But I never learned the language.”

         
         “Why not?” he asked.

         
         His wife crossed her arms, impatient for the conversation to be over, so I took my time to reply. “My mom had a hard life
            growing up there. Her parents died when she was a kid—I’m actually named for her mother. But my father was American, and she
            wanted me to be American, so she refused to speak Russian with me. Wanted me to belong, I guess.”
         

         
         “A shame,” he said. “It’s a beautiful language.”

         
         “Beautiful” isn’t exactly the adjective I would use to describe Russian, but at least he was being nice. “How do you know
            Russian?” I asked.
         

         
         “He doesn’t,” Barbie answered with a tight smile before turning and walking away with Becky on her heels, entreating her to
            try the hors d’oeuvres.
         

         
         Ken gestured to his wife’s back as he leaned in, whispering, “My ex is Russian. She can get a little touchy about it.”

         
          

         By the time we sat down to dinner I’d lost track of how often my glass had been refilled, and the knot in my stomach had somewhat
            unwound. The elegant wood dining table was tastefully bedecked with delicate white flowers and airy greenery and set for eleven,
            with five on one side and six on the other, as one of the men’s wives had come down with a fever that afternoon. I was of
            course the sacrificial sixth seat on the end.
         

         
         “This silver is exquisite,” enthused a busty woman in a fur wrap who was married to a reedy bald man. The many diamonds on
            her fingers sparkled in the light cast by the two ornate candelabras as she inspected a fork. “It’s so old school.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Carla,” Becky answered. “It was my grandmother’s. I never get to use it.”

         
         Becky’s grandmother was also from North Carolina, though a different sort of North Carolina from me.

         
         “It makes me think,” Carla went on, “maybe we should use real silver at the fundraiser next month. Did I tell you the Watersons
            just committed twenty-five cases of pinot from their winery in Napa?”
         

         
         “Too bad I won’t be able to enjoy it.” Brock’s Yale rowing teammate Teddy brandished his empty wineglass in the direction
            of the server, who immediately refilled it. “Sobriety starts tomorrow,” he groused with a resentful glance across the table
            at his wife, who I noticed had not touched her own wine. “Li Min thinks I drink too much.”
         

         
         A split second of sheer loathing flashed across Li Min’s pretty face before she covered it with a smile. “Only for January,”
            she clarified lightly. “So we’ll be finished in time for the fundraiser. And we’re both doing it.”
         

         
         “Whole Thirty?” Brock guessed.

         
         Teddy shrugged as he drained half his glass in one swig. “She’s been reading some self-help book about how you can find happiness if you just take all the fun out of everything. Makes no fucking sense.” 

         
         “It’s called the Reset,” Li Min said calmly. The knot in my stomach grew to the size of a baseball with the recognition of
            the diet my uncle Paul had pioneered. “It’s about getting rid of impurities in the body to jump-start your life.”
         

         
         “Oh! I did that years ago,” Barbie said. “There’s a guided meditation part, too, right? Like, videos online,” she explained
            to the table. “With really beautiful people telling you to let go of past trauma and embrace your true self. Some famous self-help
            guy started it.”
         

         
         “Paul Bentzen,” Li Min confirmed.

         
         Her husband recoiled. “You didn’t tell me there were videos. That’s not happening.”

         
         Brock furrowed his brow, trying to place the name. “Isn’t Paul Bentzen the one that got me-too’d a while back?”

         
         “I think it was some kind of sex thing,” Carla chimed in, stroking her fur wrap.

         
         “Great, we’re doing the rapist diet,” Teddy snorted.

         
         I shot Chase a glance, anger simmering beneath my skin. He knew Paul was my uncle, but Brock and Becky didn’t. I’d never mentioned
            it because of the rumors currently being discussed, regardless of their falsity.
         

         
         “Seriously,” Carla said. “I don’t remember exactly, but I think he raped one of his followers, like, in front of people. It
            was really crazy.”
         

         
         I couldn’t hold my tongue any longer. “That’s not true,” I blurted.

         
         All heads swiveled toward me.

         
         “He didn’t rape anyone,” I continued. “He wasn’t even there when the alleged incident happened.”

         
         “How do you know?” Carla asked.

         
         “He’s my uncle,” I said as evenly as I could muster. I was hyper-aware this revelation would only further stigmatize me in
            the eyes of Brock and Becky, but if I couldn’t stand up for my own blood, then who was I?
         

         
         Becky’s silver fork clattered to her plate. “Oh my God,” she exclaimed. “Paul Bentzen is your uncle?”

         
         “And he didn’t rape anyone,” I confirmed. I hadn’t heard it from his lips, of course, but after years of not speaking to him,
            my mother had called him at the time to hear his side of the story, which she relayed to me. “There was a ritual ceremony
            a participant sued over, claiming she was uncomfortable. It settled out of court because she’d signed off on it and was free
            to leave at any time but chose to stay and participate. He was devastated that his practices could have caused anyone psychological
            harm and closed his California retreat center over it. Then later it came out that she’d sued multiple companies for various
            things under different aliases.”
         

         
         “What was the ceremony?” Carla asked.

         
         “What’s he like?” Li Min overlapped.

         
         “He’s wonderful,” I answered honestly. “Big heart, genuinely interested in people . . .”

         
         “So what happened to him after the—I mean, where is he now?” Carla asked.

         
         “He’s retired from public life.” I didn’t feel the need to tell them that I didn’t know much else, as I hadn’t actually seen
            him in years. “He lives at his retreat center in the jungle with his wife.”
         

         
         “Who’s his—”

         
         “So, I think congratulations are in order,” Brock interrupted Li Min, evidently tired of this line of conversation. He clapped
            Chase on the back and looked to me with a wolfish smile, raising his wineglass. “Two years from tonight, my little brother
            will be a married man.”
         

         
         “One year,” I said, forcing a smile. I’d wanted nothing more than a beach wedding this coming summer, but had acquiesced to
            Chase’s mother’s insistence that we marry in her church in Connecticut next New Year’s Eve, hoping it would make her more
            receptive to me. So far, no luck.
         

         
         “Mother changed it,” Chase mumbled, not meeting my eye.

         
         I stared at him, suddenly claustrophobic in my stupid wool dress, the effort to stay cool sending beads of perspiration trickling
            down my back.
         

         
         “Renovations on the Aspen house won’t be finished until next fall, and she wants to spend the holidays there next year,” Brock explained. “You know Mother and her houses.” 

         
         I wanted to scream. Brock had surely known I was unaware of the change and had wanted to jab me. But why hadn’t Chase told
            me?
         

         
         I stared at his patrician profile, willing him to look at me, but he didn’t turn, instead raising his glass with a flawless
            smile. “To Sveta, my beautiful bride.”
         

         
         I mechanically raised my glass and pasted on a smile, the knot in my stomach now a bowling ball. But I couldn’t let Brock
            see he’d gutted me, wouldn’t let him win.
         

         
         I noticed a rash creeping up Chase’s neck toward his hairline. So he was as upset as I was, though for different reasons.
            Good.
         

         
         “Where’s the wedding?” Carla asked.

         
         “Saint Luke’s,” I said, holding on to my composure by a straw.

         
         “With a reception at the country club.” Brock grinned. “Just like ours.”

         
         “Aw, I remember your wedding!” Li Min enthused.

         
         “Your dress was so gorgeous,” Barbie added, looking at Becky.

         
         I fumed as the rest of the table set off on a tangent about the elegance of Brock and Becky’s wedding.

         
         Chase leaned in, his voice low in my ear. “You okay?”

         
         I grabbed my wineglass and stood, turning abruptly away from the table to hide the fury written on my face as I beelined for
            the entryway, where I grabbed my purse and shoes. I could feel Chase’s eyes on my back as I ducked into the over-wallpapered
            powder room and shut the door firmly behind me.
         

         
         I white-knuckled the edge of the vanity and let out a silent string of expletives to my countenance in the mirror, unsure
            whether I was angrier that he’d allowed his mother to delay our marriage by a year, or that he’d put me in the position to
            hear about it from Brock—in public, no less. It wasn’t fair. I tried so hard to fit in with his family, but it was never enough.
            I was never enough—would never be enough. I wasn’t a blue blood, I wasn’t educated, I wasn’t wealthy. I was the kind of girl he was supposed to have a fling with, not marry. So of course his family was making it as hard as possible for us to become husband and wife.
         

         
         But I wasn’t about to let them win.

         
         Screw him. Screw all of them. No way was I sitting through the rest of dinner. I had to get out of there.

         
         I peeled off the stupid wool wrap to reveal my sexy minidress and pulled on my gorgeous boots, prototypes for next year’s
            collection that were more expensive, I was sure, than any of the designer shoes all the other women were wearing. Not that
            I cared, but expensive clothes were armor in a room with Brock and Becky’s friends, and I needed the strongest defense possible
            to get out of there without letting my emotion get the best of me.
         

         
         I retouched my makeup in the mirror as I racked my brain for the best exit strategy. I could literally just walk out without
            a word. Chase deserved it. But I didn’t want Brock to know he’d gotten between us.
         

         
         I called up my catwalk confidence to exit the bathroom with my phone in hand and strode over to the end of the table, where
            I stood glittering like a disco ball in the candlelight. They wanted a vapid, bitchy model, let them have a vapid, bitchy
            model. I made sure I could feel everyone’s eyes on me before I looked up from my phone and fixed my eyes on Chase. “Babe”—I
            ran my fingers through my hair, displaying the long arrow tattoo that ran down the inside of my arm—“we’ve gotta go.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Chase said, clearly unsure how to respond. “Right. Can’t we—? Do we have to go now?”

         
         “I was having so much fun, I didn’t realize what time it was,” I said without smiling. “We’re already late.”

         
         “Right, right.” Recognizing he needed to go along with me if he didn’t want a scene, Chase pushed his chair back abruptly and stood. “I’m so sorry to take off like this,” he said to Brock and Becky. I leaned over and left a red lipstick stain on Becky’s cheek, fully aware I was exposing a scandalous amount of cleavage to the opposite side of the table, then straightened up and blew them all a kiss. “Happy New Year.” I beamed. 

         
         I snaked my arm around Chase’s waist, relishing the fact that the tiger tattoo on my back was glaring at them through the
            straps of my dress as we exited.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         “What the hell?” I demanded the minute the elevator doors closed.

         
         His fingers flew over the keyboard of his phone. “I’m texting the driver,” he said without looking up.

         
         I stared daggers into him. “Two years?”

         
         His shoulders sagged as he met my eye. “I’m sorry. I was gonna tell you.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “I meant to tell you this week, but I knew you’d react like this.”

         
         I fought back tears. “As I have every right to!”

         
         “You know my mom, she’s a steamroller. I didn’t have any part in it—”

         
         “But you didn’t stop it.”

         
         “I said I’m sorry!” He rubbed his temples. “My head is pounding. Can we please just skip the yelling and get to the part where
            you understand this is for the best?” he implored.
         

         
         It made my blood boil that he was right: my pattern was to blow a gasket, then, in the interest of preserving the peace, roll
            over and apologize. But this was too important—and I’d had too much Dom—to preserve the peace tonight.
         

         
         “You realize she’s only doing this to drive us apart,” I pressed.

         
         “Clearly it’s working,” he muttered.

         
         “Because you’re letting her have her way!”

         
         “She’s my mother, Sveta. She’s not some monster. And she’s paying for it.”

         
         “Which is totally unnecessary,” I pointed out. “We can pay for it. Hell, I’ll get married at city hall if you don’t want to
            spend money on a wedding. I’d rather that, actually. You know I only agreed to this fancy wedding because it’s what she wants.
            And now she’s throwing it back in my face.”
         

         
         The elevator doors opened into the chic, clublike lobby, empty save the doorman, and Chase strode purposefully across the
            terrazzo tile toward the double glass doors. I scurried after him out into the snow, where our Suburban idled at the curb.
         

         
         The driver held the car door open for us and we dove into the back. “She’s picked the venue, she’s picked the date—next thing
            I know she’ll be choosing my dress,” I whispered urgently. “Then she’ll be naming our children and deciding which schools
            they attend.”
         

         
         “Sveta.” He shot me a warning glance as the chauffeur climbed into the driver’s seat. But to hell with decorum, there was
            no way I was shutting up this time.
         

         
         “This is our wedding,” I continued. “Not hers.”

         
         He cut his eyes to the driver, the corner of his mouth down-turned.

         
         “I don’t give a damn,” I snapped, surprised by my own audacity. The train had left the station and there didn’t seem to be
            any slowing it. “We have to talk about this.”
         

         
         “Can you at least stop cursing,” he hissed.

         
         “Jesus fucking Christ,” I groaned.
         

         
         He set his mouth in a hard line and breathed deeply through his nose. “You’re drunk.”

         
         “I’m not drunk,” I retorted. But that was a lie. I took a deep breath, suppressing my outrage. “Fine, you’re right. I drank
            too much trying to be comfortable around those people.” I sighed. He nodded.
         

         
         I took his hand. “Can’t we just elope?” I asked more gently. “Go somewhere romantic, just the two of us? Or we can get married in Vegas for all I care. I feel like this wedding is tearing us apart. I just want to be us again.” 

         
         He shifted his gaze to me, his eyes tired. “My family is my family,” he said quietly. “It’s never going to be just us.” He
            rubbed his temples and looked out the window again. We were on the bridge now, steel supports blurring as we sped past. “I
            just wish you could get along with them.”
         

         
         “I really am trying,” I said, indignant. “I agreed to the church, when you know it’s not what I wanted.” The anger I’d dampened
            flared. “Not to mention, I gave up my career when we got engaged because your mom didn’t approve—”
         

         
         “Your modeling career was going to be over soon anyway, and we agreed I make so much money it didn’t make sense for you to
            go back to pounding the pavement for castings.” He popped his knuckles. “I’m trying to give you a great life. Can’t you see
            that?”
         

         
         “Trying to give me?” I blinked at him. “I thought we were building a great life together.”

         
         “Jesus, semantics! Why does this have to be so hard?”

         
         Tears rolled down my cheeks. “You mean why can’t I just fall in line and become the person your family wishes I were?”

         
         “You’re right, okay?” He threw his hands up. “My family said you weren’t marriage material. But I proposed anyway. I didn’t listen. I’m not the bad guy here. I’m just trying to make everybody happy, and it’s killing me.”
         

         
         My throat constricted, holding in the sobs I couldn’t let out in front of him. Blinking back tears, I stared at the gorgeous
            diamond on my finger, wondering how it had done so much damage to our relationship.
         

         
         “Do you still love me?” I asked.

         
         “Of course,” he muttered. But he was looking out the window again.

         
         Not exactly the profession of undying love I was hoping for. “Do you still want to marry me?” I pressed.

         
         He met my gaze, his eyes unreadable in the dark. “Do you still want to marry me?”

         
         Did I? I’d been so giddy when he’d dropped to his knee on the beach in Hawaii back in May, but now our impending nuptials just filled me with dread. And what about after? Did I really think his family would welcome me with open arms once we’d said “I do”? 

         
         “I don’t know,” I admitted, my voice barely audible. “I think we could use some space to figure things out.”

         
         It felt like hours passed before he nodded. “If that’s what you want. I can go to my parents’, I guess.”

         
         That was the last thing I wanted. “No,” I said. “I’ll go.”

         
         I wiped my eyes and tried to still my breath, feeling as though I’d just jumped off a bridge with no idea what was beneath.
            I had to get out of the car. “Driver, can you pull over here, please?”
         

         
         “Where are you going?” Chase asked as the Suburban rolled to a stop at the curb.

         
         “I don’t know,” I said, grabbing the Veuve from beneath the seat. I had a feeling I was going to need it. “Happy New Year.”

         
         And with that, I flung open the door and stumbled out into the falling snow.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         “Welcome to the Mandala.” The woman in the video was as beautiful as her voice was soothing, with glowing ebony skin and large,
            mesmerizing eyes that seemed to reach through the computer screen. “I’m Ruby, and I’ll be your guide for video six in our
            complimentary series on embracing your true self. Now close your eyes, taking a moment to center.”
         

         
         I did as instructed, though I’d be a liar if I said I was anywhere close to centered. I’d been living on my modeling mentor
            Tara and her wife Roz’s couch for a full week, and I was just as much of a mess as when I’d shown up: angry and righteous,
            sad and lonely. The idea of breaking off the engagement shriveled my heart, while the thought of waiting a full two years
            for the wedding filled me with fury.
         

         
         In search of guidance, I’d located Paul’s videos on YouTube, sifting through hours of footage of his lectures on diffusing
            spiritual blocks and processing pain to find morsels of advice relevant to my situation. A few of the videos I’d seen before,
            but most were new to me, though they weren’t recent—the latest was posted over four years ago.
         

         
         The newer videos, like the one I was watching now, were of different people—all of them remarkably good looking, as the woman at Brock and Becky’s had noted. These free videos linked to a website where
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