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Chapter One

The unthinkable was happening.

Her longest relationship on record … over in the blink of an eye.

Three weeks of her life wasted.

Piper Bellinger looked down at her lipstick-red, one-shoulder Valentino cocktail dress and tried to find the flaw but came
up with nothing. Her tastefully tanned legs were polished to such a shine, she’d checked her teeth in them earlier. Nothing
appeared amiss up top, either. She’d swiped the tape holding up her boobs while backstage at a runway show in Milan during
fashion week—we’re talking the holy grail of tit tape—and those puppies were on point. Big enough to draw a man’s eye, small
enough to achieve an athletic vibe in every fourth Instagram post. Versatility kept people interested.

Satisfied that nothing concerning her appearance was glaringly out of place, Piper trailed her gaze up the pleated leg of Adrian’s classic Tom Ford suit made of the finest sharkskin wool, unable to quell a sigh over the luxurious peak lapels and monogrammed buttons. The way her boyfriend impatiently checked his Chopard watch and scanned the crowd over her shoulder only added to the bored-playboy effect.

Hadn’t his cold unattainability attracted her to him in the first place?

God, the night of their first meeting seemed like a hundred years ago. She’d had at least two facials since then, right? What
was time anymore? Piper could remember their introduction like it was yesterday. Adrian had saved her from stepping in vomit at
Rumer Willis’s birthday party. As she’d stared up at his chiseled chin from her place in his arms, she’d been transported
to Old Hollywood. A time of smoking jackets and women traipsing around in long, feathered robes. It was the beginning of her
own classic love story.


And now the credits were rolling.

“I can’t believe you’re throwing it all away like this,” Piper whispered, pressing her champagne flute between her breasts.
Maybe drawing his attention there would change his mind? “We’ve been through so much.”


“Yeah, tons, right?”

Adrian waved at someone across the rooftop, his expression letting whoever it was know that he’d be right with them. They’d
come to the black, white, and red party together. A minor soiree to raise money for an indie movie project called Lifestyles of the Oppressed and Famous. The writer-director was a friend of Adrian’s, meaning most of the people at this gathering of Los Angeles elite were his
acquaintances. Her girls weren’t even there to console her or facilitate a graceful exit.


Adrian’s attention settled back on her reluctantly. “Wait, what were you saying?”

Piper’s smile felt brittle, so she turned it up another watt, careful to keep it one crucial notch below manic. Chin up, woman. This wasn’t her first breakup, right? She’d done a lot of the dumping, often unexpectedly. This was a town of whims, after
all.


She’d never really noticed the pace of how things changed. Not until lately.

At twenty-eight, Piper was not old. But she was one of the oldest women at this party. At every party she’d been to recently, come to think of it. Leaning on the glass railing
that overlooked Melrose was an up-and-coming pop star who couldn’t be a day older than nineteen. She didn’t need tape from
Milan to hold up her tits. They were light and springy with nipples that reminded Piper of the bottom of an ice cream cone.


The host himself was twenty-two and embarking on a film career.

This was Piper’s career. Partying. Being seen. Holding up the occasional teeth-whitening product and getting a few dollars for
it.


Not that she needed the money. At least, she didn’t think so. Everything she owned came from the swipe of a credit card, and
it was a mystery what happened after that. She assumed the bill went to her stepfather’s email or something? Hopefully he
wouldn’t be weird about the crotchless panties she’d ordered from Paris.


“Piper? Hello?” Adrian swiped a hand in front of her face, and she realized how long she’d been staring at the pop star. Long enough that
the songstress was glaring back.


Piper smiled and waved at the girl, pointing sheepishly to her glass of champagne, before tuning back in to the conversation with Adrian. “Is this because I casually brought you up to my therapist? We didn’t go in depth or anything, I promise. Most of the time we just nap during my appointments.”

He stared at her for several seconds. Honestly, it was kind of nice. It was the most attention she’d gotten from him since
almost slipping in puke. “I’ve dated some airheads, Piper.” He sighed. “But you put them all to shame.”


She kept her smile in place, though it took more determination than usual. People were watching. At that very moment, she
was in the background of at least five selfies being captured around the roof, including one of Ansel Elgort. It would be
a disaster if she let her sinking heart show on her face, especially when news of the breakup got out. “I don’t understand,”
she said with a laugh, sweeping rose-gold hair over her shoulder.


“Shocking,” he returned drily. “Look, babe. It was a fun three weeks. You’re a smoke show in a bikini.” He shrugged an elegant
Tom Ford–clad shoulder. “I’m just trying to end this before it gets boring, you know?”


Boring. Getting older. Not a director or a pop star.

Just a pretty girl with a millionaire stepfather.

Piper couldn’t think about that now, though. She just wanted to exit the party as inconspicuously as possible and go have
a good cry. After she popped a Xanax and posted an inspirational quote on her IG feed, of course. It would confirm the breakup,
but also allow her to control the narrative. Something about growth and loving herself, maybe?


Her sister, Hannah, would have the perfect song lyric to include. She was always sitting around in a pile of vinyls, those
giant, ugly headphones wrapped around her head. Damn, she wished she’d put more stock in Hannah’s opinion of Adrian.


What had she said? Oh yeah.

He’s like if someone drew eyes on a turnip.

Once again, Piper had zoned out, and Adrian checked his watch for the second time. “Are we done here? I have to mingle.”

“Oh. Yeah,” she rushed to say, her voice horrifyingly unnatural. “You couldn’t be more right about breaking things off before the boring
blues strike. I didn’t think about it like that.” She clinked her champagne glass against his. “We’re consciously uncoupling.
Très mature.”


“Right. Call it whatever you want.” Adrian forced a wan smile. “Thanks for everything.”

“No, thank you.” She pursed her lips, trying to appear as non-airhead-like as possible. “I’ve learned a lot about myself over the last three
weeks.”


“Come on, Piper.” Adrian laughed, scrutinizing her head to toe. “You play dress-up and spend your daddy’s money. You don’t
have a reason to learn anything.”


“Do I need a reason?” she asked lightly, lips still tilted at the corners.

Annoyed at being waylaid, Adrian huffed a breath. “I guess not. But you definitely need a brain that functions beyond how
many likes you can get on a picture of your rack. There’s more to life than that, Piper.”


“Yes, I know,” she said, prodded by irritation—and more than a little bit of reluctant shame. “Life is what I’m documenting
through photos. I—”


“God.” He half groaned, half laughed. “Why are you forcing me to be an asshole?” Someone called his name from inside the penthouse, and he held up a finger, keeping his gaze locked on Piper. “There’s just nothing to you, okay? There are thousands of Piper Bellingers in this city. You’re just a way to pass the time.” He shrugged. “And your time has passed.”

It was a miracle Piper kept her winning smile intact as Adrian sailed away, already calling out to his friends. Everyone on
the roof deck was staring at her, whispering behind their hands, feeling sorry for her—of all the horrors. She saluted them
with her glass, then realized it was empty. Setting it down on the tray of a passing waiter, she collected her Bottega Veneta
satin knot clutch with all the dignity she could muster and glided through the throng of onlookers, blinking back the moisture
in her eyes to bring the elevator call button into focus.


When the doors finally hid her from view, she slumped back against the metal wall, taking deep breaths in through her nose,
out through her mouth. Already the news that she’d been dumped by Adrian would be blasted across all the socials, maybe even
with video included. Not even C-list celebrities would invite her to parties after this.


She had a reputation as a good time. Someone to covet. An “it girl.”

If she didn’t have her social status, what did she have?


Piper pulled her phone out of her clutch and absently requested a luxury Uber, connecting her with a driver who was only five
minutes away. Then she closed the app and pulled up her favorites list. Her thumb hovered over the name “Hannah” momentarily,
but landed on “Kirby,” instead. Her friend answered on the first ring.


“Oh my God, is it true you begged Adrian not to break up with you in front of Ansel Elgort?”

It was worse than she thought. How many people had already tipped off TMZ? Tomorrow night at six thirty, they would be tossing her name around the newsroom while Harvey sipped from his reusable cup. “I didn’t beg Adrian to keep me. Come on, Kirby, you know me better than that.”

“Bitch, I do. But I’m not everyone else. You need to do damage control. Do you have a publicist on retainer?”

“Not anymore. Daniel said me going shopping doesn’t need a press release.”

Kirby snorted. “Okay, boomer.”

“But you’re right. I do need damage control.” The elevator doors opened, and Piper stepped off, clicking through the lobby
in her red-soled pumps, eventually stepping out onto Wilshire, the warm July air drying the dampness in her eyes. The tall
buildings of downtown Los Angeles reached up into the smoggy summer night sky, and she craned her neck to find the tops. “How
late is the rooftop pool open at the Mondrian?”


“You’re asking about hours of operation at a time like this?” Kirby griped, followed by the sound of her vape crackling in
the background. “I don’t know, but it’s past midnight. If it’s not already closed, it will be soon.”


A black Lincoln pulled up along the curb. After double-checking the license plate number, Piper climbed inside and shut the
door. “Wouldn’t breaking into the pool and having the time of our lives be, like, the best way to fight fire with fire? Adrian would be the guy who broke up with a legend.”


“Oh shit,” Kirby breathed. “You’re resurrecting Piper twenty fourteen.”

This was the answer, wasn’t it? There was no better time in her life than the year she turned twenty-one and ran absolutely buck wild through Los Angeles, making herself famous for being famous in the process. She was just in a rut, that was all. Maybe it was time to reclaim her crown. Maybe then she wouldn’t hear Adrian’s words looping over and over again in the back of her head, forcing her to consider that he might be right.

Am I just one of thousands?

Or am I the girl who breaks into a pool for a swim at one o’clock in the morning?

Piper nodded resolutely and leaned forward. “Can you take me to the Mondrian, instead, please?”

Kirby hooted down the line. “I’ll meet you there.”

“I’ve got a better idea.” Piper crossed her legs and fell back in the leather seat. “How about we have everyone meet us there?”







Chapter Two

Jail was a cold, dark place.

Piper stood in the very center of the cell shivering and hugging her elbows so she wouldn’t accidentally touch anything that
might require a tetanus shot. Until this moment, the word “torture” had only been a vague description of something she’d never
understand. But trying to not pee in the moldy toilet after roughly six mixed drinks was a torment no woman should ever know. The late-night Coachella bathroom
situation had nothing on this grimy metal throne that mocked her from the corner of the cell.


“Excuse me?” Piper called, wobbling to the bars in her heels. There were no guards in sight, but she could hear the distinctive
sounds of Candy Crush coming from nearby. “Hi, it’s me, Piper. Is there another bathroom I could use?”


“No, princess,” a woman’s voice called back, sounding very bored. “There isn’t.”

She bounced side to side, her bladder demanding to be evacuated. “Where do you go to the bathroom?”


A snort. “Where the other non-criminals go.”


Piper whined in her throat, although the lady guard went up a notch in her book for delivering such a savage response without hesitation. “I’m not a criminal,” Piper tried again. “This is all a misunderstanding.”

A trill of laughter echoed down the drab hallway of the police station. How many times had she passed the station on North
Wilcox? Now she was an inmate.


But seriously, it had been one hell of a party.

The guard slowly appeared in front of Piper’s cell, fingers tucked into her beige uniform pants. Beige. Whoever was at the helm of law enforcement fashion should be sentenced for cruel and unusual punishment. “You call two hundred
people breaking into a hotel pool after hours a misunderstanding?”


Piper crossed her legs and sucked in a breath through her nose. If she peed herself in Valentino, she would voluntarily remain
in jail. “Would you believe the pool hours weren’t prominently posted?”


“Is that the argument your expensive lawyer is going to use?” The guard shook her head, visibly amused. “Someone had to shatter
the glass door to get inside and let all the other rich kids in. Who did that? The invisible man?”


“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out,” Piper vowed solemnly.

The guard sighed through a smile. “It’s too late for that, sweetheart. Your friend with the purple tips already named you
as the ringleader.”


Kirby.

Had to be.

No one else at the party had purple tips. At least, Piper didn’t think so. Somewhere between the chicken fights in the pool and the illegal firecrackers being set off, she’d kind of lost track of the incoming guests. She should have known better than to trust Kirby, though. She and Piper were friends, but not good enough for her to lie to the police. The foundation of their relationship was commenting on each other’s social media posts and enabling each other to make ridiculous purchases, like a four-thousand-dollar purse shaped like a tube of lipstick. Most times, those kinds of surface-level friendships were valuable, but not tonight.

That’s why her one phone call had gone to Hannah.

Speaking of whom, where was her little sister? She’d made that call an hour ago.


Piper hopped side to side, dangerously close to using her hands to keep the urine contained. “Who is forcing you to wear beige
pants?” she gasped. “Why aren’t they in here with me?”


“Fine.” The guard flashed a palm. “On this we can agree.”

“Literally any other color would be better. No pants would be better.” Trying to distract herself from the Chernobyl happening in her lower body, she rambled, as she was
wont to do in uncomfortable situations. “You have a really cute figure, Officer, but it’s, like, a commandment that no one
shall pull off nude khaki.”


The other woman’s eyebrow arched. “You could.”

“You’re right,” Piper sobbed. “I totally could.”

The guard’s laugh faded into a sigh. “What were you thinking, inciting that chaos tonight?”

Piper slumped a little. “My boyfriend dumped me. And he … didn’t even look me in the eye the whole time. I guess I just
wanted to be seen. Acknowledged. Celebrated instead of … disregarded. You know?”


“Scorned and acting like a fool. Can’t say I haven’t been there.”

“Really?” Piper asked hopefully.

“Sure. Who hasn’t put all their boyfriend’s clothes in the bathtub and poured bleach on top?”

Piper thought of the Tom Ford suit turning splotchy, and shivered. “That’s cold,” she whispered. “Maybe I should have just
slashed his tires. At least that’s legal.”


“That’s … not legal.”

“Oh.” Piper sent the guard an exaggerated wink. “Riiiight.”


The woman shook her head, glancing up and down the hallway. “All right, look. It’s a quiet night. If you don’t give me any
trouble, I’ll let you use the slightly less shitty bathroom.”


“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you.”

With her keys poised over the keyhole, the guard hit her with serious eyes. “I have a Taser.”

Piper followed her savior down the hall to the bathroom, where she meticulously gathered the skirt of her Valentino and eased
the unholy pressure in her bladder, moaning until the final drop fell. As she washed her hands in the small sink, her attention
caught on the reflection in the mirror. Raccoon eyes looked back at her. Smeared lipstick, limp hair. Definitely a long way
from where she’d begun the evening, but she couldn’t help but feel like a soldier returning from battle. She’d set out to
divert attention from her breakup, hadn’t she?


An LAPD helicopter circling overhead while she led a conga line had definitely reaffirmed her status as the reigning party queen of Los Angeles. Probably. They’d confiscated her phone during the whole mug shot/fingerprint thing, so she didn’t know what was happening on the internet. Her fingers were itching to tap some apps, and that’s exactly what she would do as soon as Hannah arrived to bail her out.

She looked at her reflection, surprised to find the prospect of breaking the internet didn’t set her heart into a thrilling
pitter-patter the way it did before. Was she broken?


Piper snorted and pushed away from the sink, using an elbow to pull down the door handle upon leaving. Obviously the night
had taken its toll—after all, it was nearly five o’clock in the morning. As soon as she got some sleep, she’d spend the day
reveling in congratulatory texts and an inundation of new followers. All would be well.


The guard cuffed Piper again and started to walk her back to the cell, just as another guard called down to them from the
opposite end. “Yo, Lina. Bellinger made bail. Bring her down to processing.”


Her arms flew up in victory. “Yes!”


Lina laughed. “Come on, beauty queen.”

Vigor restored, Piper skipped alongside the other woman. “Lina, huh? I owe you big-time.” She clutched her hands beneath her
chin and gave her a winning pout. “Thank you for being so nice to me.”


“Don’t read too much into it,” drawled the guard, though her expression was pleased. “I just wasn’t in the mood to clean up
piss.”


Piper laughed, allowing Lina to unlock the door at the end of the gray hallway. And there was Hannah in the processing area,
wearing pajamas and a ball cap, filling out paperwork with her eyes half closed.


Warmth wiggled into Piper’s chest at the sight of her younger sister. They were nothing alike, had even less in common, but there was no one else Piper would call in a pinch. Of the two sisters, Hannah was the dependable one, even though she had a lazy hippie side.

Where Piper was taller, Hannah had been called a shrimp growing up and never quite hit the middle school growth spurt. At
the moment, she kept her petite figure buried under a UCLA sweatshirt, her sandy-blond hair poking out around the blank red
hat.


“She clear?” Lina asked a thin-lipped man hunched behind the desk.

He waved a hand without looking up. “Money solves everything.”

Lina unlocked her cuffs once again, and she shot forward. “Hannnnns,” Piper whimpered, throwing her arms around her sister. “I’ll pay you back for this. I’ll do your chores for a week.”


“We don’t have chores, you radish.” Hannah yawned, grinding a fist into her eye. “Why do you smell like incense?”

“Oh.” Piper sniffed her shoulder. “I think the fortune-teller lit some.” Straightening, she squinted her eyes. “Not sure how
she found out about the party.”


Hannah gaped, seeming to awaken at least marginally, her hazel eyes a total contrast to Piper’s baby blues. “Did she happen
to tell you there’s an angry stepfather in your future?”


Piper winced. “Oof. I had a feeling I couldn’t avoid the wrath of Daniel Q. Bellinger.” She craned her neck to see if there
was anyone retrieving her phone. “How did he find out?”


“The news, Pipes. The news.”

“Right.” She sighed, smoothing her hands down the rumpled skirt of her dress. “Nothing the lawyers can’t handle, right? Hopefully he’ll let me get in a shower and some sleep before one of his famous lectures. I’m a walking after photo.”


“Shut up, you look great,” Hannah said, her lips twitching as she completed the paperwork with a flourish of her signature.
“You always look great.”


Piper did a little shimmy.

“Bye, Lina!” Piper called on the way out of the station, her beloved phone cradled in her arms like a newborn, fingers vibrating
with the need to swipe. She’d been directed to the back exit where Hannah could pull the car around. Protocol, they’d said.


She took one step out the door and was surrounded by photographers. “Piper! Over here!”

Her vanity screeched like a pterodactyl.

Nerves swerved right and left in her belly, but she flashed them a quick smile and put her head down, clicking as fast as
she could toward Hannah’s waiting Jeep.


“Piper Bellinger!” one of the paparazzi shouted. “How was your night in jail?”

“Do you regret wasting taxpayer money?”

The toe of her high heel caught in a crack, and she almost sprawled face-first onto the asphalt but caught the edge of the
door Hannah had pushed open, throwing herself into the passenger side. Closing the door helped cut off the shouted questions,
but the last one she’d heard continued to blare in her mind.


Wasting taxpayer money? She’d just thrown a party, right?

Fine, it had taken a considerable amount of police officers to break it up, but like, this was Los Angeles. Weren’t the police
just waiting around for stuff like this to happen?


Okay, that sounded privileged and bratty even to her own ears.

Suddenly she wasn’t so eager to check her social media.

She wiped her sweating palms on her dress. “I wasn’t trying to put anyone out or waste money. I wasn’t thinking that far ahead,”
Piper said quietly, twisting to face her sister as much as she could in a seat belt. “Is this bad, Hanns?”


Hannah’s teeth were sunk into her lower lip, her hands on the wheel slowly navigating her way through the people frantically
snapping Piper’s picture. “It’s not good,” she answered after a pause. “But hey, you used to pull stunts like this all the
time, remember? The lawyers always find a way to spin it, and tomorrow they’ll be onto something else.” She reached out and
tapped the touch screen, and a low melody flooded the car. “Check it out. I have the perfect song cued up for this moment.”


The somber notes of “Prison Women” by REO Speedwagon floated out from the speakers.

Piper’s skull thudded against the headrest. “Very funny.” She tapped her phone against her knee for a few seconds, before
snapping her spine straight and opening Instagram.


There it was. The picture she’d posted early this morning, at 2:42, accused the time stamp. Kirby, the traitorous wench, had snapped it using Piper’s phone. In the shot, Piper was perched on the shoulders of a man whose name she couldn’t recall—though she had a vague recollection of him claiming to play second string for the Lakers?—stripped down to panties and boob tape, but like, in an artistic way. Her Valentino dress was draped over a lounge chair in the background. Firecrackers went off around her like the Fourth of July, swathing Piper in sparkles and smoke. She looked like a goddess rising from an electric mist—and the picture was nearing a million likes.

Telling herself not to, Piper tapped the highlighted section that would show her exactly who had liked the picture. Adrian wasn’t one of them.


Which was fine. A million other people had, right?

But they hadn’t spent three weeks with her.

To them, she was just a two-dimensional image. If they spent more than three weeks with Piper, would they scroll past, too?
Letting her sink into the blur of the thousand other girls just like her?


“Hey,” Hannah said, pausing the song. “It’s going to be all right.”

Piper’s laugh sounded forced, so she cut it short. “I know. It always turns out all right.” She pressed her lips together.
“Want to hear about the wet boxers competition?”







Chapter Three

It was not all right, as it turned out.


Nothing was.

Not according to their stepfather, Daniel Bellinger, revered Academy Award–winning movie producer, philanthropist, and competitive
yachtsman.


Piper and Hannah had attempted to creep in through the catering entrance of their Bel-Air mansion. They’d moved in when Piper
was four and Hannah two, after their mother married Daniel, and neither of them could remember living anywhere else. Every
once in a while, when Piper caught a whiff of the ocean, her memory sent up a signal through the fog, reminding her of the
Pacific Northwest town where she’d been born, but there was nothing substantial to cling to and it always drifted away before
she could grasp on.


Now, her stepfather’s wrath? She could fully grasp that.

It was etched into the tanned lines of his famous face, in the disappointed headshakes he gave the sisters as they sat, side by side, on a couch in his home office. Behind him, awards gleamed on shelves, framed movie posters hung on walls, and the phone on his L-shaped desk lit up every two seconds, although he’d silenced it for the upcoming lecture. Their mother was at Pilates, and out of everything? That made Piper the most nervous. Maureen tended to have a calming effect on her husband—and he was anything but calm right now.


“Um, Daniel?” Piper chanced brightly, tucking a piece of wilted hair behind her ear. “None of this is Hannah’s fault. Is it
okay if she heads to bed?”


“She stays.” He pinned Hannah with a stern look. “You were forbidden to bail her out and did it anyway.”

Piper turned her astonishment on her sister. “You did what?”

“What was I supposed to do?” Hannah whipped off her hat and wrung it between her knees. “Leave you there, Pipes?”

“Yeah,” Piper said slowly, facing her stepfather with mounting horror. “What did you want her to do? Leave me there?”


Agitated, Daniel shoved his fingers through his hair. “I thought you learned your lesson a long time ago, Piper. Or lessons, plural, rather. You were still flitting around to every goddamn party between here and the Valley, but you weren’t costing
me money or making me look like a fucking idiot in the process.”


“Ouch.” Piper sunk back into the couch cushions. “You don’t have to be mean.”

“I don’t have to be—” Daniel made an exasperated sound and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You are twenty-eight years old,
Piper, and you have done nothing with your life. Nothing. You’ve been afforded every opportunity, given anything your little heart could ask for, and all you have to show for it is
a … a digital existence. It means nothing.”


If that’s true, then I mean nothing, too.

Piper snagged a pillow and held it over her roiling stomach, giving Hannah a grateful look when she reached over to rub her knee. “Daniel, I’m sorry. I had a bad breakup last night and I acted out. I won’t do anything like that ever again.”

Daniel seemed to deflate a little, retreating to his desk to lean on the edge. “No one handed me anything in this business.
I started as a page on the Paramount lot. Filling sandwich orders, fetching coffee. I was an errand boy while I worked my
way through film school.” Piper nodded, doing her best to appear deeply interested, even though Daniel told this story at
every dinner party and charity event. “I stayed ready, armed with knowledge and drive, just waiting for my opportunity, so
I could seize it”—he snapped his fist closed—“and never look back.”


“That’s when you were asked to run lines with Corbin Kidder,” Piper recited from memory.

“Yes.” Her stepfather inclined his head, momentarily pleased to find out she’d been paying attention. “As the director looked
on, I not only delivered the lines with passion and zeal, but I improved the tired text. Added my own flair.”


“And you were brought on as a writer’s assistant.” Hannah sighed, winding her finger for him to wrap up the oft-repeated story.
“For Kubrick himself.”


He exhaled through his nose. “That’s right. And it brings me back to my original point.” A finger was wagged. “Piper, you’re too comfortable. At least Hannah earned a degree and is gainfully employed. Even if I called in favors to get her the location scout gig, at least she’s productive.” Hannah hunched her shoulders but said nothing. “Would you even care if opportunity came knocking on your door, Piper? You have no drive to go anywhere. Or do anything. Why would you when this life I’ve provided you is always here, rewarding your lack of ambition with comfort and an excuse to remain blissfully stagnant?”

Piper stared up at the man she thought of as a father, stunned to find out he’d been seeing her in such a negative light.
She’d grown up in Bel-Air. Vacationing and throwing pool parties and rubbing elbows with famous actors. This was the only
life she knew. None of her friends worked. Only a handful of them had bothered with college. What was the point of a degree?
To make money? They already had tons of it.


If Daniel or her mother had ever encouraged her to do something else, she couldn’t remember any such conversation. Was motivation
a thing that other people were simply born with? And when the time came to make their way in the world, they simply acted?
Should she have been looking for a purpose this whole time?


Weirdly, none of the inspirational quotes she’d posted in the past held the answer.

“I love your mother very much,” Daniel continued, as if reading her mind. “Or I don’t think I would have been this patient
for so long. But, Piper … you went too far this time.”


Her eyes shot to his, her knees beginning to tremble. Had he ever used that resigned tone with her before? If so, she didn’t
recall. “I did?” she whispered.


Beside her, Hannah shifted, a sign she was picking up on the gravity of the moment, too.

Daniel bobbed his head. “The owner of the Mondrian is financing my next film.” That news landed like a grenade in the center of the office. “He’s not happy about last night, to put it quite mildly. You made his hotel seem like it lacks security. You made it a laughingstock. And worse, you could have burned the goddamn place down.” He stared at her with hard eyes, letting it all sink in. “He’s threatened to pull the budget, Piper. It’s a very considerable amount. The movie will not get made without his contribution. At least not until I find another backer—and it could take me years in this economy.”

“I’m sorry,” Piper breathed, the magnitude of what she’d done sinking her even farther into the couch cushions. Had she really
blown a business deal for Daniel in the name of posting a revenge snap that would make her triumphant in a breakup? Was she
that frivolous and stupid?


Had Adrian been right?

“I didn’t know. I … I had no idea who owned the hotel.”

“No, of course not. Who cares who your actions affect, right, Piper?”

“All right.” Hannah sat forward with a frown. “You don’t have to be so hard on her. She obviously realizes she made a mistake.”

Daniel remained unfazed. “Well, it’s a mistake she’s going to answer for.”

Piper and Hannah traded a glance. “What do you mean by”—Piper wiggled her fingers in the shape of air quotes—“‘answer for’?”

Their stepfather took his time rounding his desk and opening the bottom filing drawer, hesitating only a moment before removing a manila folder. He tapped it steadily on his desk calendar, considering the nervous sisters through narrowed eyes. “We don’t talk a lot about your past. The time before I married your mother. I’ll admit that’s mostly because I’m selfish and I didn’t want reminders that she loved someone before me.”

“Awww,” Piper said automatically.

He ignored her. “As you know, your father was a fisherman. He lived in Westport, Washington, the same town where your mother
was born. Quaint little place.”


Piper started at the mention of her birth father. A king crab fisherman named Henry who’d died a young man, sucked down into
the icy depths of the Bering Sea. Her eyes drifted to the window, to the world beyond, trying to remember what came before this swanky life to which she’d grown so accustomed. The landscape and color of the first four years of her life were elusive,
but she could remember the outline of her father’s head. Could remember his cracking laugh, the smell of salt water on his
skin.


Could remember her mother’s laughter echoing in kind, warm and sweet.

There was no way to wrap her head around that other time and place—how different it was from her current situation—and she’d
tried many times. If Maureen hadn’t moved to Los Angeles as a grieving widow, armed with nothing more than good looks and
being a dab hand at sewing, she never would have landed a job working in wardrobe on Daniel’s first film. He wouldn’t have
fallen in love with her, and this lavish lifestyle of theirs would be nothing more than a dream, while Maureen existed in
some other, unimaginable timeline.


“Westport,” Hannah repeated, as if testing the word on her tongue. “Mom never told us the name.”

“Yes, well. I can imagine everything that happened was painful for her.” He sniffed, tapping the edge of the folder again. “Obviously she’s fine now. Better than fine.” A beat passed. “The men in Westport … they head to the Bering Sea during king crab season, in search of their annual payday. But it’s not always reliable. Sometimes they catch very little and have to split a minor sum among a large crew. Because of this, your father also owned a small bar.”

Piper’s lips edged up into a smile. This was the most anyone had ever spoken to her about their birth father, and the details …
they were like coins dropping into an empty jar inside of her, slowly filling it up. She wanted more. She wanted to know everything
about this man whom she could only remember for his boisterous laugh.


Hannah cleared her throat, her thigh pressing against Piper’s. “Why are you telling us all of this now?” She chewed her lip.
“What’s in the folder?”


“The deed to the bar. He left the building to you girls in his will.” He set the folder down on his desk and flipped it open.
“A long time ago, I put a custodian in place, to make sure it didn’t fall into disrepair, but truthfully, I’d forgotten all
about it until now.”


“Oh my God …” Hannah said under her breath, obviously predicting some outcome to this conversation that Piper was not
yet grasping. “A-are you … ?”


Daniel sighed in the wake of Hannah’s trailed-off question. “My investor is demanding a show of contrition for what you did, Piper. He’s a self-made man like me and would like nothing more than to stick it to me over my spoiled, rich-kid daughter.” Piper flinched, but he didn’t see it because he was scanning the contents of the file. “Normally I would tell anyone who demanded something from me to fuck off … but I can’t ignore my gut feeling that you need to learn to fend for yourself for a while.”

“What do you mean by”—Piper did air quotes again—“‘fend’?”

“I mean you’re getting out of your comfort zone. I mean you’re going to Westport.”


Hannah’s mouth dropped open.

Piper shot forward. “Wait. What? For how long? What am I supposed to do there?” She turned her panicked gaze on Hannah. “Does
Mom know about this?”


“Yes,” Maureen said from the office doorway. “She knows.”

Piper whimpered into her wrist.

“Three months, Pipes. You can make it that long. And I hope you would do it without hesitation, considering I’ll maintain
my film budget by making these amends.” Daniel came around the desk and dropped the manila folder into Piper’s lap. She stared
at it like one might a scuttling cockroach. “There is a small apartment above the bar. I’ve called ahead to make sure it’s
cleaned. I’m setting up a debit account to get you started, but after that …” Oh, he looked way too pleased. “You’re on
your own.”


Mentally listing all of the galas and fashion shows that would happen over the course of three whole months, Piper got to
her feet and sent her mother a pleading look. “Mom, you’re really going to let him send me away?” She was reeling. “What am
I supposed to do? Like, fish for a living? I don’t even know how to make toast.”


“I’m confident you’ll figure it out,” Maureen said softly, her expression sympathetic but firm. “This will be good for you. You’ll see. You might even learn something about yourself.”

“No.” Piper shook her head. Didn’t last night yield the revelation that she was good for nothing but partying and looking
hot? She didn’t have the survival skills for a life outside of these gates. But she could cope with that as long as everything
stayed familiar. Out there, her ineptitude, her uselessness, would be glaring. “I—I’m not going.”


“Then I’m not paying your legal fees,” Daniel said reluctantly.

“I’m shaking,” Piper whispered, holding up a flat, quaking hand. “Look at me.”

Hannah threw an arm around her sister. “I’m going with her.”

Daniel did a double take. “What about your job? I pulled strings with Sergei to get you a coveted spot with the production
company.”


At the mention of Sergei, Hannah’s long-standing crush, Piper felt her sister’s split second of indecision. For the last year,
the youngest Bellinger had been pining for the broody Hollywood upstart whose debut film, Nobody’s Baby, had taken the Palme d’Or at Cannes. Most of the ballads constantly blaring from Hannah’s room could be attributed to her
deep infatuation.


Her sister’s solidarity made Piper’s throat feel tight, but there was no way she’d allow her sins to banish her favorite person
to Westport, too. Piper herself wasn’t even resigned to going yet. “Daniel will change his mind,” she whispered out of the
side of her mouth to Hannah. “It’ll be fine.”


“I will not,” Daniel boomed, looking offended. “You leave at the end of July.”

Piper did a mental count. “That’s, like, only a few weeks from now!”

“I’d tell you to use the time to tie up your affairs, but you don’t have any.”

Maureen made a sound. “I think that’s enough, Daniel.” With a face full of censure, she corralled the stunned sisters out
of the room. “Come on. Let’s take some time to process.”


The three Bellinger women ascended the stairs together, climbing up to the third floor where Hannah’s and Piper’s bedrooms
waited on opposite sides of the carpeted hall. They drifted into Piper’s room, settling her on the edge of the bed, and then
stepped back to observe her as if they were medical students being asked to make a diagnosis.


Hands on knees, Hannah analyzed her face. “How are you doing, Piper?”

“Can you really not get him to change his mind, Mom?” Piper croaked.

Maureen shook her head. “I’m sorry, sweetie.” Her mother fell onto the bed beside her, taking her limp hand. For long moments,
she was quiet, clearly gearing up for something. “I think part of the reason I didn’t fight Daniel very hard on sending you
to Westport is … well, I have a lot of guilt for keeping so much of your real father to myself. I was in so much pain
for a long time. Bitter, too. And I bottled it all up, neglecting his memory in the process. That wasn’t right of me.” Her
eyelids drifted down. “To go to Westport … is to meet your father, Piper. He is Westport. There’s so much more history … still living in that town than you know. That’s why I couldn’t stay after he died. He was surrounding me … and I was just so angry over the unfairness of it all. Not even my parents could get through to me.”

“How long did they stay in Westport after you left?” Hannah asked, referring to the grandparents who visited them on occasion,
though the visits had grown few and far between as the sisters got older. When Daniel officially adopted Piper and Hannah,
their grandparents hadn’t seemed comfortable with the whole process, and the contact between them and Maureen had faded in
degrees, even if they still spoke on holidays and birthdays.


“Not long. They bought the ranch in Utah shortly after. Far from the water.” Maureen looked down at her hands. “The magic
had gone out of the town for all of us, I think.”


Piper could understand her mother’s reasoning. Could sympathize with the guilt. But her entire life was being uprooted for
a man she didn’t know. Twenty-four years had gone by without a single word about Henry Cross. Her mother couldn’t expect her
to jump all over the opportunity now because she’d decided it was time to dump the guilt.


“This isn’t fair,” Piper groaned, falling backward on her bed, upsetting her ecru Millesimo bedsheets. Hannah sprawled out
beside her, throwing an arm over Piper’s stomach.


“It’s only three months,” Maureen said, rising and floating from the room. Just before she walked out, she turned back, hand poised on the doorframe. “Word to the wise, Piper. The men in Westport … they’re not what you’re used to. They’re unpolished and direct. Capable in a way the men of your acquaintance … aren’t.” Her gaze grew distant. “Their job is dangerous and they don’t care how much it scares you, they go back to the sea every time. They’ll always choose it over a woman. And they’d rather die doing what they love than be safe at home.”

The uncharacteristic gravity in Maureen’s tone glued Piper to the bed. “Why are you telling me this?”

Her mother lifted a delicate shoulder. “That danger in a man can be exciting to a woman. Until it’s not anymore. Then it’s
shattering. Just keep that in mind if you feel … drawn in.”


Maureen seemed like she wanted to say more, but she tapped the doorframe twice and went, leaving the two sisters staring after
her.


Piper reached back for a pillow and handed it to Hannah. “Smother me with this. Please. It’s the humane thing to do.”

“I’m coming with you to Westport.”

“No. What about your job? And Sergei?” Piper exhaled. “You have good things happening here, Hanns. I’ll find a way to cope.”
She gave Hannah a mock serious face. “They must have sugar daddies in Westport, right?”


“I’m definitely going with you.”






Chapter Four

Brendan Taggart was the first Westport resident to spot the women.

He heard a car door slam out by the curb and slowly turned on the barrel that passed as a seat in No Name. His bottle of beer
paused halfway to his mouth, the loud storytelling and music filling the bar fading away.


Through the grubby window, Brendan watched the pair exit on opposite sides of a taxi and immediately wrote them off as clueless
tourists who obviously had the wrong address.


That is, until they started hauling suitcases out of the trunk. Seven, to be exact.

He grunted. Sipped his beer.

They were a ways off the beaten path. There wasn’t an inn for several blocks. On top of misjudging their destination, they
were dressed for the beach at night, during a late-summer rain, no umbrella to speak of—and visibly confounded by their surroundings.


It was the one in the floppy hat who caught his eye right away, purely because she looked the most ridiculous, a lipstick-shaped purse dangling from her forearm, wrists limp and drawn up to her shoulders, as if she was afraid to touch something. She tilted her head back and gazed up at the building and laughed. And that laugh turned into what looked like a sob, though he couldn’t hear it through the music and pane of glass.

As soon as Brendan noticed the way the rain was molding the dress to Floppy Hat’s tits, he glanced away quickly, going back
to what he’d been doing before. Pretending to be interested in Randy’s overboard story, even though he’d heard it eighty goddamn
times.


“The sea was boiling that day,” Randy said, in a voice equivalent to scrap metal being crushed. “We’d already hit our quota
and then some, thanks to the captain over here.” He saluted Brendan with his frothy pint. “And there I was, on a deck slipperier
than a duck’s ass, picturing the bathtub full of cash I’d be swimming in when we got home. We’re hauling in the final pot,
and there it was, the biggest crab in the damn sea, the motherfucking grandpappy of all crabs, and he tells me with his beady
little eyes that he ain’t going down without a fight. Noooo, sir.”


Randy propped a leg up on the stool he’d been sitting on earlier, his craggy features arranged for maximum drama. He’d been
working on Brendan’s boat longer than Brendan had been captaining it. Had seen more seasons than most of the crew combined.
At the end of each one, he threw himself a retirement party. And then he showed up for the next season like clockwork, having
spent every last dime of last year’s take.


“When I tell you that sucker wrapped a leg around the arm of my slicker, right through the pot, the mesh, all of it, I’m not lying. He was hell-bent for leather. Time froze, ladies and gentlemen. The captain is yelling at me to haul in the pot, but hear me now, I was bamboozled. That crab put a spell on me—I’m telling you. And that’s when the wave hit, conjured by the crab himself. Nobody saw it coming,
and just like that, I was tossed into the drink.”


The man who was like a grandfather to Brendan took a pause to drain half his beer.

“When they pulled me in …” He exhaled. “That crab was nowhere to be found.”

The two people in the crowded bar who hadn’t already heard the legend laughed and applauded—and that was the moment Floppy
Hat and the other one decided to make their entrance. Within seconds, it was quiet enough to hear a pin drop, and that didn’t
surprise Brendan one bit. Westport was a tourist stop to be sure, but they didn’t get a lot of outsiders stumbling into No
Name. It was an establishment that couldn’t be found on Yelp.


Mainly because it was illegal.

But it wasn’t only the shock of non-locals walking in and disrupting their Sunday-night bullshit session. No, it was the way
they looked. Especially Floppy Hat, who walked in first, hitting the easy energy of the room with shock paddles. In her short, loose
dress and sandals that wrapped around her calves, she could have stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine for all those …
tight lines and smooth curves.


Brendan could be objective about that.

His brain could point out an attractive woman without him caring one way or the other.

He set his beer down on the windowsill and crossed his arms, feeling a flash of annoyance at everyone’s stupefied expressions. Randy had rolled out the red carpet in the form of his tongue lolling out of his mouth, and the rest of the men were mentally preparing marriage proposals, by the look of it.

“Little help with the luggage, Pipes?” called the second girl from the entrance, where she’d propped open the door with a
hip, struggling under the weight of a suitcase.


“Oh!” Floppy Hat whirled around, pink climbing the sides of her face—and hell, that was some face. No denying it, now that
there wasn’t a dirty windowpane distorting it. Those were the kind of baby blues that made men sign their life away, to say
nothing of that wide, stubborn upper lip. The combination rendered her guileless and seductive at the same time, and that
was trouble Brendan wanted no part of. “Sorry, Hanns.” She winced. “I’ll go get the rest—”


“I’ll get them,” at least nine men said at once, tripping over themselves to reach the door. One of them took the suitcase
from Floppy Hat’s companion, while several others lunged into the rain, getting stuck side by side in the doorway. Half of
those jackasses were on Brendan’s crew, and he almost disowned them right then and there.


Within seconds—although not without some familiar bickering—all seven suitcases were piled in the middle of the bar, everyone
standing around them expectantly. “What gentlemen! So polite and welcoming,” Floppy Hat crooned, hugging her bizarre handbag
to her chest. “Thank you!”


“Yes, thanks,” said the second girl quietly, drying the rain off her face with the sleeve of a UCLA sweatshirt. Los Angeles. Of course. “Uh, Pipes?” She turned in a circle, taking in their surroundings. “Are you sure this is the right place?”


In response to her friend’s question, she seemed to notice where she was standing for the first time. Those eyes grew even
bigger as she catalogued the interior of No Name and the people occupying it. Brendan knew what she was seeing, and already
he resented the way she recoiled at the dust on the mismatched seats, the broken floorboards, the ancient fishing nets hanging
from the rafters. The disappointment in the downturned corners of her mouth spoke volumes. Not good enough for you, baby? There’s the door.

With prim movements, Pipes—keeper of ridiculous names and purses—snapped the handbag open and drew out a jewel-crusted phone, tapping the screen with
a square red nail. “Is this … sixty-two North Forrest Street?”


A chorus of yeses greeted the strangled question.

“Then …” She turned to her friend, chest expanding on quick breaths. “Yes.”

“Oh,” responded UCLA, before she cleared her throat, pasting a tense smile on a face that was pretty in a much subtler way
than Pipes’s. “Um … sorry about the awkward entrance. We didn’t know anyone was going to be here.” She shifted her weight
in boots that wouldn’t be good for anything but sitting down. “I’m Hannah Bellinger. This is my sister, Piper.”


Piper. Not Pipes.


Not that it was much of an improvement.

The floppy hat came off, and Piper shook out her hair, as if they were in the middle of a photo shoot. She gave everyone a
sheepish smile. “We own this place. Isn’t that crazy?”


If Brendan thought their entrance had produced silence, it was nothing compared to this.

Owned this place?

No one owned No Name. It had been vacant since he was in grade school.

Originally, the locals had pooled their money to stock the place with liquor and beer, so they’d have a place to come to escape
the tourists during a particularly hellish summer. A decade had passed since then, but they’d kept coming, the regulars taking
turns collecting dues once a week to keep the booze flowing. Brendan didn’t make it over too often, but he considered No Name
to be theirs. All of theirs. These two out-of-towners walking in and claiming ownership didn’t sit right at all.


Brendan liked routine. Liked things in their place. These two didn’t belong, especially Piper, who noticed him glowering and
had the nerve to send him a pinky wave.


Randy drew her attention away from Brendan with a baffled laugh. “How’s that now? You own No Name?”

Hannah stepped up beside her sister. “That’s what you call it?”

“Been calling it that for years,” Randy confirmed.

One of Brendan’s deckhands, Sanders, disentangled himself from his wife and came forward. “Last owner of this place was a
Cross.”


Brendan noticed the slight tremor that passed through Piper at the name.

“Yes,” Hannah said hesitantly. “We’re aware of that.”

“Ooh!” Piper started scrolling through her phone again at the speed of light. “There’s a custodian named Tanner. Our stepdad
has been paying him to keep this place clean.” Though her smile remained in place, her gaze crawled over the distinctly not clean bar. “Has he … been on vacation?”


Irritation snuck up the back of Brendan’s neck. This was a proud town of long-standing traditions. Where the hell did this rich girl get off waltzing in and insulting his lifelong friends? His crew?

Randy and Sanders traded a snort. “Tanner is over there,” Sanders said. The crowd parted to reveal their “custodian” slumped
over the bar, passed out. “He’s been on vacation since two thousand and eight.”


Everyone in the bar hoisted their beers and laughed at the joke, Brendan’s own lips twitching in amusement, even though his
annoyance hadn’t ebbed. Not even a little bit. He retrieved his bottle of beer from the windowsill and took a pull, keeping
his eyes on Piper. She seemed to feel his attention on her profile, because she turned with another one of those flirtatious
smiles that definitely shouldn’t have caused a hot nudge in his lower body, especially considering he’d already decided he didn’t care for her.


But then her gaze snagged on the wedding band he still wore around his ring finger—and she promptly looked away, her posture
losing its playfulness.


That’s right. Take it somewhere else.

“I think I can clear up the confusion,” Hannah said, rubbing at the back of her neck. “Our father … was Henry Cross.”

Shock drew Brendan’s eyebrows together. These girls were Henry Cross’s daughters? Brendan was too young to remember the man
personally, but the story of Henry’s death was a legend, not unlike Randy’s evil crab story. It was uttered far less often
lest it produce bad luck, whispered between the fishermen of Westport after too much liquor or a particularly rough day on
the sea when the fear had taken hold.


Henry Cross was the last man of the Westport crew to die while hunting the almighty king crab on the Bering Sea. There was a memorial dedicated to him on the harbor, a wreath placed on the pedestal every year on the anniversary of the sea taking him.

It was not unusual for men to die during the season. King crab fishing was, by definition, the most dangerous job in the United
States. Every fall, men lost their lives. But they hadn’t lost a Westport man in over two decades.


Randy had dropped onto his stool, dumbfounded. “No. Are you … You ain’t Maureen’s girls, are you?”

“Yes,” Piper said, her smile too engaged for Brendan’s peace of mind. “We are.”

“Holy mackerel. I see the resemblance now. She used to bring you girls down to the docks, and you’d leave with pockets full
of candy.” Randy’s attention swung to Brendan. “Your father-in-law is going to shit himself. Henry’s girls. Standing right
here in his bar.”


“Our bar,” Brendan corrected him quietly.

Two words out of his mouth were all it took to drop a chill into the atmosphere. A couple of the locals shrunk back into their
seats, drinks forgotten on the crates that served as tables.


Brendan finished his beer calmly, giving Piper a challenging eyebrow raise over the glass neck. To her credit, she didn’t
blanch like most people on the receiving end of one of his looks. A stony stare through the wheelhouse window could make a
greenhorn shit himself. This girl only seemed to be evaluating him, that limp wrist once again drawn up against her shoulder,
that long mane of golden-rosy-honey hair tossed back.


“Aw. The deed says otherwise,” Piper said sweetly. “But don’t worry. We’ll only be killing your weirdly hostile vibe for three months. Then it’s back to LA.”

If possible, everyone retreated farther into their seats.

Except for Randy. He was finding the whole exchange hilarious, his smile so wide Brendan could count his teeth, three of which
were gold.


“Where are you staying?” Brendan asked.

The sisters both pointed up at the ceiling.

Brendan bit off a laugh. “Really?”

Several patrons exchanged anxious glances. Someone even hopped up and tried to rouse Tanner at the bar, but it was nothing
doing.


This whole situation was absurd. If they thought the bar was in shambles, they hadn’t seen anything yet. They—especially her—wouldn’t last the night in Westport. At least not without checking in to one of the inns.


Satisfied with that conclusion, Brendan set his beer aside and pushed himself to his feet, kind of enjoying the way Piper’s
eyes widened when he reached his full height. For some reason, he was wary of getting too close to her. He sure as hell didn’t
want to know what she smelled like. But he called himself an idiot for hesitating and strode forward, picking up a suitcase
in each hand. “Well, then. Allow me to show you the accommodations.”
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