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Never tell all you ­know—not even to the person you know best.

—Agatha Christie, The Secret Adversary
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IT’S NOT EASY TO disappear anymore.

They can track your phone; they can see your history; they can check cameras you didn’t know were there; they can send out drones to look for you.

But there are some spots where it’s easier to vanish, where nature still rules in certain places or at certain times.

Out in the deserts, below in the oceans, high in the mountains, deep in the canyons.

Not everyone who’s gone missing has been found.

Yet.

People can’t return after death, but bodies can. They can be trapped under water, crushed against stone, left in a high place with only birds to pick and see.

But sometimes

bit by bit

or as a flood

the water lifts, lowers

the stone nudges

the animals scream and

the bodies

make their way out.




Before

“Is this thing on?” Ash asks, her face popping up on-screen.

“It’s always on, Ash,” Carolina says patiently.

“Hi, Ash,” Hope says from the screen. The stunning backdrop behind her—blue pool, bright sky, waving palm trees—isn’t fake. It’s her home in Santa Monica.

“Hope!” Ash says. “You came! I thought you said you might not be able to make it!” Her brown eyes widen in delight and she scoots closer to her computer. She’s forgotten to take off her work apron, the sturdy blue canvas one that ties around her neck. Summer freckles scatter across her nose, and there is a dab of sunscreen near her jawline that hasn’t been rubbed in all the way.

“I’m here,” Hope confirms. “It was my turn to choose the book, so I figured I’d better show up.” She’s ­makeup-free, her long brown hair in a topknot, and even though they’ve all been friends for almost two years now, the other two still can’t quite believe that they are friends with Hope Hanover. Hope’s a rich and famous actress who is also still one of them—three friends who met under unlikely circumstances and who now text and talk constantly and get together once a month online for their book club.

“I couldn’t put it down,” Carolina rakes a hand through her chin-length dark hair. “I read it in a day and a half.”



“What about you, Ash?” Hope asks, though Ash always likes the book, because Ash finds the good in everything.

Ash bites her lip. “I didn’t read it.” The other two gasp, because Ash always reads the book.

“This month has been bananas,” Ash says.

“What’s been going on?” Hope asks. “I know wedding season is coming up, but is it more than that?” Ash runs her own flower business, which has become more consuming and successful than she’d ever anticipated. She tells the others all the time that it’s gotten out of hand.

“Basically,” Ash says. “It’s not interesting. Let’s talk about the book. Don’t worry about spoiling it for me. And I can’t wait to hear the latest in your lives.”

Carolina’s giant black Lab, Howie, has popped up into the frame and stares at them all cheerfully, wagging his tail. She leans down to scratch him behind the ears. “The twist was great. I didn’t see it coming.”

“Did you guess the murderer?” Hope asks.

“I didn’t!” Caro says, and Ash and Hope sit back in surprise. Caro always guesses the murderer.

“Seriously, say whatever you want about the book,” Ash says. “I won’t listen. Even if I do, I’ll forget. My brain is mush lately.”

“We can talk more about the book later, when you’ve read it,” Hope says. “I have to admit that I have something else I want to discuss with you guys.”

“This has to be a record.” Caro feigns a look at her watch. “We didn’t even spend five minutes on the book.”

“What I have to say has to do with books.” Hope’s voice holds an earnest, hopeful note. Behind her, a single white cloud has edged its way into the blue sky. “And the woman who brought us all together.”

“Agatha,” they say in unison. Two years ago, during the pandemic, an independent bookstore in San Francisco held a virtual book club for one of Agatha Christie’s novels (A Murder Is Announced). Somehow, of all the people across the country during that time with nothing to do, Ash, Caro, and Hope were the only three who showed up.

It was early days of online events during the outbreak, so perhaps it was that other people weren’t yet used to virtual meetups. Each of the three women had wanted to leave but hadn’t been able to bring themselves to do it, thinking it would be too rude to the host, a kind and frazzled bookseller. And then, ten minutes in, when the host had vanished (her screen going inexplicably dark midsentence), Ash, Caro, and Hope had somehow remained connected. They’d sat in stunned silence for a moment before starting to laugh. A warm and funny conversation about Agatha Christie and life and the disaster that was the pandemic ensued. At the end of the call, the three of them had decided to reread Christie’s The Murder of Roger Ackroyd and discuss it the next month. They’d exchanged phone numbers, and during the month they texted about the book and their lives, and and and . . .

 . . . here they are.

For the first couple of meetings, Hope hadn’t appeared live on-screen. Instead, she’d used a photo that showed her with her back turned and her hair a different color. And she’d continued to go by the fake name she’d entered for the meeting (Grace Hartwell—she always used virtue names when she didn’t want to reveal her true one). Carolina and Ash had both felt (but hadn’t said out loud) that Hope’s voice seemed somewhat familiar, though neither of them could place where they might have heard it before. It wasn’t until later that Hope had revealed her identity. Ash and Caro had both tried to keep their cool, with varying degrees of success.

“Remember,” Hope says now, “how when Agatha Christie’s husband told her he was leaving her for his secretary, Agatha disappeared for eleven days, and no one could figure out where she was? Remember how even Scotland Yard couldn’t find her?”

“Of course we do,” Carolina says. “We talk about it literally all the time.”



“And about how nice it would be to disappear from our lives for a minute,” Ash says dreamily.

“Because work is stressful,” Carolina says.

“And the people in our lives can be a lot,” Ash says.

“I love how she got bad news and got the hell out of there.” Hope’s tone is longing. “Can you imagine anyone—let alone anyone famous—being able to do that in this day and age?”

“Oh, Hope,” Ash says. “I bet you want to get away.”

“I do.” Hope leans forward, her gorgeous green eyes wide. Ash and Caro lean in, too. Hope Hanover can pull in whoever she wants, whenever she wants. It’s to her credit that she doesn’t wield this power as often as she could. “And that’s what I want to talk to both of you about. I think it’s time we met in person.”

“Yes,” Ash and Caro answer in unison, because the three of them have been saying this for ages now.

“I mean for real,” Hope says. “Let’s do it this time. My movie got canceled. I have three months with no filming.”

“Your movie got canceled?” Ash asks. “Are you okay? Is that okay?”

“Honestly, it’s amazing.” Hope folds her arms and sits back, a beatific expression on her face. “I said yes to it because it’s total Oscar bait, but it would have been so grim. I would have had to walk through endless mud wearing a period costume. Maybe while having my actual period. And everyone knows the guy they cast as a lead is an absolute narcissist.”

“Really?” Ash is momentarily diverted. “Aidan Stone? I thought he was a nice guy.”

“Oh no,” Hope says. “Total jerk.”

But even Ash doesn’t linger long on Aidan Stone, because a thrill is running through her at the thought of the three of them finally meeting in person. This might really happen. If Hope, who is actually famous, can come, then what excuses do the rest of them really have?

“I am so, so serious about this,” Hope says. “I’ll pay.”

“We’re not going to let you do that,” says Carolina.



“Absolutely not,” Ash agrees.

But Hope’s still going. “And another thing. I think we should disappear.”

Ash and Carolina look at her, waiting.

“Like Agatha did,” Hope says. “We won’t tell anyone where we’re going. We’ll just go.”

“Hope,” Ash says, in a tone of great severity. “Have you become embroiled in a scandal? Is that what this is about? Are you trying to lie low while something blows over?”

“No scandal.” Hope smiles at them. “Can you imagine it, though?”

“Being in a scandal?” Ash says wistfully. “I mean, maybe.”

“Not that.” And now it’s Hope’s turn to sound wistful. “Disappearing from our lives for a while?”

“I can’t.” Ash is rueful.

“None of us can,” Caro says, but there’s something in her voice that sounds like she’s opening the door to the possibility.

There’s a silence. Could they?

“Every single one of us deserves a break,” Hope says. “We’ve all had the world pulled out from under us the past few years.”

This is inarguable. There was the pandemic, of course. The way things have been going in the world, in general, and for them, specifically. Ash is juggling her business and her family. Caro has been swamped at work for years. Hope is an actress in her thirties in the most ageist career in the world.

And these are only the things they’ve told each other about.

“We won’t completely disappear,” Hope says. “We’ll tell our people—families, work, whatever—that we’re going on a trip. But we don’t have to tell them where we’re going. We clear our calendars and get the hell out.”

“Do we tell them where we were when we get back?” Caro asks.

“If we want,” Hope says. “I don’t see why not.”

“If we do it,” Ash asks tentatively, “when would we go?”

“How about next week?” Hope asks.

Ash blinks. Caro folds her arms across her chest.



“We can’t—” Ash begins.

“Let’s try,” Hope says. “Maybe doing this kind of last-minute is how we actually get it done. Every time we’ve tried to plan something in advance, it’s always fallen through.” She’s right. The first time, Ash’s youngest daughter was rushed to the hospital for an appendectomy the day before they were set to meet up in LA. Another time, Hope had to cancel at the last minute because of work. A third time, Caro had to go and take care of her father, who’s been struggling with Alzheimer’s.

“We might as well discuss it,” Ash says, almost in a whisper.

“Might as well,” Caro agrees.

Later, they can’t remember who or what tipped the balance. They sorted it all out, thought about the ways they could, hypothetically, move heaven and earth, and they realized that they could manage a few days in June. They would walk away. They would vanish.

Later, the ones who were left asked the same thing over and over again—who decided?

All of us, they had to agree.

It was all of us.




Day One

Tuesday

[image: ]

On the chalkboard outside the Sonnet resort main office


MOVIE ......................................................................................................................... 
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, 1969, PG, directed by George Roy Hill

FILM FACT .................................................................................................................. 
Much of the movie was filmed near Eden National Park, where the outlaw Butch Cassidy once lived and operated. Although infamous for his criminal career, he never killed anyone and was considered a Western hero by the locals.
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Page

The kind of rich people I hate the most are the ones who say they aren’t rich.

Oh really? I want to ask them. Do you have enough food for the whole week sitting in your cupboard all the time? Do you pay your utilities without even thinking about it? Do you have more than one pair of shoes? Did you lift the sleeve of that $70 sweatshirt in the gift shop to check the price tag and not rule it out immediately? Then you have more money than most people. More money than me, that’s for damn sure.

Sometimes it’s hard for me to make eye contact with the guests when I’m giving them the Welcome to Sonnet spiel, the one where I talk up the amenities of the resort and the natural beauty of the nearby national park. I tell them about our restaurant, our food truck, the gourmet s’more kits on offer, the gift shop, the drive-in movie theater where you can sit in vintage cars eating popcorn and watching classic movies after a long day of hiking. You know, like all the other un-rich people in the world.

Yes, yes, they say as they nod, we’ve seen pictures online, the drive-in is so charming, we are so delighted to be here, oh, that’s wonderful that you have a farm-to-table menu, we expect nothing less, even though we also want authenticity (but not the wrong type of authenticity). Oh really, sometimes the hot water runs out during the busy times of day? Um, okay. No, no, that’s quite all right, yes, yes. We do understand we are right at the edge of a national park. But the thread count on the sheets? Could you tell us about that? Wonderful. Oh, we’re very outdoorsy, can’t wait to get out on those hikes / go canyoneering / see the stars / bathe in nature.

You should see their faces when I tell them there’s a wood-burning stove in each of their tents and that that’s what they’ll need to use if they get cold at night. At first, they wear expressions of total shock, because they didn’t think glamping would be quite that close to actual camping and they didn’t read the website description all the way through. Or, if they did, they thought the wood-burning stoves were for charm, not the primary source of heat.

Most guests rally, though, and pretend like they know how to light a fire. This cracks me up and pisses me off at the same time. I watch them leave for their tents, knowing we’ll get front desk calls later. The guests will say that their stoves “don’t work.” They’ll never admit that it’s for sure and one hundred percent user error. One of the staff will take care of it. If it’s my shift, it might be me. I’m great at lighting fires. I’ve been doing it all my life.

It only really gets to me if they don’t say thanks or don’t bother keeping their personal lives out of the way for the few minutes it takes me to get the fire going. I don’t need to hear your argument or how much you love each other or how horny you are right now. I’m a person. You don’t have to talk to me the whole time, but don’t act like I’m not here when I am.

I also hate it when they refer to the park as Edens National Park. I’ve been corrected by guests when I say it right. I have to grit my teeth when I respond. Actually, I say, there’s no s.

Really? they ask. Are you sure?

Oh, I’m sure.

And now and then they like to point out that I’m spelling my name “wrong.” “Did they forget to put the i on your nametag?” they’ll ask. Or, “What an unusual spelling!” That second one’s more subtle, but the subtext is still crystal clear: We are smarter than you. We know more than you do. We can tell you the right way to spell your name.



Anyway. Rich people.

I have my eye on that group of women right from the moment they duck inside the main tent. You don’t have to duck—the ceilings are high and the door is tall and wide—but people seem to have that tendency with tents, even when they’re enormous and multi-peaked, like this one. The main tent houses a restaurant, a reception area, a gift-and-snack shop, restrooms, and a sporting-goods outfitter. One of the women puts her hand up to touch the side of the tent, which is also something a lot of people do. From a distance, it looks smooth, like ceramic or porcelain, maybe, but up close you can tell that it’s made of extremely sturdy fabric. The floors are weathered wood, and we have electricity and running water. Of course. And Wi-Fi.

There are a few reasons why the three women catch my eye.

First, they have the right gear and they brought their own, which means at least one of them knows what they’re doing.

Second, they seem so happy. Like, actually, genuinely happy and delighted to be with each other. They’re laughing and talking like they’re getting away with or from something. “Should we sign our real names in the guest log?” the one with the long blond braid asks.

“No,” says the one with the orange Patagonia baseball cap. “That defeats the whole purpose.”

“Wait,” says the most serious-looking one. She glances at me. “Do we actually have to sign in here?”

“No,” I say. “You don’t.” The leather-bound guest log is largely for show, so people feel like they’re having an authentic wilderness-adjacent experience. They can ooh and aah over how far other guests have come to be here. Sometimes they take pictures of their own signatures to post on social media.

They all seem pleased with my answer. “Let’s not sign, then,” Patagonia Hat says.

I think about reminding them that they should sign the logs at the trailheads when they hike, but that info’s on the park website and what they do in Eden isn’t my responsibility.



The last reason that I have my eye on that group, the biggest reason, is that the one in the hat is famous. An actress. She’s friendly, super low-key. That’s what makes the other guests milling around miss who she is. They might glance over and think she’s pretty and that she looks a tiny bit familiar, but the fact that she’s not trying to hide makes it seem impossible that she could be who they think she is. Plus, this resort isn’t Amangiri or anything. We’re fancy, but no Kardashians or Biebers have ever stayed here. Can you imagine one of them having to light their own fires?

But I still know right away who she is, even though her credit card and driver’s license have a different name than the one she’s famous for.

Well hello, I think. So you’re my ticket out of here.





2

Caro

“Is this how you pictured it?” Caro asks the other two. Her voice is almost reverential.

“Yes,” Ash says. “No.”

Caro’s heart is full. The three of them are standing on a plateau, red dirt at their feet, an enormous evening-blue sky above. Earlier they were talking and laughing, breathless and giddy to be together in person, in the flesh, but now they’ve quieted.

The landscape stretches out before them like a living thing, like many living things. The colors and the view shift, according to the weather and the light. The mesas turn red, pink, purple, orange, white. The sky changes—it can be vast, calm, empty, swept with clouds. It’s blue, gray, black as obsidian, spotted with diamond-bright stars. Sage, rabbit brush, cactus, and ephedra grow green, gray, silver. Only those who didn’t know the desert could ever call it barren. It’s ripe with life, particular with geography both large-scale and minute. The others are staring in wonder.

Caro grew up less than an hour away from here, in the desert town of St. John. Although she now lives several hours away, she visits home often. It always comes back to her quickly: the desert, the way it feels. How dry the air is here, how beautiful the bones.

“What about all of us?” Hope turns away from the view to smile at the other two. She’s wearing a faded orange hat and sunglasses that offer the right amount of concealment without being obvious. Ash smiles back, her freckled nose wrinkling, looking younger than the mom of three teenage girls has any right to look. What do they see when they look at me? Caro wonders.

“Gorgeous,” Ash says, with the sincerity Caro has come to know so well, even at a distance, even through a screen. “You’re both so gorgeous. I love you two so much!” She throws her arms around Caro and Hope, herding them into a group hug. “I cannot believe this is happening!”

“Thanks for suggesting that we come here, Caro,” Hope says as they draw apart. She pulls off her sunglasses and Caro is faced with the full effect of her Hope Hanover green eyes. “It’s perfect.”

“I don’t know that I can take the credit,” Caro says. “It was your idea to come to southern Utah.”

“But you found this resort,” Hope reminds her.

“It’s so beautiful out here, I can’t believe it’s real,” Ash says. “It’s so different from Oregon.”

“Film directors love this part of the country,” Hope says. “It’s cheap to shoot here, and the landscape is ridiculous.” She takes a deep breath, and everyone else follows suit, Caro included. It’s a pleasure to inhale the clean air of this place, the smells of pines and sage and rivers carving their way through rock. Hope glances at Caro. “I’m not telling you anything you don’t know, I’m sure.”

“Hollywood does like to film Westerns here,” Caro agrees. “And use Utah as Mars or Generic Desert Planet.”

“I get that,” Ash says. “It’s so . . . otherworldly.”

“But it’s our world.” Hope’s voice is warm, and so is her arm around Caro’s shoulders. “How lucky are we?”







3

Hope

They make their way toward the food truck, passing fire­pits and groups gathering to play horseshoes and Ping-Pong in the resort’s super-chill and ultra-hip recreation area. The drive-in movie theater stops them momentarily in their tracks. It’s ­adorable—a big screen set up in front of rows of cherry-red and cotton-candy-pink and powder-blue ’57 Chevys and vintage Mustangs. A staff member is handing out red-and-white-striped bags of popcorn.

“Should we?” Ash asks, catching Hope’s eye. “I mean, it’s Robert Redford and Paul Newman. In their prime.” The two men race across the screen on horseback, practically gilded with 1960s sunset light.

“Another night,” Hope says. “I promise. Tonight, we have to get ready for the hike.” To kick off their trip, they’re hiking through a famous slot canyon called the Underground. They’ll start early the next morning and camp in two different places in the canyon before hiking out. The Underground is gorgeous—a pristine turquoise creek running through high red rock walls, green trees growing, impossibly, here and there. It’s in the backcountry, with no cell phone coverage. They will truly be unreachable.

Hope can’t wait to get started.

“And I’m starving,” Caro says. Caro is always starving. It’s one of Hope’s favorite things about her. When they’re online, Caro is forever snacking on something or wandering off to the kitchen and returning with a plate of food. She never sits entirely still, either, and almost every time she shows up on-screen, she’s either in her scrubs, fresh off a shift at work, or still wearing athletic clothes after having some outdoorsy adventure with her husband, Dan.

The food truck is painted pink, mint green, and white, clearly intended as a pastelized riff on the National Parks logo. Hope saw it on the website when Caro sent along the link. The other two had balked at the price of the resort Hope had originally chosen and refused to let her foot the bill. So they’d had to find somewhere else that would work. Hope swears she’s not a diva, but when you’re in any way famous, you’ve got to be conscious of certain things, like privacy and security.

She has to admit that she loves that Ash and Caro wouldn’t let her pay their way. It’s sweet. So many of Hope’s other friends aren’t even putting up the most desultory of protests anymore. But what Hope’s book club friends don’t know yet is that she’s taking care of their costs anyway.

It’s the least Hope can do, given what she’s got planned.

The food truck is a perfect spot for staging photos or reels to post on social media, if you’re interested in that sort of thing, which Hope is not, not for this trip anyway. Lights glow overhead, and families and groups gather at the tables. Delicious smells waft from the truck and mingle with the ­clean-scented desert air. They’ve all been taking deep breaths since they arrived, and Ash draws in another one next to Hope.

“I swear my lungs have been saying thank you ever since we got here,” Hope says, thinking of the smog in LA that everything—even the light—has to filter through.

A twentysomething kid with dark hair cut into one of those ironic haircuts that make people look like confused roosters is taking orders at the food truck. His name tag reads Gareth, which is a name Hope has never been completely sure how to pronounce. Underneath his name it says Las Vegas. Hope likes those name tags—it’s fun to know where people are from, plus it always reminds her of Disneyland, a place she’s inordinately fond of.



“Any questions about the menu?” Gareth asks. They’re all craning their necks, taking in the options.

“What’s your favorite?” Caro asks.

“The nachos are insane,” Gareth says. “Ty’s the best cook. He makes it all fresh. There’s guacamole, salsa, shredded pork . . .”

The cook waves at them. He’s broad-shouldered and wearing a baseball cap that almost brushes the ceiling because he’s so tall. Hope begins to crush on him immediately. Why not? She and her most recent boyfriend, the actor Colin Edgware, broke up four months ago, largely because Colin was always exactly like you’d imagine a Colin Edgware would be, and she’s been feeling like she might be ready for another foray into romance. A guy named Ty who can cook might be the perfect antidote to a Colin who can only method act.

“What about the shakes?” Ash asks. “Are they also amazing?”

“They are,” Ty calls out. He has, Hope decides, a voice that matches his looks. Pleasing. “Burgers, too. And the cheese fries.”

“Seriously, don’t hold back,” Caro says. “It’s all MREs and smushed sandwiches and granola bars and fruit for the next two days.”

Since Caro’s the most local of the three, she’s figured out all the logistics for their hike into the Underground. She sent Hope and Ash links to all the gear they needed to get—the right socks and boots, hiking backpacks, dry bags to go inside of the backpacks, moleskin for any blisters that might crop up, nature-safe sunscreen; the list was endless.

“That’s true,” Hope says. “All the food you told us to buy looks kind of like if birdseed and organic Play-Doh had a baby.”

“It’ll keep you nice and satiated,” Caro says. “And regular.”

“Oh great,” Hope says, laughing.

Ash is plying Gareth with more questions. “We saw that you guys were playing Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid tonight. What else are you showing this weekend?”

“I’m not sure,” Gareth says. “But they’ll be posted on the chalkboard in the reception area and on our website each morning.” He puffs out his chest and his voice rises, as if he’s leading a tour instead of standing inside a food truck. “Every movie we show at Sonnet has been filmed nearby.”

“Were any of them filmed in the park?” Hope asks.

Gareth shakes his head. “Commercial filming isn’t allowed in Edens National Park,” he says. Caro, who the others know cannot bear to hear the park’s name mispronounced with the additional s, mutters something under her breath and Hope has to stifle her laughter. “But,” Gareth continues, still using his tour guide voice, “movies have been filmed in many of its surrounding areas.”

“So cool,” Ash says brightly. She reaches for one of the postcards sitting in a small tray on the ledge of the food truck. They’re winsomely designed, colorful. Some are photos of the resort itself—the drive-in theater, the food truck, the main tent lit up at night with the plateau as backdrop. Others bear famous wilderness quotes, or iconic Eden National Park ­landmarks—a certain spot in the Underground, the astonishing monolith and precarious path of Seraph’s Perch, an aerial shot of the red road winding through the park. They’re all marked with the Sonnet logo. “How much are these?”

“They’re complimentary,” Gareth says. “We have them in the gift shop, too. And if you drop them off at reception, we’ll stamp and mail them for you free of charge.”

“That’s great marketing.” Hope loves it when a place is on top of its game. Each of the women take several cards from the tray. “No mailing them until the last day,” Hope reminds her friends in a low voice, and they nod.

“What name should I put on the order?” Gareth asks Hope.

“Chastity Bentley,” Hope says, and Caro snickers outright. Hope always uses a virtue name when she doesn’t want to give out her real one, and this is the one she’s selected for this trip. Neither Ash nor Caro can keep a straight face when she uses it.

Gareth hands Hope a metal stand affixed with a card bearing their number, 26. She turns around to take it over to one of the picnic tables and almost runs into two men standing behind her.

“Whoops,” Hope says, “sorry.”

“No worries,” says one. They’re around the same age as the women, and they look enough alike—trucker caps, similar builds—that Hope thinks they might be brothers.

“Hey,” the shorter of the two says, “you look a lot like . . .”

Without a word, as if they’ve coordinated it beforehand somehow, Ash and Caro move.

“I have a spot in mind already.” Ash links arms with Hope and begins pulling her toward one of the tables. “And I had the best idea for tomorrow . . .”

“I heard the nachos are the way to go,” Caro says to the men with authority. She’s so striking—her dark hair, her tanned skin, her long, long legs and no-nonsense, straightforward way of speaking—that they’re distracted and Hope is away, tucked in at a table off by itself under a tree with Ash.

“Oh my word,” Hope says when Caro joins them. “You guys are better than any security detail. How did you know how to do that?”

“Instinct.” Caro’s running her hand through her hair, a gesture Hope has seen her do many times online. The sunset light illuminates Caro’s lovely face, the gentle crow’s feet developing around her eyes. She’s the middle of the three women in age—they stairstep two years apart, like sisters. Ash is thirty-eight, Caro is thirty-six, Hope is thirty-four. Ancient, in Hollywood years. But young enough that if I died it would still be referred to as a “tragedy,” Hope thinks. There would probably be a cover story or two. I might be remembered longer that way, on net.

“I learned it from watching The Bodyguard.” Ash starts humming “I Will Always Love You,” which makes Hope laugh.

“We’ve got you.” Caro gives Hope’s shoulder a playful nudge. Hope’s surprised by the contact—not many people feel like they can be so informal with her these days. Plus, it feels so natural, like they’ve been friends forever—but they haven’t.

She has to keep reminding herself of that.

“You should get to have your dinner in peace,” Ash says as Gareth arrives with their nachos and salads and shakes.

They’re in a gorgeous place eating delicious food. They are the youngest they will ever be. Eat it all, Hope wants to tell her friends. Drink in everything with your wide-open eyes before the sun goes down.

In the dimming light, she feels herself relax. The darker it gets, the less likely she is to be recognized.

Even by the people who think they know her.

Even by herself.
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Ash

“The tents don’t lock,” Ash tells her husband, Wade, on the phone.

“That doesn’t seem very safe,” he says.

“I know.” Of course, Ash is aware that the walls are canvas. So anyone could get in at any time, really. But do they have to make it so easy? Couldn’t they put a padlock or something on the door to make everyone feel better?

“It seems strange that Hope would pick a place that’s so lax on security,” Wade says. “Isn’t that dangerous for her?”

“She researched the resort before we came here,” Ash says. “There’s a twenty-four-hour security patrol. They say they’ve never had a problem.”

“Of course that’s what they’re going to tell you,” Wade says. There’s a rustling sound, and she can picture him changing out of his work shirt and into a T-shirt, maybe the ancient one from their alma mater that makes his blue eyes seem very, very bright. Ash loves his eyes, and she loves his rolling, deep voice. She’s always been a sucker for someone who sounds like they could sing baritone in a choir. So what if Wade is going kind of bald. She’s going to have prematurely aging skin from her job even though she’s always wearing a straw hat and applying copious sunscreen. The point is to grow old together. To know all the different incarnations of one person over and across decades.

“Hope’s actually staying in one of the Airstream trailers,” Ash says. “Which does lock and has its own bathroom.” Hope is famous. She couldn’t allow herself to be swayed by the romantic feel of the tents the way Ash and Caro had been, and even though the community showers are fancy (subway tiles and brass fixtures and individual wooden chambers you can lock, plus the same thick towels and high-end toiletries that are in the tents), it’s ridiculous to think of Hope Hanover not having a private shower.

“Okay, then,” Wade says. “So you had a better option, and you chose not to take it?”

Ash feels a sting of embarrassment. He has a point. “I guess I didn’t fully think through the security aspect,” she says. “It seemed fun to be in a tent. They have skylights, so you can see the stars.” The interior is fancy—pillowy beds, cute little woodstoves, planked floors, leather butterfly chairs. It’s romantic, even. “I wish you were with me.”

Wade laughs. “Do you, Ash?” There’s that edge to his voice, the one that’s been creeping in more and more over the past few years. “You haven’t even told me exactly where you are.”

“I’m not supposed to be calling you at all,” Ash says, feeling defensive. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you anything about where we’re staying.” Wade knew this was part of the trip. That the disappearing was the whole point. She’d been sure he’d say no to the idea, but instead he’d told her to go. At the time, he hadn’t seemed angry. He hadn’t seemed anything. She’d wondered if she should dig deeper, make sure it was really okay, but she hadn’t wanted him to take it back.

Ash still can’t believe she’s here, glamping with a celebrity when she should be home with her girls and her husband and her business. She can’t believe she’s here in any aspect of her life. If you’d told her seventeen years ago when she got married, at the ripe old age of twenty-one, that she and Wade would be talking to each other like this, so jaded and matter-of-fact; that she’d own a full-on flower business, of all things; that somehow she’d be lumped in with a kind of trad wife lifestyle that she doesn’t actually live or believe in—she hates cooking, she doesn’t know how to knit, she runs straight to Eddie at the tailor’s if any of the stupid dresses that she wears in her videos need hemming—young Ash would have laughed in your face. None of it would have made sense to her. (The term trad wife hadn’t even been coined when they got married! Everyone was wearing flannels and band T-shirts, not peasant skirts and hair bows!) If she’d been able to tell her younger self how things had turned out, maybe that younger Ash wouldn’t have made the same mistakes.

Her job was supposed to be a hobby. She started it when her girls were small and they still had acres of debt from Wade going to dental school. The house they’d bought had been a run-down farmhouse near the edge of Portland, and they’d been charmed by it because the neighborhood had a small-town feel (they’d both grown up in small towns before they met in college), an old barn, and a flower garden that was the previous owner’s pride and joy. Ash had had no intention of keeping it up, but then somewhere along the line she’d hated to let it die. Reading about flowers while she nursed her babies and rocked them to sleep and waited for Wade to get home was soothing. All the varieties! Their histories! Their names! The colors! It was something she could do with her girls from her very own house. And so, Three Sisters Flowers was born, and somehow, after a few years, it took off. Now Three Sisters ships nationwide, and she’s had to source from other farms. She wrote a coffee table book that’s selling very well.

Ash does wonder if anyone even reads the book or if it merely sits in their living rooms, looking pretty. But so what if that’s all it does? The photographer they hired was brilliant. The cover is gorgeous. Her girls thought it was cool, which isn’t always how they feel about Ash’s work. The older two die of mortification if they have friends over and Ash comes in the house still wearing her straw hat or with her sunscreen not rubbed in all the way.

Ash didn’t include the girls in the book much, not their faces anyway. She wants to protect their privacy, never sell them out. So in the book there are glimpses of their hands now and then, and their cottage-door-green Hunter boots, and a couple of photos of them turned away, the light streaming through their hair.

Ash’s daughters are objectively beautiful. She gave birth to Maggie, the oldest, two days after graduating from college. Now they’re sixteen, fourteen, and ten, and she loves them way too much.

Ash knows it seems ridiculous to other people to have had three children when she was so young. At the time, it made sense to have her family all at once. She’s still not sorry, because if she hadn’t done it this way, she wouldn’t have them. Not these exact girls. Her Maggie, her Kit, her Claire. They all have Ash’s wild, golden-brown hair and Wade’s bright blue eyes. But they all have very different faces, varying combinations of Wade and Ash, that startle people when they turn around, because they expected the sisters to look the same.

“How’s everything there?” Ash asks. “How are the girls?” It’s always been hard to leave her children. Now that they’ve paid off all of Wade’s student debt and saved up some money and his practice is taking off, she’s been wondering, Is it worth it to keep doing all this?

Ash does love the charity, Second Bloom, that she’s been able to run in tandem with the flower business. She takes leftover bouquets and arrangements from events to nursing homes and hospice centers and women’s shelters in the Portland area. It’s a tiny thing, but it makes her so damn happy to do it.

“They’re fine,” Wade says. “They’re used to you being gone.”

Hey, Ash wants to say. If you add up the hours of my business trips, I’m still gone less than you are for your job, but they’ve had this argument before and none of her reasoning ever seems to hold any water with Wade. “Thanks again for covering for me,” she tells him now. “I really appreciate this.”

“It’s what I do.” The edge is gone from his voice now and he sounds tired. She gets it. She’s tired, too. “You really can’t tell me where you’re staying?”



“I can’t,” Ash says. “And after tonight, I won’t be able to call you for the rest of the trip.”

“Right,” he says. “I remember.” He pauses, and a door creaks in the background of the call. It’s their back door; Ash knows that sound. She pictures Wade standing on the back porch, looking out over the patio area—flagstones, a few scattered Adirondack chairs, the firepit—to the flower gardens beyond. Is he going to miss Ash while she’s gone? Is he missing her now? She misses him. Sometimes she feels like she’s been missing him for years.

“I need to go,” Ash says. “I shouldn’t have even made this call.” But she hopes the others are making them, too. Checking in again with the people they love one more time before they vanish for these few days. Maybe Hope is secretly on the phone with her agent, Raye, or her publicist, or one of her very cool friends. Maybe Caro’s talking to her husband, Dan.

“Okay,” Wade says.

He and Ash both wait, as if daring each other to say I love you. When did saying it first become so vulnerable? They’ve been married for seventeen years. It should roll off the tongue.

Ash’s eyes fill with tears. He knows. She’s been trying to keep it from him, but he knows.

Of course he does.

“I love you,” Ash says.

But he’s gone.
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