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FOR COLIN


HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

Don’t read this book straight through, as you would a “normal” book. If you did, it would seem like a collage of many different stories, none of them making any sense. Instead, start on page one, and at the end of that section you’ll have a choice to make. Make it, and turn directly to the corresponding section. In this way you’ll control the story and the outcome of your chosen life.

As in real life, good behavior is not always rewarded and bad decisions can sometimes lead to wonderful (and not-so-wonderful) results. When you reach the end of your journey, return to the beginning or anywhere else along the way where you’d like a second chance. The trick is to never turn back and always follow your gut. You never know what life may bring, or what miracles are up ahead, speeding toward you as fast as they possibly can.
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You win twenty-two million dollars in the Big Money Sucka! lottery. You’ve been playing the same numbers for years, always knowing nothing would happen, always cursing your bad luck, dumb luck, tough luck, no luck, wondering why nothing good ever happens and then Crack! Luck lands like knuckles across your jaw.

There’s a phone call, thumping on the door, news cameras, TV lights, a lottery man handing you an oversized check, cameras flashing, and your whole world is forevermore changed. Twenty-two million little green songbirds are now singing in your bank account.

Big money and you’ve been hungry. Not for food, but for something else. Something you always wanted to do, or get, or see and thought you would’ve by now—if only things had been different. If you’d had more money, more time. Fewer detours. Better passengers. Fewer accidents. That thing you dream about that sits aching ice-bright in the greasy little waiting room of your heart. Your dream deferred and almost dead . . . but not quite.

You know the one.

Now you can do it. Pay off bills, get out of debt, help friends and family with various disasters. You can finally afford to dream. You’re set. You’re stable. You’re free. So, should you quit your day job? You like what you do, it pays well and you’ve advanced far, but you can leave now. You’re financially secure. Money is a lullaby. Small soothing words whisper in your head, a chorus repeating: You’re safe. You’re safe. You’re safe.

If you quit your job, go to section 2 (here).

If you keep your job, go to section 3 (here).
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From section 1

You knew quitting would feel good, but you had no idea how good. When you go into work and officially tender your resignation, ten years peel away from your posture, twenty pounds lift off your body, and you look every penny of fifteen million dollars richer. (Your lump-sum payment of twenty-two million got corn-holed by applicable taxes, cutting the winnings to fourteen million nine hundred and five thousand dollars [$14,905,000.00]. But hey, almost fifteen million is a lot more than you had before, right?)

The receptionist, who’s never even said good morning before, gives you a quick little beauty-queen wave and all your coworkers say, “Congratulations!” or “Hey, Rockefeller!” and there’s backslapping and hugging but there’s also something strange in their faces. Micro sneers, quizzical glances, flashes of envy. Sharp shadows darting across their faces so quickly you wonder if it’s real.

It’s real.

They hate you. They hate you because you were the lucky one and if you didn’t exist then the whole universe would shift one soul over and they might have won the lottery, and don’t they deserve it more? Don’t you know how many kids they have? College tuitions? Medical bills, leaking roofs, crumbling foundations, divorce lawyers? They’ve worked here longer, suffered more, and are far more deserving than you. Who the hell are you, anyway? According to these faces, you personally have deprived everyone of a windfall and are keeping them from sending their children to private schools and taking dream vacations and retiring early.

Your boyfriend, Aidan, reminds you that you’ve worked hard and you deserve a break. Ignore anyone who thinks you don’t deserve it! Some people just can’t be happy for other people’s success; they think there’s a limited supply of luck in the world and your gain is their loss.

Screw them. You can’t help it if you’re lucky. You should enjoy yourself!

He’s right. You deserve a silver Mercedes convertible. So you buy one and drive it right off the lot. Then you drive it into a tree. The whole front fender is crunched, your coccyx is sprained, and you’re confined to the couch for a few days, where you stay up late eating chocolate ice cream and pepperoni Bagel Bites while trying to keep the cat off the remote control and ordering stuff off the Home Shopping Network. You purchase a Stadium Gal (a mobile urinary station so you don’t have to get up from the couch), an Apple MacBook, a matching set of Prada life accessories, a plasma flat-screen TV (size: insane), a king-sized memory foam mattress with enough silk bedding to swaddle a baby elephant, a Kenmore washer/dryer with antimicrobial misting cycle, a Segway scooter, a George Foreman grill with a year’s supply of hoagie meat, a motorized armpit razor with ionizing magnets, and a twenty-four-week sex-therapy video series with free “vibrating walnut”—a remote-controlled device that stays “in place” and can be turned on and off from a nifty device in your purse.

Not that you’ve been doing anything sexy recently—your love life (as Aidan likes to continually point out) has been nonexistent since the accident, and before that it wasn’t much to brag about either. You’ve been with Aidan for quite a while now, so long that the initial white-hot thunderstorm of attraction and romance has faded into more of a comfortable, lukewarm bath. There was a lot of passion at first and maybe there still could be; it’s hard to say. You’re grateful he’s been so dependable all this time, and you don’t fight much, so there’s really nothing to complain about—but sometimes you see other couples and you think, Is this it? Is this all I get?

You’re about to embark on a brand-new chapter of your life. A time to start fresh and take chances. Do you want to stay with Aidan and work things out, or brave this new world with your trusty vibrating walnut?

If you end your relationship, go to section 4 (here).

If you keep your relationship, go to section 5 (here).
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From section 1

You keep your job. You like the security, especially since your lump-sum lottery payment got shredded by taxes. More like amputated. After the government takes what “they’re owed,” you’re left with a measly $14,905,000.00. You’re angry. Disillusioned. But your boyfriend, Aidan, points out that while “almost fifteen million” dollars sounds like a lot less than twenty-two million, it’s a lot more than you had before, and by keeping your job you’re just adding equity into life, a chance to gild, to enhance while keeping your foundation solid.

That Aidan. He always knows what to say.

When you tell your boss that you’re staying, however, he stares at you for a minute and then asks if you’re crazy. Why aren’t you quitting? Why not take all that money and do something amazing or at least amazingly stupid? It’s almost like he and your coworkers resent you. You make their worlds just a little bleaker, reminding them of what they don’t have, of what didn’t happen, of who they can’t be.

Aidan tells you to ignore them. The monkeys shriek, but the circus rolls on! He suggests hiring a financial advisor—someone to help you with your finances and investments. It’s not a terrible idea and the lottery board has a list of advisors they recommend, but you’re not sure. You’ve heard horror stories about some of those consultants. One lottery winner in Ash Flats, Arkansas, hired a financial advisor who ended up murdering him and running off with every penny. Authorities found him living in Mexico with a harem of pubescent concubines.

Another firm advised a Powerball winner in Chickasaw, Oklahoma, to invest in a well-respected slow-growth mutual fund. Nine months later it was exposed as a Ponzi scheme and all the lottery money was gone, along with every penny of her life savings. The upshot is, there are good money managers and bad. Hire the right one and you have an ally for life; hire the wrong one and they’ll rob you blind. Plus, you can always manage this newfound money circus by yourself.

If you hire a financial consultant, go to section 6 (here).

If you manage your own money, go to section 7 (here).
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From section 2

You kill the relationship softly. First, you start ignoring Aidan’s calls and pick random days when you just don’t answer the phone. When he asks what’s wrong, you say he sounds like a crazy stalker. You also sigh frequently, so he knows something bad is coming. When you’re finally ready to lower the boom, you write him a short but earnest letter, which you’ll present at the perfect moment, outlining the various reasons you’re leaving.

You take Aidan out for a fancy dinner and wait for that crucial window of time when the dinner plates have been cleared but the dessert plates have not yet been set down. Then bombs away. You give him the letter and he reads it while you entertain yourself with text messaging. Despite your carefully chosen words, however, he gets redder and redder in the face. He’s furious. He jumps up and bursts out of the dining room, forcing you to stay there and eat an entire chocolate fondue by yourself. Terrifically thoughtless. Well, that’s Aidan for you. Always being negative.

Now that you’re a free agent in this world, sponsored by fat cash and unhindered by people who bum you out, you really want to change things up. But where do you go? One idea might be to book passage on one of those around-the-world luxury cruises. A voyage of epic proportions that navigates the globe with grace and style. Not to mention an all-night shrimp bar. It would not only be a good way to see the world, it would be a good way to see millionaires. How do they live? Where do they go? What do they eat? Who do they marry? After all, you have no idea, and why would you? Up until now, your idea of luxury was pretty much relegated to double-ply toilet paper and occasionally getting a bikini wax.

Another idea presents itself on eBay. Apparently, some well-heeled blue-blooded socialite in New Orleans has decided to sell her life. All of it. At first it sounds strange, but the aristocrat’s life offers you a rare opportunity to step into shoes that simply cannot be bought. Shoes that would otherwise take a lifetime to put on. A staffed antebellum mansion filled with heirloom antiques, family jewels, a full-service limo with driver, a vintage yacht harbored at the New Orleans Yacht Club. (Usually someone has to die before one of these coveted slips opens up.) A country club membership, plus social introductions, political connections, and power lunches with the mayor. It’s a meticulously built life of elegance and ease, and you can have it all for a cool ten million.

If you go on a luxury cruise around the world, go to section 8 (here).

If you buy the aristocrat’s life on eBay, go to section 9 (here).
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From section 2

You don’t break up with Aidan. The relationship isn’t perfect, but what relationship is? Besides, everything is different now. You have enough money to start your life over. You can do anything you want.

First of all, you’ll get out of debt. Completely and totally. All your credit card balances will be zero, and just thinking about those bloodsucking leeches at the credit card companies losing your carcass as a feed bag makes you giddy with joy. Those life-killing, muck-dwelling, pus-producing parasites would gladly turn this entire society into a blank-faced tribe of debt zombies who must endlessly work at jobs they hate so much it makes their eyes bleed just so they can pay their minimum credit card balances.

Imagine when the overlords discover they lost a zombie! Sirens sound! Shouts are heard! They were going to use your initial credit card purchase of seventy-dollar Rollerblades over ten years ago as a seed fund for at least two of their CEO retreats in Aspen!

You could pay off all your family’s bills, too. I mean, it’s your family! Family sticks together, and haven’t they always stuck by you? They need things! They have medical bills and missed mortgage payments and children with crooked teeth! They have broken water heaters and dogs with hip dysplasia!

They’d like you to take care of them, just like they took care of you. After all, you made it safely to adulthood, didn’t you? Nobody drowned you, did they?

You are family and family takes care of each other, right? Now it’s time for you to take care of them. The lists of requests pour in. One cousin needs money so she can open a miniatures store at the strip mall. It’s her lifelong dream. Your mother has always wanted a state-of-the-art houseboat, the kind with a GPS navigation system and a whirlpool bathtub. Your dad, who put you through college, would also like a state-of-the-art houseboat, so he can go fishing with grandpa. Your uncle says he needs an emergency loan to pay his property taxes and his three daughters need college educations or they’ll end up giving twenty-dollar Hanoi Hannahs at the truck stop.

To cover everyone’s mortgages, credit cards, medical bills, and school loans—it’ll cost a lot. Then, if you give everyone some money for all the things they want/need/will die without, like new houses/new cars/better vacations/college funds for the kids, it would eat up a lot of your money. You couldn’t buy anything wild and crazy for yourself, no fleet of monogrammed Bentleys or luxury safaris, but there’d probably be enough cash left over to buy a nice house, and you could have everyone over for big dinners—and if no one had any debts, no credit card bills or looming mortgage payments, your mother’s withering dream of having a family dinner where everyone got along might actually come true.

Then again, how many people get this opportunity? Here the unbelievable has happened, you won the freaking lottery, and for the first time in your life you can do anything you want. No budgeting, no scrimping, no pussy “five-year plan” to get something cool started. The engines are rumbling and the thrusters are ready. Buy yourself something ridiculous! So what if you break your mother’s heart? She’s used to it! The angel on your shoulder says you should help your family, but the devil says it’s time to tell everyone to go to hell and make your weird-ass dreams come true.

If you buy yourself something ridiculous, go to section 10 (here.)

If you pay all your family’s bills, go to section 11 (here).
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From section 3

You meet with two highly recommended financial consultants. First, there’s Mr. Cook, from the lottery board. He looks like a nervous woodland creature with a shy, bright pink face and ears like soup bowl handles. He’s from a respectable law firm that specializes in wealth management, and even though he can’t reveal the names of his clients due to confidentiality laws, he assures you he works for the very wealthiest families.

His plan for your millions is conservative. He thinks you should keep your job for now, refrain from making any major purchases, tell as few family members about your new fortune as possible, decline all media appearances, invest mostly in blue-chip slow-growth mutual funds, and live off a modest monthly income. Sounds smart . . . but not very fun.

He says smart is better than fun in the long run. Otherwise you may suffer from Sudden Windfall Syndrome, which happens to people without proper financial boundaries. Instead of saving their money and planning wisely, they buy big-ticket items, rack up debts, spin out their credit, and wind up bankrupting themselves. “Sudden money can become overwhelming,” he says. “Fifty-one percent of all lottery winners commit suicide. I’ve lost several clients myself.”

Fifty-one percent? That means it’s not only possible you’ll commit suicide, but probable. He says most people expect money to fix their lives, to make them happy, to make them beautiful and well-liked and to repair their marriages. When it doesn’t, some despair. They think that since being a millionaire didn’t make them happy, nothing ever will. They drink and turn to substances. They forget who their friends are. Nobody lasts long after that.

Next you meet with Mr. Bossrock, a big refrigerator of a man with a barrel chest and a deep laugh. He has a thick gold chain around his sunburned neck and a tight knot of chest hair peeking out of his open silk shirt. He just got back from the Caribbean, where he was checking out some offshore investments and spear-fishing for shark. He caught two and has the digital images on his phone to prove it. Everything about him seems exciting and alive. He manages the estates of many Hollywood celebrities, European rock stars, celebrity chefs, enterprising millionaires, playboy billionaires, and reclusive trillionaires. He explains his aggressive capital gain philosophy, which is to go where the crowds aren’t, to take big risks for big reward. He says Sudden Windfall Syndrome is a myth. Something conservatives made up. “If that guy’s had clients commit suicide,” he says, “maybe you’ll be next.” Bossrock thinks you should take a couple million and buy something fun. Cars, trips, a Rolex like his, whatever you want. Then you’ll buy up some real estate—namely, a new house to live in—and then you’ll start investing in some very hot deals. Hot deals only he knows about. “Think big,” he says with a wink, “and be big.”

Two men, two totally different financial styles, and you have to choose one to help you manage your money. It’s not that big of a deal, really, it’s only the rest of your life.

If you hire Bossrock, go to section 12 (here).

If you hire Cook, go to section 13 (here).
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From section 3

You decide against hiring a financial advisor. Your family thinks it’s best and even Grandpa Joe approves. He looks you right in the eye (like only an ex–marine drill sergeant can), and says, “Darlin’, always trust your gut and nobody else’s. Come hell or high water, all right? Promise me that.” You nod and promise him you’ll manage your own money and life will be good. After all, life is short and this pile of money is tall. Think how many things you can do and what you can buy!

Your family knows what you should buy. A kidney. Doctors say your cousin Lanie doesn’t have much time left without a transplant and the donor waiting list is miles long. Someone has to buy this girl a new organ or she’ll die. Your uncle’s having heart trouble from the stress and your aunt is all puffed up from crying. Everyone looks to you, the family’s only millionaire, to save the day.

Buying a kidney is expensive however, and so is the aftercare and the ongoing treatments, which you’ll also be expected to fund. The doctors also warn you that her other kidney might fail, too. If you become Lanie’s medical benefactor, it may be a long haul and cost a big chunk of money. Possibly into the millions.

If you pay for Lanie’s kidney, go to section 14 (here).

If you don’t pay for Lanie’s kidney, go to section 15 (here).
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From section 4

You take your girlfriend, Sam, along with you on your three-month luxury cruise aboard the Asylum of the Sea. At a quarter billion dollars, it’s the biggest, most expensive cruise ship ever built, boasting a length of six hundred and fifty feet, a weight of forty thousand tons, and a virtual guidance system that communicates with satellites in space.

The ship has a retractable stern, an amphitheater, a rock-climbing wall, a white-water rapids simulator, an indoor ice-skating rink, a simulation Central Park, an actual grass putting green, a vintage merry-go-round, a tattoo parlor, a fortune-teller, its own radio and television stations, and a clear Lucite swimming pool that cantilevers over the sea.

The ship departs from Los Angeles and heads to the Panama Canal, Santiago, Antarctica, Cape Town, the Seychelles, Mumbai, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Osaka. After the spectacular departure with fireworks and synchronized jets flying overhead releasing smoky ribbons of color in the sky, there’s a champagne toast and now all you have to do is soak up the luxury. Relax, read, sleep, eat, have sex, sleep. Repeat.

Your staterooms are the grandest on the entire ship. The penthouse suite provides butler service, a personal chef, a master bedroom with small refrigerated nightstands so champagne is always in reach, a small but formal dining room with an endlessly replenished fruit bowl, and a private terrace with its own hot tub. The hot tub has a light show you can activate at night, which changes the simmering water from azure blue to bright pink to quartz yellow, only you think the quartz yellow looks more like hot pee, as if for some reason it was advantageous to bathe in a cauldron of boiling urine, so you don’t turn on the hot tub light show that much.

The crew goes out of their way to make sure every experience is excellent. Stewards fly around the ship in little white jackets like startled doves and it’s said there’s one crew member for every two passengers on board, but that doesn’t seem mathematically possible. Where do they sleep? No matter what you do, from sitting down to dinner or setting down your towel, everything is whisked away or served up or replaced with nearly alarming speed, as though your every action has been anticipated and prepared for.

Even with all this pampering and solicitous servitude, you and Sam do find some flaws in the service, actually. Every night the maids leave a towel on your bed folded into the shape of a swan or an elephant or a teddy bear or a monkey, but that’s it. Four animals only? After the monkey, they start up with the swan all over again and it gets boring. Also, you’ve noticed at dinner sometimes the pats of butter are carved into rosebuds, but other times they’re just plain squares. You hate the plain squares. These things could be fixed with the smallest of advance planning and you should probably write a letter.

You begin to see little problems everywhere. Your stateroom, for instance. The complimentary bathrobes are knee-length instead of full-length. If you want a full-length bathrobe you have to buy one at the spa. Also the fruit basket, which is replenished daily, stops containing kiwis, even though you expressly asked your steward for kiwis. He says the ship is low on them but they still somehow show up every morning at the breakfast buffet garnishing the watermelon fruit bowls. You then notice an irritating hum coming from the ventilation system that keeps you awake at night, until between the robes, the kiwis, and the humming you can’t even stand to be in your stateroom.

Then you meet a tall man with green eyes. Edward. He’s onboard with his family to celebrate his parents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary. He’s witty, charming, and polite. The perfect gentleman. He escorts you to your room at night and never asks to come in. He invites you to eat with his family and the captain of the ship. (This ticks Sam off a little, as you leave her to dine alone across the room at one of the lesser tables closer to the kitchen, but whatever, you’re trying to start a shipboard romance here.)

Finally, you can’t stand his genteel ways and attack him one night. You wind up making passionate (albeit slightly awkward) love in one of the fiberglass rowboats lashed to the side of the deck. At first you try to keep your budding romance secret, but soon enough everyone can tell you two are in love, even your still-slightly-annoyed friend. You’re perfect together! You play tennis, get side-by-side massages, take long walks at twilight. You like all the same movies, all the same music, and he kisses you eagerly, hungrily, like he may never see you again.

There are mishaps. You take a face plant on the lido deck while cruising around on a speedy little Segway trying to catch up to Edward, and when you’re trying out the very popular (but freezing!) wave machine while learning to surf, you fall and get caught up in the jets, spinning around like a frozen shrimp in an aqua blue skillet.

Still, looking past these few minor bumps and bruises, you must admit it’s a breathtaking way to see the world, to sit in idle luxury as the purple mountains of Patagonia drift by, or to get a detoxifying aromatherapy massage on the lower deck at sunset, or to admire the pod of bottlenose dolphins following the ship as you chip biodegradable golf balls into the sea. (This is actually not as enjoyable as the other activities because you worry that [a] the balls are not biodegradable, that’s just something they tell passengers to get them to shut up and remain entertained for five minutes, and [b] one of these golf balls, biodegradable or not, is going to crack a dolphin right on the skullcap and kill him dead.)

The cruise delivers some of the most visually opulent destinations you’ve ever seen. The Panama Canal is an engineering miracle. Imagine something as soft and secret as water lifting hundreds of thousands of tons of rusting steel, the locks delivering the ships one by one from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean.

After Tierra del Fuego, the ship sails down the Drake Passage, through a maze of small icebergs to the Antarctic Peninsula, where it looks as though you’ve left the planet. In the Neumayer Channel, and the Gerlache Strait, mountains of turquoise ice floats on black water as penguins dive off flat cakes of snow. It’s all gorgeous and eerie and you sleep deeply in Edward’s arms that night.

The voyage from Antarctica to South Africa is rough, as you were told it would be, but when you finally depart Cape Town, and steam northward, the water calms and you can relax again. Then, when the ship is just off the coast of Somalia, you suddenly spot a small motorboat approaching.

You point it out to Edward.

Other passengers gather around, wondering how such a small boat could be this far out at sea. You all stay quiet and watch with great interest as the strange and surreal events unfold. The small boat is loaded with thirty-odd Somalian boys, all thin and none of whom could be over nineteen years old. They pull up alongside your ship, which seems mammoth next to them, and toss grappling hooks onto the lowest railings, which two boys scamper up without effort. They throw rope ladders down to their comrades, who cheer, adding to the sensation that something amusing is happening. It’s only when the rest of the boys start pulling themselves hurriedly up the ladders that someone asks, “Are they pirates?”

They are in fact pirates and they not only have guns, they have grenades, automatic weapons, and an extremely ominous surface-to-air missile launcher. An ear-shattering alarm starts to pierce the air and the captain comes on, ordering all passengers to the Poseidon Dining Room. He says to go as quietly and quickly as possible.

Edward has vanished. You’re hustled along with the rest of the group like cattle into the Poseidon Dining Room, which is designated as the de facto meeting place for all emergencies because it’s the only dining room that can hold all the passengers at once. As you pass through the glass doors to the dining room it’s the silence that scares you the most. Everyone is waiting for instruction, some already with their luggage and wearing bright yellow lifejackets. Edward is not among them.

The chief security officer calmly explains the boat is being hijacked and a collective gasp sounds around the room. You feel sick. Blessedly, Sam shows up beside you, linking her arm in yours while somewhere onboard the captain negotiates with the pirates.

The security officer, a tall man with a thick shock of white hair and a refined chin, continues, “We are safe, ladies and gentlemen. This room is the hardest part of the ship to penetrate, aside from the engine room and the bridge. It’s specifically designed as a ‘passenger safe hold’ and can repel attack while supporting life. As you see, it extends the entire width of the vessel, leaving only two entrances. One in front, which you all came through, and one back through the kitchen, both of which my crew are now securing.”

Everyone turns toward the front entrance of the dining room as a security engineer finishes punching in a set of codes and two metal doors slide over the glass.

“These doors are now unbreakable,” the officer says. “Airtight and blast-proof.”

“What about the windows?” someone asks.

“The windows are unbreakable and bulletproof as well. I urge you now to stay calm, make yourselves comfortable, and let the stewards know if you need anything. Besides the convenience of bathrooms located directly to my left, the kitchen will remain open and there are enough provisions in the galley to last a week. Of course, once we explain to our new friends they’ve accidentally pulled over a passenger ship, we hope to have you back enjoying your cruise in a matter of hours.”

He steps down as the whine of an electric screw gun starts up and the engineers rivet the blast doors in place. Then they set iron bars across them. Despite all these security measures and the officer’s assuring words, you don’t know what frightens you more, the fact that it’s happening or that they were so prepared for it. Then the engines stop. That constant, almost inaudible sound that’s always in the background ceases, leaving a queer silence magnified by all absence of motion. “Well, they made it into the engine room,” someone says, “or maybe into the bridge.”

The security officer assures you it’s protocol to stop engines in this situation, so the ship is easier for the navy to track. Then he leaves, aided by two armed engineers. The next twelve hours are spent getting comfortable. Staking out little mini immigrant camps inside the great hall, people banding together with their families and friends. Thank God Sam’s here, especially since there’s still no sign of Edward. Someone says he and his family escaped on a private lifeboat. What on earth is a private lifeboat? Do people bring their own lifeboats on cruise ships?

The chef who runs the carving station turns on his glowy red heat lamp and starts carving roast beef. By midnight almost everyone is sitting at a table or eating, telling every disaster-at-sea story they’ve ever heard. It’s a pretty decent waiting room considering the situation, and the waiters and stewards keep on like nothing is different, offering to bring ice water to tables and clearing away dishes.

Another twelve hours pass and nobody knows what’s happening. Even the security officers who are locked in with you are clueless. The captain hasn’t issued new orders, and neither has their commanding security officer. The radio was cut. His last message was, “Hold at all cost,” which does not sound good.

Nor does it sound good the next day, when the glass doors of the dining room begin to rattle violently and then shatter. Shouting outside starts and everyone clutches tighter into one big group as the crew stands guard, guns drawn. Popping sounds can be heard and louder banging. “They’re shooting at the doors!” Everyone runs to the far side of the room.

Then a massive booming sound ricochets around the room and a big cloud of smoke pours into the hall as the doors blow open. The explosion knocks several passengers down. People are hurt, cut and bleeding from flying debris. The pirates unarm the security officers within seconds of entering.

There will be no more roast beef carving stations from this point on.

The pirates round everyone up in the center of the room and say they’ve taken the ship. The captain and his crew are dead. They need everyone to hand over their wallets, purses, cash, and jewelry. When people start claiming to not have their wallets or purses with them, escorted trips are organized, two pirates taking five passengers each to their staterooms to retrieve these items while the rest of the passengers stay guarded in the Poseidon Dining Room.

The food runs out, the toilets start to overflow. People who don’t have their heart medication or insulin or allergy medicine start dropping. All this and there is still no sign of the coast guard. Nobody but you and these maniacs. And no Edward, of course.

Finally the pirates say they’re going to trade 90 percent of the ship’s passengers for their own safe transport back to Somalia. They need ten hostages to remain, ten people willing to stay on board so that everyone else can go.

Then they ask for volunteers.

If you decide to get off the ship, go to section 16 (here).

If you volunteer to stay on board and remain a hostage, go to section 17 (here).
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From section 4

You purchase the aristocrat’s life and the marvels roll in. An estate lawyer descends with a giant stack of deeds, titles, contracts, and other pertinent information. He explains you will be taking over the extraordinary life of a true Southern belle. He can’t say where she is or why she left, but rest assured, you’re about to have an adventure that only a few people in this world will ever experience.

The LaLaurie House in New Orleans is now your home, a French Empire mansion on Royal Street in the French Quarter. As advertised, the estate comes fully furnished with pristine French Empire antiques, a full-service staff, a black stretch limo with driver, and a Bugatti Veyron with red and chocolate interior hand-stitched by Hermès parked in the driveway. (Only a few hundred will ever be made and the car can accelerate from 0 to 60 in 2.4 seconds with a top speed of 253 miles per hour.)

You now own the Well-Deserved, a beautiful mahogany boat that debuted at the Monaco Yacht Show in 1934 and was heralded as “a boat for discerning pirates.” It’s made from the finest wood lacquered eighteen times over, every detail meticulously hand-finished. Also as promised there’s a membership at the prestigious New Orleans Country Club waiting for you. The estate lawyer blots his head with a handkerchief and admits this was the hardest part to pull off, as the club doesn’t hand out memberships to just anyone with money. You have to be somebody. It’s frequented by blue-blooded ladies of society as well as retired senators and seated governors, and, of course, all their wives and mistresses, so discretion is of the utmost.

When you fly down to the vibrant, incredible city of New Orleans, you meet your new staff. They wear crisp uniforms and have all worked here a long time. The cook, Thalie, is tiny and shriveled, her rough, wrinkled skin looking older than the branches of a live oak tree. Thalie makes huge dinners fit for a Confederate army. She-crab soup, barbecued shrimp, pork shoulder, red beans and rice, corn bread with butter, pecan pie, tea cookies, sweet tea, and Sazerac cocktails afterward. She serves you silently, always eyeing you with curiosity, but like everyone else, she doesn’t ask questions. You know what they’re all thinking, though.

They’re thinking you don’t look like a millionaire. You didn’t even bring any of your own furniture and the only clothes you have fit in a small bag. That’s because you’re leaving your old life behind. Nothing of yours would look right here, even your family wouldn’t look right here. The staff looks more elegant than your fat old uncles in their black socks and stained track suits.

You start making appointments with the city’s top personal shoppers, hairstylists, and cosmetologists. You get a new wardrobe, dermabrasion, Botox, tattooed eyeliner, and liposuction. You’re ecstatic with the results, except the Botox renders you unable to raise an eyebrow or look annoyed, which causes more problems than you’d think. Every time you want to let someone know you’re displeased you have to say so out loud because your face won’t.

Your aristocrat’s life even comes with a best friend. Your wealthy neighbor, Maribelle St. John, has agreed to show you around New Orleans. She’s a force of nature, Maribelle, you can hardly keep up with her. Cherry redheaded, positively aggressive, endlessly gregarious, and skinny as a stir stick, even though she drinks double gin and tonics at noon. She says, “Every woman should redecorate a house when she steps foot in it, whether it needs it or not.” She knows which decorators to hire and which auctions to attend, even though you hate those auctions, with all that nerve-wracking shouting and competitive tension. You always end up going home with something strange, like a stone gargoyle or an antique writing desk that came over on the Mayflower.

She introduces you to her friends at the country club, takes you to cocktail parties, theater openings, charity balls, and most important, she gives you all the pertinent social gossip you need to navigate the deep social waters of the South. She tells you “Bless her heart” is what Southerners say instead of “Fuck you.” As in, “She was never good with children, bless her heart,” or “You forgot to bring wine again? Bless your heart!”

You’re having such a good time going to parties and buying anything you want, it’s a total shock when the bank calls and Mr. Deloit, the head of private accounts, asks if everything’s all right. What does he mean? Of course everything’s all right!

He’s noticed some high-volume spending on your account and suggests you come in sometime and sit down with a financial planner, who can help you budget for your ongoing financial needs. What does he mean, budget?

You promise to set up an appointment and thank him for calling. Okay, sure, maybe you got a little crazy with the spending at first, but it’s not going to stay that way. Once you get everything you need, you won’t have to keep spending so much, right? It always takes extra engine power to get a ship up to speed, but then it can coast, and coast is what you do, right into the heart of the social scene.

Your new life comes with invitations from the crème de la crème of New Orleans society and everyone wants to know who the new belle of the ball is. They’re charmed by your social naiveté and newfound resources. Everyone loves you when you’re rich! You’ve never been more thrilled or exhausted in your life. The laughter gets louder and life couldn’t be better.

Then things start happening.

The first event was during a party at your house. You’re speaking with the lieutenant governor and his wife when you spot a very strangely dressed woman standing in the corner. She’s staring at you. You excuse yourself from the conversation so you can go introduce yourself, but when you look her way again, she’s disappeared. A week later, you’re in the kitchen and you see what you guess is a new maid in the butler’s pantry. When you ask her what her name is, she’s gone.

There are sounds. Usually at night. It’s a series of knocks at first. Tiny ones, as though someone was tapping on your door with a pencil. Then doors slamming, and then you exit your bedroom one morning to find five pennies facedown on the floor, all lined up in an orderly row. No chance it’s an accident; as much as you try to convince yourself it is—it isn’t. Then there are the shadows that rearrange themselves along the floorboards, as though a long creeping mist branched along with your steps, evaporating whenever looked at directly.

Mind games! Tricks!

The city has such a haunted history; surely this is your overactive imagination. Maybe your jangled nerves? Your doctor prescribes earplugs and sedatives so you can sleep at night, and sleep you do, so soundly, in fact, you wake up one morning with something heavy and wet on your stomach, soaking through your T-shirt. You’re aware of it before you look, your breath quickens, and your heart cracks up into your throat. You look down and there is a monstrous dead toad on your stomach, his eyes sewn shut with thick white twine.

The maids come running when they hear your screams and they swear they haven’t seen anyone in the house. No doors are unlocked, no windows broken, everyone is accounted for. When you call the police, they won’t even come to the house, because dead toads rank a notch or two under dead citizens, of which they got a lot. Thanks for calling.

You don’t dare tell Maribelle what’s happening, you don’t dare tell anyone outside the house. It’s only when you get the idea to visit the library at the historical society that you start to find some answers. Bad answers. LaLaurie has a horrific past. It turns out it was originally built in 1832 for Dr. Louis LaLaurie and his French-Creole wife, Delphine. Delphine LaLaurie wasn’t just known for her lavish parties; she was also known for her well-behaved slaves and what she did to them. It’s all right there in the newspaper stories, eyewitness accounts, and court documents.

Apparently, on one particular evening in the spring of 1833, Delphine was having a grand dinner. The newspaper says she’d purchased two hundred Spode place settings just for the evening and the dinner menu included poached salmon with mousseline and roast duckling marrow. Guests who arrived early claimed the house looked especially grand that evening, every detail perfect. They enjoyed champagne cocktails while waiting for Madame to come downstairs—she had a habit of waiting for all her guests to arrive before she made her entrance. Nothing unusual about it at all.

Delphine was in fact getting ready in her bedroom and a young slave girl, Leah, was combing out her hair. As the story goes, the girl accidentally snagged Madame’s hair, sending her into a rage. Guests were still pulling up in carriages, dressed in their finest, as Madame LaLaurie chased Leah around the bedroom and out onto the balcony, where the twelve-year-old toppled over the balustrade and fell to her death on the front stoop.

Unable to conceal the crime, Madame LaLaurie was brought up on charges of abuse, but received only a minor fine from the judge, a frequent guest at their house. She was made to sell her slaves, but, through a relative, purchased them all back later. Life gradually returned to normal for the LaLauries, the parties and balls began again, the grisly death poured out from general memory as fast as champagne poured into crystal glasses.

Then, on April 10, 1834, during another party, a fire broke out in the kitchen, which was in a building set back from the main house. (It’s now the garage.) The New Orleans fire brigade responded immediately, as they always did for the finer homes, only to find the LaLauries’ slaves shackled to the oven. They themselves had set the fire in an attempt to bring light onto what was happening inside the house.

They directed the firefighters to a small room above them, where screams could be heard inside. The heavy door was bolted and locked; the firefighters had to use a battering ram to enter, and when they did, they stepped into a putrid house of horrors. Before them, locked in cages big enough for a dog and chained to the walls and floor, were disfigured, dismembered slaves, the victims of Madame LaLaurie and her physician husband, who had been conducting crude medical experiments.

One man looked as if he’d been given a primitive sex-change operation. Another man had a hole drilled in his skull so his brain could be probed with a stick. A woman inside a cage that restricted any movement had all her joints broken and reset at odd angles so she resembled a human crab. Another woman had her arms amputated and her skin was peeled off in a circular pattern, making her look like a human caterpillar.

As the police were removing these poor souls and dispatching them into ambulances, the LaLauries’ angry guests formed a mob outside and threatened to ransack the house and burn it down. They had no idea their hosts had been running a Grand Guignol theater in their community, a dread stage of gruesome entertainment. Before they could get hold of the LaLauries, however, the family escaped in a carriage and fled to the river. They were never seen again and their fortune, which was hidden somewhere in the house, was never found.

This is your home now. The bloody LaLaurie mansion. Peering out to the back building, which was once the kitchen and now is the renovated five-car garage, a queer feeling passes through you. You can almost hear the wailing. You grill Thalie about the history of the house until she breaks down and tells you everything. She says there’s a curse here: anyone who owns the LaLaurie mansion is destined to kill or commit suicide. It’s already happened multiple times. She knows, she’s seen it.

You ask her what to do, beg her for ideas, and she says there is one way, but it’s dangerous. You can try and remove the curse. She knows a lady, a vodoun priestess who can lift curses even when they’re heavy. If you want, she’ll arrange a meeting. You thank her for being so open and honest with you and tell her you’ll think about it. She says, “Yes, ma’am, just don’t think too long.”

That night you pace the floors all night long and by dawn conclude you really only have two options. Sell the house or face Madame LaLaurie and make her get the hell out.

If you stay in the house, go to section 18 (here).

If you sell the house, go to section 19 (here).
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From section 5

You decide to buy yourself something stupid-cool, something only a millionaire could get, but what is that exactly? Every idea you have on your own seems a little insane, like throwing a pool party with all-midget bartenders dressed up like various children in history (Little Orphan Annie, Spanky, Lindbergh baby) or buying a flock of emperor penguins to live in your apartment. Aidan’s no help, either; he’s not thinking big enough. He wants to put money away for retirement and maybe buy a hunting cabin up north. Well, that’s great, for him. Not for you, though. In need of inspiration, you leave Aidan home and jet off to the “Millionaire Fair” in Kortrijk, Belgium, where you shop around for something deliciously decadent, but the choices are staggering. Should you buy a thirty-thousand-dollar Swarovski crystal–encrusted toilet seat? Rent the private chateau in France where The Da Vinci Code was filmed? Buy cubic zirconium wheel rims for your car? Bid on a “discreet yet primal night” with the sexiest bullfighter in Spain? Commission a Japanese “helper” robot who does windows and performs seven different types of fellatio?

You can’t make up your mind, afraid you’ll do something stupid, like the lottery winner in Myrtle Beach who won five hundred million, bought himself a solid gold Lamborghini, and died three days later when he crashed it into a tree. Your decisions are made vastly easier by the goddamned Russians. They’re in mass attendance at the Millionaire Fair and they’re dangerous. They’re overnight billionaires with easy-to-influence “new money” whims, and they spend money like Earth might explode into a fine atomized spray sometime tomorrow. In the two days you hang out together, your new friend Vitali buys his girlfriend, Nika, a full-length white mink coat and a helicopter. His pal, Oleg, who already owns the world’s largest collection of Fabergé Imperial Easter eggs, decides to buy a new submarine. His old one isn’t big enough to reach the Titanic, which he plans to visit so he can ram it. You don’t ask for further clarification on this desire. Russians just like ramming things.

And how.

You actually have a fling with Oleg in his penthouse suite after drinking several shots of Stolichnaya Elit out of shot glasses made of solid ice. Then Oleg demanded you take a champagne bath, ordering the concierge to fill his tub with warm Dom Pérignon and white rose petals. You could have left, but why? Certainly, you didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand. (After you soaked in the deliriously effervescent water while listening to Oleg recite Russian poetry, he lifted you out of the bath and turned you over, whereupon he Helsinkied your Vologda for such a duration that the next morning you walked as though you’d just gotten off a horse.)

By the end of your four-day sin-a-thon you’re more than ready to go home. You can’t bear to leave without completing your millionaire mission and picking up a ridiculous gift for yourself. (Maybe you’re feeling a little guilty and you just want to get it over with.) The two standout purchases may be predictable, but they’re classics and you think Aidan would enjoy them, too. You could buy a private island, a sanctuary from the cold cruel world, or you could get one of those deluxe megayachts, which is like a private island that moves. They both involve rest, relaxation, and each cost five million dollars on the nose.

If you buy a private island, go to section 41 (here).

If you buy a megayacht and travel the world, go to section 43 (here).
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From section 5

Paying off everyone’s bills makes you like the mayor of your family. Everyone suddenly respects and loves you. They loved you before of course, they just love you more now. Bills and mortgages overflow your desk and you can hardly write checks fast enough to cover them. Aidan also seems to love you more now. His price? A Harley-Davidson. (Everyone has a price, whether they know it or not.)

You try to keep up and give everyone what they want; only the money is draining fast. Eventually you seek the help of a financial counselor at your bank, Mr. Jeremy Strothers. He’s just a guy on the client services staff, but he isn’t like the others. (Aidan insists on calling him “Germy Jeremy, the Boring Banker Boy,” however.)

Jeremy puts you on a financial diet and offers to handle your family. From now on if anyone wants money, they have to call him. He also handles the rest of your financial affairs, suggesting insurance plans, retirement programs, retirement funds, and slow-growth investment strategies. You got really lucky running into this guy. He’s always there to answer your questions, he’s never confused or overwhelmed, and he knows exactly what you should do. Plus, he’s funny and flirtatious. Very well dressed. Not to mention quite handsome. You have a crush on Banker Boy.

Jeremy keeps things professional, though. You have to ask four times before he’ll agree to meet you “off campus” at a wine bar near the bank. Even then, he wants to talk about your long-range investment goals and starts suggesting various real estate opportunities he knows about. Try as you might, the only passionate response you can get out of him usually is when the topic of flipping houses or redeveloping high-traffic consumer corridors comes up. In the end, after listening to all he has to say about the merits of real estate investments, you buy a small, ten-unit apartment building. You’re hoping it will be the foundation of a new, steady revenue stream (and also that it’ll convince Jeremy to sleep with you).

Three more property purchases later, it works. You’re celebrating the acquisition of a split-level duplex and you drink too much. You insist you can’t go home until you sober up and he takes you back to his place, where you attack him in the most unladylike manner, releasing what appears to be the other side of this buttoned-up banker. He tears this book off the shelf, 100 Positions You’ve Never Tried Before, and starts on page one, performing the “Bailout Feeding Frenzy” on you while you’re pinned against the wall, the “Snack-Master” while you’re draped over the couch, and the “Holy Mess” on the floor of the shower.

In the morning you have 100 Bruises in Places You’ve Never Seen Before.

After that, you meet Jeremy almost every day at his place, explaining your lengthy absences to Aidan as necessary trips out “property hunting.” Sometimes these hunts require days, if not weeks, in other cities. This part is actually true. You and Jeremy take clandestine trips not only to make progress on his 100 Positions book, executing the “Sticky Igloo” and the “Angry Monkey” on rented hotel beds, but also to actually look at real estate—and you’re not going to sexy places, like New York, Miami, or Aspen, either. Jeremy prefers smaller markets, like Dubuque, Naperville, and Wichita. (“Lopsided Catapult,” “Broken Tacklebox,” and “Funky Lunchmeat,” respectively.)

You close deals all over the place and Jeremy hires construction crews to renovate the houses and buildings before putting them back on the market. Some pull quite a nice profit and others idle, so you turn them into rentals, which provide a nice, steady, ongoing income. You’re so grateful for Jeremy’s sound advice and hard work, which is considerable, taking into account how boring some of these destinations are and how difficult it is to get certain sexual props through the security line at the airport. (Try explaining to a TSA agent why you have a watermelon, a vibrating collar, and an aluminum rolling pin in your carry-on luggage.) He’s done it all just for you—up until now. Finally, one night at the Indianapolis airport, after some gravy-drowned breaded steaks and a pitcher of Miller Lite at T.G.I. Friday’s, Jeremy asks if you’d be willing to take this relationship to the next level.

He wants to move in together and also start investing together, sharing properties and profits fifty-fifty. With your combined incomes and his market savvy, you’ll have twice the number of properties rolling over. It’s something to think about. As the affair with Jeremy continues, you feel worse and worse about Aidan, who’s a really nice guy. You hate to hurt him. You never meant your fling to turn into a “thing,” but now that it has, you’re also able to see how Jeremy makes a good partner. It’s time to choose one guy or the other.

To keep doing this isn’t fair.

If you run off with Jeremy, go to section 46 (here).

If you stay with Aidan, go to section 47 (here).
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From section 6

You retain the services of Mr. Bossrock and he immediately shares his ideas on how to invest your money, none of which include giving it away. Not to friends or family. He says the best way to help those you love is to further solidify your own standing. Increase your fortune. The more stable you are, the stronger you can be for everyone else. First order of business is to quit your job. Splitting your attention will rob other endeavors, and the decisions you make now are critical.

You’re so glad you hired this guy; you don’t make a move without his approval. Aidan doesn’t like him. He wants to know why Bossrock gets to run your life. Why do you listen to his every word like it was a commandment chiseled in stone? What if the guy is a crook? What if he’s an idiot? He looks like an idiot! Aidan doesn’t seem to understand how lucky you are to have sound advice to listen to in the first place. He’s just threatened and insecure. And besides, it was his idea to even hire a financial planner.

As time goes on and Bossrock maintains control over your purse strings, the fights with Aidan get quite nasty. The coup d’état comes when Bossrock cancels Aidan’s birthday trip to Jamaica because of some political unrest in the region. He says it’s not safe at the moment, but Aidan thinks it’s a great big “mind screw” and gives you an ultimatum. He says you have to choose between Bossrock and him. “There’s not room for two leading men in this motherfucking movie!” Then, before you can even respond, he says, “Forget it!” and calls you a zombie, a robot, a mindless money-obsessed idiot.

Bossrock brushes it off, saying millionaires are never alone. To cheer you up, he proposes two big ideas. He’s found a couple of different business opportunities that are sure to get your mind off the past and onto the future. One idea is buying your own private island, which you can develop into a deluxe hotel. The hot properties he found are amazing and only for those “on the inside.”

The other idea he calls “more creative.” A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that was brought to him in secret and is “a bit unusual, but lucrative.” There’s a major A-list celebrity who wants to do a deal with you. It guarantees big financial returns and includes an amazing social life loaded with the most powerful deal makers, the most exclusive parties, and the sexiest people in Hollywood.

If you buy an island, go to section 24 (here).

If you go for the Hollywood deal, go to section 25 (here).
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