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The Resignation




Arthur




There is a specific sound a thirty-thousand-dollar fountain pen makes when you drop it into a metal trash can.




Clunk.




It’s a heavy, final sound. The sound of a gavel banging. The sound of a prison door locking. Or, in my case, the sound of a prison door blowing off its hinges.




I stared at the trash can. The Montblanc was resting on top of a half-eaten bagel my assistant, Greg, had thrown away three hours ago. It looked ridiculous there. Shiny. Prestigious. Covered in poppy seeds.




“Fitting,” I muttered to the empty corner office.




I looked around the room one last time. It was a glass cage in the sky, hovering sixty stories above Manhattan. The view was worth millions. The furniture was Italian leather that smelled like success and back pain. The abstract painting on the wall was worth more than the GDP of a small island nation, and it looked like a toddler had sneezed primary colors onto a canvas.




I hated it.




I hated the leather. I hated the view. I hated the painting. But mostly, I hated the man reflected in the floor-to-ceiling window.




Arthur Vane. CEO of Vane Enterprises. The Fixer. The Wallet. The Grown-Up.




The man in the reflection was thirty-two but looked forty. He was wearing a suit that cost more than a Honda Civic, tailored to hide the fact that he hadn’t slept more than four hours a night since 2018. His jaw was clenched so tight it was practically a geological formation. He looked like he was about to fire someone, or buy a country, or have a stroke.




“Goodbye, Arthur,” I said. My voice sounded rusty. I hadn’t used it for anything other than negotiating or apologizing for my family in three days.




I turned back to the desk. It was an expanse of mahogany the size of an aircraft carrier. On it, I had arranged the items of my resignation like a ritual sacrifice.




First: The Phone. The Vane Enterprises secure line. The device that tethered me to my father’s demands, my brother Cyrus’s scandals, and the board’s panic attacks. It buzzed incessantly. Even now, the screen was lighting up. Cyrus (Do Not Answer).




I didn’t just leave it there. That would be amateur hour. I picked up the heavy crystal decanter of scotch from the sideboard—an eighteen-year-old single malt I’d received as a gift for laying off three thousand workers in Detroit—and unscrewed the top.




I dropped the phone into the scotch.




It fizzed. It bubbled. It died a wet, amber death.




“Drink up,” I whispered.




Second: The Keys. The key to the penthouse. The key to the Hamptons estate. The key to the executive elevator. The fob for the Maybach. I fanned them out like a winning poker hand. They represented access to every exclusive room in New York City. They were heavy with privilege.




I left them right in the center of the desk. Let Cyrus find them. Let him figure out which key opened the liquor cabinet when he inevitably came in here to scream at my empty chair.




Third: The Letter. I hadn’t typed it. Typing left a digital footprint. I had handwritten it on Vane Enterprises stationary.




To the Board of Directors,




Effective immediately, I resign. My voting shares have been transferred to the blind trust we discussed in Q3, the proceeds of which will benefit the ‘Cleanup Your Mess’ Foundation. Do not look for me. Do not call me. If the stock price tanks, I suggest you ask Cyrus to stop tweeting.




Regards, Arthur




Short. Sweet. Legally binding.




I checked my watch. Not the Patek Philippe—that was in the trash with the pen. I checked the cheap, ten-dollar digital Casio I’d bought at a drugstore an hour ago.




11:42 PM.




The night shift janitorial staff would be on the 40th floor. Security would be doing their perimeter sweep in the lobby. The cameras in the executive hallway were on a sixty-second loop. I had exactly three minutes to vanish.




I walked to the private bathroom attached to my office. I stripped off the suit jacket. The silk lining felt like a straightjacket sliding off. I undid the tie—a Windsor knot so perfect it was offensive—and let it drop to the floor. The cufflinks followed.




Underneath the dress shirt, I was wearing a plain gray t-shirt I’d bought in a three-pack. I pulled on a pair of worn denim jeans and a hoodie. I looked… normal. I looked like a guy who might work in IT, or maybe a guy who was here to fix the copier.




I looked like nobody.




It was the most expensive outfit I’d ever worn, because it cost me a billion-dollar inheritance to wear it.




I picked up the duffel bag I’d stashed behind the toilet. It didn’t contain stock options or bearer bonds. It contained three changes of clothes, a road atlas (no GPS tracking), two thousand dollars in small bills, and a toothbrush.




My heart was hammering against my ribs. Not the stress-hammering I was used to—the arrhythmia of impending doom. This was different. This was the adrenaline of a prison break.




I walked to the door. My hand hovered over the brass handle.




If I opened this door, there was no going back. If I walked out, Arthur Vane ceased to exist. If I walked out, I was just Ash. A guy with a van and no destination.




A phone began to ring on the desk—the landline this time. The red light flashed angrily. It was probably my father calling from his yacht in the Mediterranean to ask why the PR team hadn’t buried the story about Cyrus driving a jet ski into a nunnery yet.




That was the moment. That was the click.




The guilt usually choked me. They need you, the voice in my head would say. You’re the only responsible one. You’re the glue holding this disaster of a family together.




But tonight? Tonight the glue had dried up. Tonight, the only thing I felt was a profound, echoing emptiness where my sense of obligation used to be.




I didn’t answer the phone.




I opened the door and stepped into the hallway.




The silence of the building was heavy. The plush carpet swallowed the sound of my sneakers. I didn’t take the executive elevator—too many biometrics. I took the service stairs.




Sixty floors.




By floor fifty, my legs burned. By floor thirty, I was sweating in the hoodie. By floor ten, I was grinning. A manic, terrifying grin that felt foreign on my face.




I pushed open the exit door at the ground level, spilling out into the alley behind the skyscraper. The air smelled like garbage and exhaust and rain.




It smelled like freedom.




I pulled the hood up over my head, tucking my chin down. I walked past the idling black town cars waiting for executives who would never be me again. I walked past the paparazzi camping out by the front entrance, waiting for a glimpse of the Vane family drama.




I kept walking until the gleaming glass spire of Vane Enterprises was just a needle in the skyline behind me. I walked three miles to a parking garage in Hell’s Kitchen where I’d stashed the purchase I’d made online under the name “Ash Smith.”




There she was.




A 2018 Ford Transit catering van. White, slightly rusted around the wheel wells, with the faded outline of a giant pickle still visible on the side panel where the previous owner had peeled off their decal.




It was ugly. It was bulky. It had the aerodynamic properties of a brick.




I loved it.




I unlocked the door with a physical key—no fobs, no sensors—and climbed into the driver’s seat. The vinyl was cracked. The dashboard was dusty. It smelled faintly of dill and old fryer grease.




I tossed the duffel bag onto the passenger seat.




I put the key in the ignition and turned it. The engine sputtered, coughed like a smoker with a chest cold, and then roared to life with a rattle that shook my teeth.




I rested my forehead against the steering wheel and exhaled a breath I felt like I’d been holding for fifteen years.




“Okay,” I said to the dashboard. “Okay.”




I didn’t know where I was going. North, maybe. Or West. Somewhere with big skies and small towns and zero cell reception. Somewhere where nobody cared about quarterly earnings or damage control.




I put the van in gear.




I was Arthur Vane, the billionaire scion, the fixer, the golden boy. And I was gone.




I pulled out of the garage and merged into the traffic, just another white van in a city of millions, invisible and anonymous.




I had no idea that in exactly four hours, my plan for a solitary, silent escape was going to be ruined by a woman, a pony, and the absolute worst luck in the history of the Northern Hemisphere.




But for now? For right now?




I was free.
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Character Profiles

The Hero: Arthur “Ash” Vane


	Archetype: The Burnt-Out Fixer / The Grumpy Runaway.

	The Backstory: The Vane family is like the Roys from Succession but messier. Ash has spent 15 years cleaning up his father’s affairs, his brother’s DUIs, and the company’s PR nightmares.

	The Breaking Point: He didn’t just quit; he faked a mental breakdown to get his family to sign over his trust fund to charity, bought a beat-up van, and hit the road to find a place where nobody knows his name.

	Personality: Cynical, hyper-competent, overly prepared, and currently suffering from “Compassion Fatigue.”

	The Prose Voice: Dry wit, internal monologue about the statistical probability of disaster, refers to his heart as a “vestigial organ.”




The Heroine: Lottie Lemon


	Archetype: The Chaos Magnet / The Sunshine Crusader.

	The Backstory: Lottie has a “Savior Complex” paired with “Murphy’s Law.” She once tried to save a cat and accidentally shorted out the power grid for three blocks. She is currently running because she tried to “liberate” a depressed show-pony from a corrupt petting zoo and it… escalated.

	The Goal: She needs to get the pony (who is currently in the back of Ash’s van without his knowledge) to a sanctuary in Oregon.

	Personality: Relentlessly optimistic, impulsive, speaks in run-on sentences when nervous, deeply empathetic but physically clumsy.

	The Prose Voice: Chaotic energy, funny metaphors for her own anxiety, prone to accidental double entendres.




World-Building & Setting Details


	The Vehicle: “The Pickle Wagon.” Ash bought a used catering van because it was the only thing inconspicuous enough. It smells faintly of dill and regret.

	The Route: The backroads of America (to avoid press/police).

	Key Locations:

	The Mothman Motel: A tourist trap where they are forced to share a bed because of a “paranormal convention.”

	The “Safe” House: A cabin owned by Ash’s eccentric survivalist uncle that Lottie accidentally booby-traps.

	The Climax Location: A high-society gala where they have to sneak in (him in disguise, her in a stolen curtain) to confront his family.
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Lottie




If I had to rank my life choices on a scale of “Brilliant” to “Requires a Tetanus Shot,” my current situation was definitely hovering somewhere around “Imminent Jail Time.”




I was currently army-crawling through a bed of prize-winning hydrangeas, wearing a black cat burglar suit I’d bought on clearance from a Halloween pop-up store that was definitely two sizes too small in the inseam, while holding a bag of organic, gluten-free carrots in my teeth.




My heart was beating like a techno drum solo. My palms were sweating inside my tactical gloves (garden gloves with the flowers sharpied out). And somewhere to my left, a motion-sensor sprinkler was resetting with a menacing click-click-click that sounded exactly like the countdown timer on a bomb in an action movie.




Focus, Lottie, I told myself. You are not a criminal. You are an agent of karma. You are the Lorax, but for ponies.




I peeked through the leaves of the hydrangea bush.




There it was. The target.




Senator Snodgrass’s private petting zoo.




It was an obscenity of wealth. While the rest of the country was worrying about inflation and gas prices, Senator Snodgrass—a man who looked like a bullfrog that had successfully wished to be human—had built a miniature Versailles in his backyard for his collection of “exotic” pets. There were alpacas wearing bowties. There were peacocks strutting around like they owned the stock market.




And there, standing alone in a muddy pen that looked suspiciously like a repurposed tennis court, was Barnaby.




My heart squeezed so hard it actually hurt, a physical pang in the center of my chest.




Barnaby was a Shetland pony. But he wasn’t just any Shetland pony. He was the saddest creature I had ever seen in my twenty-six years of life. His coat, which should have been a fluffy chestnut, was matted and dull. his mane hung over his eyes like the bangs of an emo teenager going through a breakup. He was staring at a plastic bucket with a level of existential dread that I usually reserved for Sunday nights.




“I’m coming for you, buddy,” I whispered around the carrot bag.




I checked my watch. It was a neon pink Fitbit that I used to track my steps and my spiraling anxiety levels. 11:45 PM.




According to the intel I had gathered (by following the Senator’s gardener on Instagram and obsessively zooming in on the background of his selfies), the security shift change happened at midnight. That gave me fifteen minutes to cut the lock, grab the pony, and vanish into the night like a ninja. A clumsy, well-intentioned ninja with a history of tripping over flat surfaces.




I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of damp earth and expensive fertilizer.




Why are you doing this, Lottie? a voice in my head asked. It sounded a lot like my mother. Why can’t you just volunteer at a soup kitchen like a normal person? Why does it always have to be a felony?




Because soup kitchens didn’t need me. Soup kitchens had systems. They had hairnets and ladles and people who knew how to organize a pantry without accidentally causing an avalanche of canned peas.




I was bad at systems. I was bad at rules.




But I was really, really good at caring about things that nobody else noticed.




I had seen Barnaby two weeks ago in the background of a news report about the Senator’s fundraiser. While the reporter was talking about tax cuts, the camera had panned to the petting zoo, and I saw him. He had looked right into the lens, and I swear, we had a telepathic connection. He said, Help me. I hate it here. The alpacas are bullies and the hay tastes like cardboard.




I couldn’t un-see it. I had tried. I tried to go to work at the library and focus on the Dewey Decimal System. I tried to date a nice guy named Kyle who wore sweater vests and liked hiking. But every time I closed my eyes, I saw Barnaby.




So, here I was. Trespassing. Again.




I shifted my weight, and a twig snapped under my knee with a sound like a gunshot.




I froze.




Ten feet away, a security guard stopped pacing. He was a large man, built like a vending machine, wearing a uniform that was straining at the seams. He turned toward the bushes, shining a flashlight beam that cut through the darkness like a lightsaber.




“Who’s there?” he barked.




I held my breath. I squeezed my eyes shut. I tried to make myself small, which was difficult because my Halloween costume had a fake tail that was currently caught on a rose thorn.




Please don’t see me. Please don’t see me. If I go to jail, who will feed my goldfish?




The beam swept over the hydrangeas. It illuminated the leaves inches from my nose. A spider crawled across my hand. I didn’t flinch. I was a statue of determination.




“Must be a raccoon,” the guard muttered, lowering the light. “Damn trash pandas.”




He turned and walked away, his heavy boots crunching on the gravel path.




I let out a breath that sounded like a deflating tire.




Okay. Phase One complete: Don’t get arrested immediately.




I waited until the guard rounded the corner of the mansion, then I moved.




I didn’t run. Running was for athletes and people being chased by bears. I scurried. It was a low-to-the-ground, crab-like shuffle that minimized my silhouette and maximized the inevitable grass stains on my knees.




I reached the perimeter of Barnaby’s pen. The fence was chain-link, topped with something that looked disturbingly like electrified wire, though the sign said Caution: High Voltage in a font that looked a little too cheerful.




I pulled a pair of heavy-duty wire cutters from my utility belt (a fanny pack I wore backwards).




Snip. Snip. Snip.




The metal parted easily. I peeled back the fencing, creating a hole just big enough for a small woman and a slightly overweight pony to squeeze through.




I crawled inside.




“Barnaby?” I whispered.




The pony didn’t move. He didn’t even flick an ear. He just kept staring at the bucket.




I approached him slowly, hands up, palms open. “Hey there, handsome. I’m Lottie. I’m here to bust you out. We’re going to Oregon. There’s a sanctuary. There’s green grass. There are no alpacas.”




Barnaby slowly turned his head. He looked at me with huge, dark, liquid eyes. He looked at the black spandex suit. He looked at the wire cutters. He looked at the bag of carrots.




He let out a heavy, cynical sigh.




“I know,” I said, crouching down next to him. “It’s a lot. I’m a lot. But you have to trust me.”




I reached into the bag and pulled out a carrot. It was the good kind—an heirloom variety that cost three dollars a pound. I held it out.




Barnaby sniffed it. He gave it a tentative nibble. Then, with a sudden burst of enthusiasm, he crunched the whole thing.




“That’s it,” I cooed. “Bribery works. We’re establishing a rapport.”




I reached for the halter I had stuffed in my fanny pack. It was bright red nylon. I slipped it over his nose and buckled it behind his ears. He didn’t fight me. He seemed to have accepted that I was his new chaos demon.




“Okay,” I said, standing up. “Let’s go. Quiet feet, Barnaby. Ninja hooves.”




I tugged on the lead rope.




Barnaby didn’t move.




He stood there like a furry boulder.




“Come on,” I whispered, tugging harder. “We have a schedule. The vending machine guard will be back in six minutes.”




Barnaby planted his front hooves. He gave me a look that clearly said, I have union mandated breaks, lady.




“Barnaby, please,” I hissed. “I am committing a felony for you. The least you can do is participate.”




I pulled again. Nothing. I got behind him and pushed his rump. It was like pushing a brick wall covered in coarse hair.




“Okay,” I panted. “New plan.”




I reached into the fanny pack and pulled out the entire bag of carrots. I held it in front of his nose, then took a step back.




Barnaby took a step forward.




“Yes! Motivation!”




I took another step back. He followed. We began a slow, agonizing conga line toward the hole in the fence. Me walking backward, waving carrots like a demented conductor, Barnaby following at a pace that could only be described as “leisurely stroll.”




We reached the fence. I climbed through. Barnaby stuck his head through, crunched a carrot, and then squeezed his shoulders through.




He was wider than I thought.




“Suck it in, buddy,” I grunted, pulling on the halter while trying to push the chain link back.




With a sound like a cork popping, Barnaby burst through the fence and into the garden.




“Free!” I whispered triumphantly. “We are free!”




And then, disaster struck.




Or rather, a peacock struck.




I hadn’t seen it. It was roosting on a marble statue of a cherub peeing into a fountain. As we crept past, Barnaby’s tail swished and hit the statue.




The peacock woke up.




It didn’t just wake up. It woke up and chose violence.




SCREEEEEEEEE!




The sound tore through the quiet night like a banshee screaming into a megaphone. It was loud. It was terrifying. It was the sound of my life falling apart.




“Run!” I yelped.




I didn’t have to tell Barnaby twice. The scream had terrified him. He bolted.




Unfortunately, he was attached to me.




The rope went taut, and suddenly I wasn’t leading the pony; the pony was waterskiing me across the Senator’s dew-covered lawn. My boots had zero traction. I was sliding on the wet grass, my heels digging trenches, mud flying up into my face.




“Slow down!” I yelled, abandoning all stealth. “Barnaby! Heel! Brake!”




Floodlights snapped on. The garden went from romantic moonlight to blinding stadium brightness in a microsecond.




“HEY!” a voice roared.




I glanced over my shoulder. The vending machine guard was running toward us, and he had brought friends. Two other guards, and—worse—a Doberman.




“Oh god, oh god, oh god,” I chanted.




Barnaby, seemingly realizing the stakes, finally found his footing. He shifted gears from “trot” to “gallop.” I scrambled to my feet and ran alongside him, my lungs burning, my fanny pack bouncing painfully against my hip.




We hit the driveway. Gravel flew everywhere.




“Stop right there!” the guard shouted.




“No thank you!” I yelled back, because I was polite even when fleeing the scene of a crime.




We reached the main gate. It was twelve feet high and wrought iron. Locked.




“Shoot,” I wheezed. “Barnaby, can you jump?”




Barnaby looked at the gate, then at me. Are you high? his eyes asked.




“Right. No jumping.”




I looked around frantically. To the left of the gate, there was a service entrance—a smaller door used for deliveries. It was keypad locked.




I threw myself at the keypad. I didn’t know the code. But I knew people. And I knew Senator Snodgrass was a narcissist.




I punched in his birthday. Error. I punched in the date of his election. Error. I punched in 1-2-3-4. Error.




The guards were fifty feet away. The dog was barking.




“Think, Lottie, think!”




I looked at the keypad. The numbers 6, 9, and 0 were slightly more worn than the others.




6969? No, too gross. 0000? Too lazy.




Then I remembered the Senator’s vanity license plate. BIGDOG.




I typed in the numeric equivalent. Nothing.




Wait. The Senator had a mistress. I had read about it in a tabloid while waiting in line at the grocery store. Her name was Kandi with a K.




I typed in 5-2-6-3-4 (KANDI).




Click. The light turned green.




“Yes! Adultery saves the day!” I screamed.




I shoved the door open. Barnaby and I spilled out onto the street just as the guards reached the gate. They slammed into the iron bars, shouting curses that would have made a sailor blush.




I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop.




“Keep moving, Barnaby! Don’t look back!”




We were on the main road now. It was a dark, two-lane highway that wound through the wealthy suburbs. There were no streetlights, only the moon and the terrified pounding of my heart.




We ran for a quarter of a mile before I collapsed.




I bent over, hands on my knees, gasping for air. My chest felt like it was full of broken glass. My spandex suit was torn at the knee. I had lost the bag of carrots somewhere near the peacock statue.




Barnaby wasn’t even winded. He was grazing on a patch of dandelions by the roadside, looking completely unbothered.




“You… are… an… athlete,” I wheezed at him.




I checked my watch. 12:05 AM.




We were out. But we weren’t safe. The police would be here in minutes. The Senator had probably called the National Guard by now. I needed a car. I needed a getaway vehicle.




I had parked my own car—a rusty 2004 Honda Civic named “The Blueberry”—three miles away in a Walmart parking lot to avoid suspicion.




Three miles. With a pony. While dodging police patrols.




“We’re doomed,” I whispered. “I’m going to prison. I hope orange is my color. Spoiler alert: it’s not.”




Headlights swept across the trees ahead.




I grabbed Barnaby’s halter and dove into the ditch. “Get down!”




We huddled in the tall grass as a police cruiser sped past, lights flashing, siren wailing. It was heading toward the Senator’s estate.




They were looking for us.




I waited until the taillights faded, then crawled back up to the road.




“We can’t walk,” I told Barnaby. “We’re sitting ducks. We need to hide.”




I looked around. We were near the back entrance of a commercial strip—a row of warehouses and parking garages that serviced the city. It was quiet here. Dark.




I led Barnaby toward the shadows of a parking structure.




“Just for a minute,” I promised him. “We’ll catch our breath, and then we’ll figure out how to get you to The Blueberry without being seen.”




We crept into the ground level of the garage. It was empty, mostly. Just rows of concrete pillars and oil stains.




And then I saw it.




A van.




It wasn’t just a van. It was a beast. A white Ford Transit, parked in the darkest corner, away from the few streetlights. It looked abandoned. It looked invisible.




And the back door was slightly ajar.




I stopped. My brain, which usually operated on a frequency of pure chaos, suddenly snapped into hyper-focus.




Opportunity.




“Barnaby,” I whispered. “Look.”




I crept closer. The van had no markings, but there was a faint outline of a pickle on the side. A catering van? A delivery truck?




I peeked inside the crack of the back door. It was empty. Just a vast, metal cavern. No shelves. No equipment. Just space.




Space big enough for a pony.




I checked the front. The cabin was dark. I couldn’t see anyone inside. The engine was cold (I touched the hood—okay, maybe not cold, but not hot).




Is this stealing? I asked myself. Yes, Lottie. Taking a car that isn’t yours is literally Grand Theft Auto.




But is it borrowing? If I just use it to get us to the county line? If I leave a note?




I heard sirens again. Closer this time. Coming from both directions. They were setting up a perimeter. They were boxing us in.




Panic, cold and sharp, flooded my veins. If I got caught, Barnaby went back to the Senator. He went back to the petting zoo. He went back to the sadness.




“No,” I said firmly. “Not happening.”




I made a decision. A terrible, reckless, impulsive decision. The kind of decision that usually ended with me having to apologize to a firefighter or pay a large fine.




“Get in,” I whispered to Barnaby, pulling the back door open wider.




Barnaby looked at the van ramp (bumper). He looked at me.




“Up,” I commanded, putting my shoulder against his butt. “Up, up, up!”




Barnaby groaned, but he stepped up. His hooves clattered loudly on the metal floor.




CLANG. CLANG. CLANG.




“Shhh!” I hissed. “Be a ninja pony!”




I scrambled in after him and pulled the door shut.




darkness swallowed us. It smelled like vinegar and old grease.




“Okay,” I whispered into the blackness. “Okay. We’re in. Now we just wait until the cops pass, and then I… figure out how to hotwire a Ford Transit. How hard can it be? I’ve seen movies.”




I sat down on the metal floor, leaning back against the wall of the van. Barnaby nudged my shoulder with his wet nose. I wrapped my arms around his neck, burying my face in his coarse mane. I was shaking. Adrenaline was crashing, leaving me trembling and nauseous.




“We’re okay,” I murmured, mostly to myself. “We’re safe.”




And then, the impossible happened.




The driver’s side door opened.




My heart stopped. It didn’t skip a beat; it fully resigned from its position as a vital organ.




Someone was getting in.




The suspension dipped under the weight of a person. The door slammed shut.




I froze. I didn’t breathe. I clamped my hand over Barnaby’s nose to stop him from snorting.




Please be a thief, I prayed. Please be a fellow criminal who won’t rat me out.




A key turned in the ignition. The engine coughed, sputtered, and roared to life. The vibration hummed through the metal floor, vibrating up my spine.




“Okay,” a male voice said from the front. A deep, rough voice. A voice that sounded exhausted. “Okay.”




He didn’t check the back. He didn’t look in the rearview mirror (or if he did, he couldn’t see us in the pitch black of the cargo hold).




He put the van in gear.




We lurched forward.




My eyes widened in the dark.




We weren’t just hiding. We were moving.




I had accidentally carjacked myself.




Oh my god, I thought as the van turned a corner, picking up speed. I have kidnapped a pony, and now I have been kidnapped by… a pickle delivery man?




The van hit a pothole. I bounced. Barnaby stumbled and let out a soft whinny.




The driver didn’t hear it over the rattle of the engine. He turned on the radio. Classical music—something sad and heavy with cellos—filled the cabin.




I sat there, paralyzed, holding onto a stolen pony in the back of a stolen van, listening to Bach, as we sped away from the crime scene.




I should have banged on the partition. I should have yelled, “Stop!”




But I didn’t.




Because whoever this guy was, he was driving away from the sirens. He was driving away from the Senator. He was driving away from my felony.




And in my warped, panic-stricken logic, that made him my getaway driver.




“Don’t make a sound,” I whispered into Barnaby’s ear, barely breathing. “We’ll wait until he stops, and then we’ll run.”




Little did I know, this guy wasn’t going to stop. And little did I know, the man driving this van wasn’t a pickle delivery guy.




He was the man whose face had been on the cover of Forbes magazine last month. The man who had just thrown his entire life in the trash.




And I was about to become the most annoying thing that had ever happened to him.




As the city lights faded behind us, replaced by the darkness of the open highway, I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the vibrating metal wall.




“Well, Barnaby,” I thought. “At least it can’t get any worse.”




(Somewhere in the universe, a narrator laughed.)
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Ash


There is a unique kind of silence that exists only at 2:00 AM on a deserted stretch of Interstate 80. It’s not just the absence of noise; it’s the absence of obligation.


For the first time in fifteen years, my phone wasn’t vibrating against my thigh like an angry hornet. My Apple Watch wasn’t tapping out the rhythm of my impending cardiac event. There were no assistants asking me to approve the font size on a press release about my father’s third divorce.


There was just the hum of the tires on asphalt, the rattle of the dashboard, and the smell.


God, the smell.


The van—which I had mentally christened The pickle Wagon—smelled aggressively of vinegar. It was the kind of smell that didn’t just exist in the air; it had soaked into the molecular structure of the upholstery. I felt like I was driving inside a giant, fermented cucumber.


And I didn’t care.


I inhaled the vinegar like it was the finest French perfume. Because vinegar was the smell of anonymity. Vinegar was the smell of a man named Ash Smith who fixed air conditioners or maybe sold illegal fireworks. Ash Smith didn’t have a board of directors. Ash Smith didn’t have a brother who tried to expense a tiger.


I shifted in the driver’s seat. The vinyl was sticky and cracked, digging into my lower back. The suspension on this thing was non-existent; every time I hit a pebble, the entire chassis shuddered like a wet dog shaking off water.


I reached for the radio dial. The classical station had faded into static about fifty miles back. I scanned the frequencies until I landed on a local AM station. A man with a voice like gravel in a blender was ranting about government conspiracies involving fluoride and lizard people.


“…and that’s why the clouds are shaped like hexagons!” the host shouted.


“Solid logic,” I said aloud. “Tell me more, conspiracy man.”


I was talking to myself. This was a new development. Usually, I saved my talking for billable hours. But out here, in the dark, with the headlights cutting a yellow cone through the endless Pennsylvania trees, I felt a strange, manic need to narrate my own liberation.


“I am currently driving a vehicle with the aerodynamic properties of a toaster,” I told the dashboard hula girl, whose grass skirt had mostly disintegrated. “I have two thousand dollars in cash, a duffel bag of clothes that fit poorly, and no destination. I am statistically likely to be murdered by a hitchhiker.”


The hula girl bobbled in agreement.


“Thank you for your support,” I said.


I checked the rearview mirror. Nothing but darkness. No headlights. No flashing red and blue lights. The paranoia that had gripped me in the city was slowly uncoiling in my chest. I had done it. I had actually escaped.


I was hungry, though. I realized I hadn’t eaten since the half-bagel incident at 4:00 PM. I glanced at the passenger seat where I’d tossed my duffel bag. Maybe I had a protein bar in there?


The seat was empty.


I frowned. I distinctly remembered throwing the duffel bag onto the passenger seat when I got in. I glanced over my shoulder into the dark cavern of the cargo hold.


“Must have slid back,” I muttered.


I’d braked hard for a raccoon about twenty miles ago. The bag probably went flying.


“Great,” I sighed. “Now I have to go fishing for my toothbrush in the vinegar cave.”


I focused back on the road. I would stop at the next rest area. Or maybe I wouldn’t stop until Ohio. Or Nebraska. Maybe I would just drive until the van ran out of gas and then walk into the woods and become a cryptid. The Billionaire Bigfoot.


Thump.


The sound came from the back. It was a heavy, dull thud. Like a sandbag falling over.


My hands tightened on the wheel.


“Loose cargo,” I told myself. “It’s the spare tire. Or a rogue jar of pickles the previous owner missed.”


Sneeze.


I froze.


That wasn’t a tire. Tires didn’t sneeze. Tires didn’t make a wet, raspy sound followed by a snuffling noise.


My heart, which had been enjoying its vacation, immediately filed a complaint and started pounding again.


Rats.


It had to be rats. Big ones. The kind of New York City rats that carried knives and smoked cigarettes. They must have been nesting in the back.


“Just rats,” I whispered. “I can deal with rats. I’ll just… open the doors and ask them politely to leave.”


Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.


Okay, that wasn’t a rat. Unless the rat was eating a carrot with the volume and enthusiasm of a woodchipper.


And then, unmistakably: Giggle.


A human giggle. A nervous, high-pitched, female giggle.


My blood turned to ice water.


I wasn’t alone.


Someone was in the back.


My mind instantly cycled through the worst-case scenarios. Scenario A: An assassin hired by my family. Scenario B: A corporate spy. Scenario C: A serial killer who targeted men driving condiment-themed vehicles.


I didn’t panic. I was Arthur Vane. I didn’t panic; I assessed risk.


Risk Assessment: High. Asset Protection: Minimal. Weaponry: I had a tire iron under the seat and a very sharp wit.


I saw a gravel turnout ahead—a scenic overlook that was probably less “scenic” and more “place where teenagers go to drink cheap beer.”


I hit the blinker (habit) and swerved off the highway. The van rattled violently as we hit the gravel. I slammed on the brakes, bringing the beast to a lurching halt.


I killed the engine.


Silence returned. But this time, it wasn’t the silence of freedom. It was the silence of a horror movie right before the jump scare.


I unbuckled my seatbelt slowly. I reached under the seat and my fingers curled around the cold steel of the tire iron.


“Okay,” I whispered. “Let’s meet the murderer.”


I opened the driver’s door and stepped out into the cool night air. The crickets were chirping. The wind was rustling the trees. It was peaceful.


I marched to the back of the van.


My grip on the tire iron tightened. I took a breath.


One. Two. Three.


I grabbed the handle of the rear doors and yanked them open.


The dome light flickered on—a weak, yellow bulb that cast long, creepy shadows.


And I stared.


And stared.


And stared.


“What,” I said, my voice flat, “in the absolute hell is that?”


Lottie


In my defense, the carrot was really loud.


I had been trying to keep Barnaby quiet for two hours. Do you know how hard it is to keep a Shetland pony quiet in a moving metal box? It’s like trying to tell a toddler to whisper at a monster truck rally.


My legs were asleep. My butt was numb from sitting on the corrugated metal floor. And I was fairly certain I had inhaled enough dust bunnies to knit a sweater inside my lungs.


When the van swerved and stopped, I knew the jig was up.


“He stopped,” I whispered to Barnaby, clutching his halter. “He heard you chewing. You chew like a tractor, Barnaby. We talked about this.”


Barnaby just nudged my pocket, looking for more snacks.


“We have to be brave,” I told him, though my own bravery was currently hiding somewhere behind my bladder, which was full and screaming for attention. “Remember, I have a black belt in… watching kung fu movies.”


The back doors flew open.


Light flooded in. It was dim and yellow, but after two hours of pitch black, it felt like staring into the sun.


I squinted, holding up a hand to shield my eyes.


Silhouetted against the night sky was a man.


He was tall. Really tall. He had broad shoulders that filled the frame of the doorway. He was wearing a hoodie and jeans, but he stood like someone who owned the pavement he was standing on.


And he was holding a tire iron.


“What,” he said, his voice deep and vibrating with suppressed rage, “in the absolute hell is that?”


I blinked, my eyes adjusting. I could see his face now.


Oh. Oh my.


He was… handsome. In a scary, I-haven’t-slept-in-a-decade kind of way. He had a jawline that could cut glass and dark eyes that were currently looking at me like I was a radioactive cockroach. He hadn’t shaved in a few days, giving him a scruffy, dangerous look that did unhelpful things to my pulse.


“Hi,” I squeaked.


I cleared my throat and tried for a lower, more authoritative register. “Hi. Good evening. Or morning. What time is it?”


The man didn’t lower the tire iron. “You’re in my van.”


“I am,” I agreed. “It’s a very nice van. Spacious. Good acoustics.”


“And that,” he pointed the tire iron at Barnaby, “is a pony.”


“Emotional support animal,” I lied instantly. “For my… Claustrophobia. Which is acting up right now. Because of the van.”


The man stared at me. He looked at my torn black spandex suit. He looked at the fake cat ears that were currently lopsided on my head. He looked at Barnaby, who was currently licking the tire iron.


“Stop that,” the man snapped at the pony.


Barnaby snorted and pulled back, offended.


“Who are you?” the man demanded. “How long have you been back here?”


“Since the parking garage,” I admitted. “Look, I didn’t mean to stow away. I just needed a place to hide for five minutes, and then you got in and drove off like you were escaping a bank robbery, and I didn’t want to interrupt your flow.”


“You didn’t want to interrupt my flow,” he repeated, deadpan.


“You seemed focused.”


He rubbed his temple with his free hand. He looked exhausted. He looked like a man who was barely holding onto the last thread of his sanity.


“Get out,” he said.


" excuse me?”


“Get out of the van. Take the horse. Take the… whatever that is on your head. And go.”


I scrambled to my knees. “I can’t! We’re in the middle of nowhere! It’s dark! There are probably bears! Or axe murderers!”


“I am currently considering becoming an axe murderer,” he said calmly. “Get. Out.”


“Please!” I clasped my hands together
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