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To all the creative ones out there, keep going. There’s still so much for you to do.
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​​​EPIGRAPH


​​“Sometimes good things fall apart so better things can fall together.”

[image: ]


~Marilyn Monroe
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It wasn’t allowed. Ice-skating on the neighbor’s pond without a parent, especially on a snow day when they weren’t home, was forbidden. Anabel knew that. But this wasn’t about ice-skating. She just needed to see how the pond froze—if the ice was smooth or rough, clear or white. Once she had that information, she could finally enter her world of make-believe. It’s where she liked to be most. She was better there. She didn’t get in trouble, and everything she did was good, not bad. It made her feel light instead of weighed down by worry, like right now. Anabel could turn nothing into everything. At almost eight, she considered it her superpower.

Sitting crisscross applesauce on the kitchen floor, she looked out the tall, skinny windows that ran from floor to ceiling. This had become her morning ritual. As soon as she woke up, she’d grab a pillow from her bed, plop it on the floor, and sit. It was the best way to start the day—some good daydreaming before school and a chance to figure things out, like if today might be the day to ask her dad for lunch money. She was really tired of packing dry Cheerios every day. Her classmates had started calling her Loser Lunchbox or Orphan Anabel. She pretended it was her choice because she just loved Cheerios. That usually shut them up.

The windows, placed about an inch apart, interrupted the view, but there was no missing the blanket of snow stretched across the front yard. It looked like a sheet tucked tightly under a mattress, just like her mom used to do. Not a single ripple or fold. And it didn’t just glisten, it twinkled with colors, like something magical.

She was tempted to run out and make the best snow angel ever, but it would have to wait. First, she had to figure out how to get to the pond without feeling like she was doing something wrong. Spotting a neighbor walking their dog, Anabel had a plan. She’d go for a walk. Nobody ever said that wasn’t allowed.

Free from worry, she jumped up and ran to the foyer. She pulled on her pink puffy coat, pink snow boots, and matching mittens, then headed outside, eager to reach the pond.

The pond was on the next-door neighbor’s property, so it wasn’t far. A trail of packed snow helped her move faster. Someone had been sledding. She smiled, remembering sledding down that hill with her mom, laughing together. She wished it was still like that. But it wasn’t.

Her mom had been gone a lot since becoming a full-time flight attendant six months ago. Now she made more money than Anabel’s dad, and it was easy to see that made him mad. Anabel didn’t understand. Before her mom went full-time, they fought about money. Now they fought about her never being home. It was confusing.

The pond was finally in view. Twigs and frozen leaves crunched under her boots as she rushed to the edge. The ice was as smooth as glass and as powerful as a mirror. Anabel could actually see the sky when she looked down at the surface of the pond. You are not supposed to see the sky when looking down, she thought. She bent her knees and crouched. Anabel’s eyes went wide with awe as she realized the ice was so clear, she could see the bottom.

Needing to get even closer, she got on her stomach and moved so her face was right over the ice. The glare from the sun was pretty strong, so she cupped her hands around her head. She closed her eyes so they could adjust and wondered if the ice was this clear the deeper it got. When she opened her eyes, it was like someone had lifted a curtain. Anabel could see everything: rocks, dirt, green gunk, pennies, two quarters and some leaves.

Anabel shifted, adjusting her mittens, not noticing she was inching further out on the ice. She moved this way and that, trying to get comfortable, until something poked her head.

“Ow!” she muttered, looking up.

A branch from a bush had bent low, arching over the ice like a thin, black spider leg. That’s weird, she thought. It must’ve grown from the edge and kept going under the water. She quickly scooted away, shivering at the thought.

But she ended up near another bush—its branches twisted and bleached white, like skeleton bones. She didn’t like that one either. Some things looked scarier when they were frozen, she decided.

Her mind wandered, and she barely noticed how far she’d drifted from the edge. She thought of last winter, when the pond froze perfectly smooth. She and her mom had gone skating, and she’d seen green weeds trapped beneath the ice. They looked like magic wands frozen in place. She wanted to find them again.

Suddenly, a stream of light pierced the ice to her right. Her heart leapt. She inched closer, keeping her eyes down as the light spread wider, illuminating the weeds beneath.

“Oh! You’re still here!” she whispered, her breath fogging the air.

There were more of them this time—thin, green tendrils, bending gracefully to one side like ballerinas mid-dance. Around them, rust-colored leaves floated in place, like costumes shed dramatically during a performance. As the light flickered, the scene seemed to shift and move, like a show put on just for her.

She could watch them forever. But the light vanished when the clouds rolled in, blotting out the sun. Everything darkened.

Anabel frowned, frustrated. She stood, hands on her hips, glaring at the sky. “You don’t always ruin things, but you did just now!” she scolded.

Without the sunlight, the world felt different—sharper, colder. The bushes and trees around the pond looked stiff and menacing. That’s when she realized how far out she’d gone.

Her breath caught. A crack echoed faintly in the distance. Anabel ignored it, focusing on the bright pink of her boots. Happy thoughts. Safe thoughts. Bubblegum. The color made her smile, even as unease crept in.

She slid one boot forward. “Shush. Shush.” The sound grated in her ears.

Another crack—closer now. Louder. Longer.

Her eyes darted down. A jagged white line split between her boots and water began seeping from it. Anabel froze. Her heart thudded in her chest. The ice groaned beneath her, a sound too alive. Too close.

A deep, hollow snap, like an axe splitting wood, reverberated underneath her. She tried to run, but she fell through before she could even lift her foot.

The frigid temperature of the water shocked her system so intensely she couldn’t breathe. Instantly, everything stopped working. Intense pain ricocheted throughout her body, making it nearly impossible to have any control. When her head surfaced, her eyes felt huge, and it seemed like she’d forgotten how to breathe. Body spasms took over, and it felt like she was choking on nothing.

Her eyes darted frantically, searching for something, anything. The muffled gasps and guttural pleas for air echoed in her ears. It took Anabel a moment to realize they were her own. Each desperate inhale caught in her throat; her body strained for oxygen. Her lungs burned, and the lack of air tightened its grip like a serpent on its prey. If she didn’t reach the edge soon, she knew she’d drown.

The skeletal branches weren’t far, but her limbs felt like lead, every movement a monumental effort. Somehow, inch by agonizing inch, she moved. By some miracle, Anabel got close enough to reach out. Her arm, heavy as stone, broke free of the icy water, fumbling for the frozen bush. Though her fingers were numb and her grip clumsy, she grasped at the branches, but they slipped through her grasp.

Just as she felt herself sliding back into the freezing water, her mitten snagged on a branch, stopping her from descending any further. Impossibly, it held, taut and trembling under her weight. Anabel pulled gently, her hope rising as it seemed to accept her weight. But it was too much. The branch snapped, and in an instant, she was underwater again.

She couldn’t tell if she was inhaling water or holding her breath. Her throat and lungs felt like spears were attacking, their sharp tips on fire. The sensation of it, this type of pain was unlike anything she’d ever felt before, and it terrified her.

She made a mistake, knowing better all along. She’d convinced herself she could handle just looking at the pond, but the temptation, the need to see the frozen beauty below, was too powerful. Now, the weight of her choice was killing her. Maybe she deserved this, but Anabel didn’t want to die. She wanted a chance to make it right.

I’m sorry. Please, God, give me another chance. I’ll never do anything like this again. I promise. I’ll be good.

As the ice-cold water swallowed her whole, Anabel clung to the prayer for as long as she could. Even as it faded. Even when she hit the bottom.
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Anabel, now

The cries for help are raw in the throat, panicked, and seemingly from a child. The ice cracking reverberates through Anabel’s body, making her tense up, bracing herself for the fall into ice-cold water. Desperate, she reaches for the skinny, skeleton-like branch, hoping it will save her, but instead, she sees her hand clutching the top of a dining room chair.

She squeezes her eyes shut and blinks rapidly, willing her vision to focus so she can determine if what she sees is true.

Fearing any movement will take away the possibility that she is, in fact, gripping the top of a dining room chair, Anabel doesn’t move. She waits, and then, interestingly enough, it’s her feet that give the first clue of safety. They don’t feel cold or like they’re stuffed inside winter boots. She looks down. Bare feet.  

Is this real? Or, is my mind playing tricks on me again?

Hesitant to trust, she squeezes her eyes shut again, and when she opens them, her feet are still beneath her and bare. This is good, she thinks. She wiggles her toes, and the sight of them moving makes her trust that no, she is not eight years old, standing in the middle of a frozen pond. She is forty-eight, standing in her dining room, wearing a loose white linen shirt with matching white linen shorts. She stares at her toes, taken by the delicate, petal pink color. 

Mira picked that color, she thinks, and suddenly, memories of getting pedicures with her middle-school-aged daughter Mirabel, comfort her. A small smile flickers across Anabel’s face at how Mira, so sweetly, told her how pretty the color looked against Anabel’s lightly tanned feet. 

She tightens her fingers around the chair’s back, the solidity of it grounding her more. She looks at her hand holding the chair. Her eyes are drawn to the streaks, blonde in color, that interrupt the wood's dark brown base. The beauty she finds there gives her a pinch of relief and confidence that in a minute or two, she’ll remember what happened and all will be right again.

But this type of thing has happened before, and that fact begins to gnaw at her. She’s supposed to be better now. She's worked hard to get better. Her therapist impressed upon her that she was...no, no, is better. So, why the hell has her mind been hijacked by something she did decades ago? 

She scans the dining room, her gaze searching for familiarity, some kind of anchor. Her eyes settle on the French Countryside buffet across the room. Its quiet confidence soothes her, like someone whispering, “I got you.”

It's so perfectly placed, situated behind the so-called “head of the table.” Its deep midnight blue wash is something she has always found delight in. The color softens the wood grain so beautifully, somewhat necessary, given the buffet’s daring length. It simply will never not please. The memory of how she got it holds her like a favorite childhood blanket.

It was Anabel’s favorite set piece on Pick A Side, the show that made her famous. She became someone people adored, not only for her beauty, but because of her portrayal of Detective Fiona Walsh: a woman who led with compassion, strength, and courage to do the right thing, no matter who she was up against. For Anabel, playing Detective Fiona Walsh for four seasons became a benchmark. It was a time when life felt exciting, moving in a direction where dreams come true. It was a time when Anabel was at her best. She was busy, immersed in a role that made her feel necessary and irreplaceable, something actors never feel in Hollywood. Pick A Side was an anomaly and gave Anabel so much, including this blue buffet.

So why did she believe she was back on that ice, about to fall through and possibly die? And why can’t she remember anything from just moments ago? 

She’s been on anti-anxiety medication, reluctantly at first. She had worried it would dull her emotions, make it harder to access them when she needed to perform. But her therapist had reassured her. 

“You’re on hiatus. Now is the time to figure out what works for you.” She would say.

And it was working. The feelings of pure isolation, of bone-deep sadness, of disconnecting with herself, of dissociating, and then the fogginess that would follow, inevitably bringing her to a state of numbness, were gone. This was incredible progress for Anabel. Being able to name her emotions, labeling them with clarity, was something she couldn’t do a few weeks ago. 

The medication has been doing its job, with no red flags. For the first time in months, she felt steadier, clearer, and ready to tell everything she had been through to her one-of-a-kind, made just for her husband, Ryan Patel.

But the guilt Anabel felt, knowing this happened when Ryan was off making his dream come true, made telling him very hard. Taking a year off from her career so he could direct his movie was something she chose to do happily. That was his dream, and she was going to do everything she could to help him achieve it. There was no way she could have known Ryan’s dream would be the catalyst toward losing her mind.  

He was gone so much, that alone would make him feel somehow responsible. She won’t let Ryan take that on. Not now, not ever. So, she kept it from him. 

She had pushed herself in therapy, going twice a week, and her therapist urged her to tell him.

“You are more important than his movie, Anabel. You need to hear that from him.” Her therapist would say. 

Anabel still refused, until recently. His film was done shooting, and Anabel had made so much progress, she felt ready to tell Ryan everything she just went through. 

But now, with what just happened, it feels like such a setback. It has Anabel hesitating. She feels her gut quietly insisting that she wait. There’s something else happening, something bigger. 

She catches a glimpse of herself in the long mirror hanging above the blue buffet. Her body begins to tremble, contradicting the heat creeping up her neck. A red hive blossoms above her collarbone, and her ears are suddenly hot to the touch. She presses her fingers on the hive, wishing she could erase it. 

Has she broken her promise? 

The thought of it sends a chill through her spine. She made a vow that day as she sank to the bottom of the ice-cold pond.

If I survive this, I will be good, I will be better. I promise. 

And for a long time, she was.

She slumps into the dining room chair, staring blankly in front of her. She feels like someone is pulling a loose thread, unraveling her at a pace too fast for her to catch up. Then, a jolt of recognition straightens her up. She’s been staring at a power drill, lying on its side, that’s in front of her. A dusting of white specks, some powder-like, surrounds it.

Did Ryan use it for something? She wonders.

She reaches out, running her fingers through the white substance. It’s dry and reminds her of chalk. Is it plaster? She gazes up, struck by the new glass pendant light hanging above. 

Anabel has collected three others over the years: yellow, turquoise, and violet. Each one marking a dream come true, a milestone conquered, a promise kept. And now, there’s a fourth, and its sapphire blue color is mesmerizing.  

The memory finally clicks into place. She hung it moments ago, because today matters. Because blue is Ryan’s favorite color. 

Anabel’s face suddenly falls. The importance of today hits her heavily. Ryan’s movie isn’t just any movie. He wrote it. Directed it. Fought for it. He adapted it from his favorite, iconic comic book series, Shadow Watchers. It’s a highly anticipated project that studios passed on because Ryan had never directed a feature film before. Epic Street Studios was the only studio to back him, believing in Ryan and his vision for the film. If all goes well this morning, they’ll lock in a Christmas release date, the most coveted spot of the year.

Anabel’s phone suddenly dings. She pats her pockets, not there. Instinctively, she crouches and finds her phone under the dining room table. She unlocks it with a swipe. A text from Ryan: 

I told Cody not to come. I’m hoping this will change your mind because having you here means a lot to me, Anabel. You can still make it if you leave now.

She frowns. Of course, she is going! Why would Ryan think otherwise? Did they argue this morning? She doesn’t remember that happening, but then again, she’s not remembering much. 

“Siri, call Ryan,” Anabel says, looking at her phone.

She clicks the speaker icon and waits for him to answer as she scrolls through her texts. One with a blocked number catches her eye. There’s only a video and no note. Weird, Anabel thinks. She takes in the image of the thumbnail. It’s a little blurry, but it feels familiar, like deja vu. She zooms in, and her breath catches.

She drops the phone as if it were burning her hand. The call to Ryan cuts off as the device clatters to the floor. Shame slams into Anabel, and her body shudders. It’s a feeling she thought she buried long ago. 

But here it is creeping in, settling over her like a dark, gloomy cloud. Its partner in crime, Fear, rolls in right behind, bringing with it hurtful memories of a childhood Anabel’s worked hard to forget.

Living in her house as a kid, she always felt like she was walking on eggshells, never knowing when her dad was going to be in a good mood or a bad mood. Anabel simply pretended everything was okay. She retreated to the safe places of her imagination and hid there. This is when she realized fear was a helper. It would alert her that her dad was coming. It would get her out of her make-believe world so she could hear his booming voice and flee to her bedroom, the bathroom, or the front yard (one can’t get yelled at or hit when people are watching).

Today’s fear feels very different, though. It doesn’t feel like it’s there to help her. It feels like it’s there because of her. 

Suddenly, a small flicker, a snapshot of recollection flashes through her mind.

A young man. A woman. Inside. Close together. Behind a group of people. His hand falls onto her backside and caresses...

Anabel’s heart races, and reluctantly, she plays the video. Five seconds, that was it. The video was five seconds and suddenly, she remembers everything.

“Oh my God,” she whispers, a chill running down her spine.

She knows this woman, knows this woman well, and now, panic grips her. She wishes she didn’t know any of it. She wishes she could go back in time. She wishes she could change the fact that the woman in the video is her. 

No one is going to see the truth. They’ll just see Anabel tangled up in a scandalous affair with a much, much younger man. No one will ever believe she had ended it or that she had no idea what she was doing was real. 

Anabel stares at her phone, the video replaying in her mind like a nightmare on loop. A sharp, gnawing chill of fear takes over. Someone sent this to her. Someone has this, and that someone clearly wants to destroy her. 

She starts to hyperventilate and just wants to call Ryan, hear his voice, have him tell her it’s all going to be okay, but that will never happen, not now. 

She shut her eyes, inhaling through her nose like her therapist had taught her. Her heart thundering against her chest as she tries to calm herself down, tries to think.

Then, maybe, just maybe something will come to light, and she'll be able to somehow pick up the pieces of everything she’s broken and put them back together again.
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Ryan, now and then

He hits send, hoping Anabel sees it immediately. He doesn’t understand why she changed her mind. He always thought Cody and Anabel got along so well. Telling her he may be joining them this morning wasn’t something he ever imagined would cause her to stay behind. The look on her face when he mentioned it, told him very differently. As much as Anabel tried to hide it, he could read that she wanted nothing to do with Cody. It makes zero sense.

Sitting at his desk, a photo of Anabel and their daughter, a then seven-year-old Mirabel, takes up the entire screen of his desktop. This is one of Ryan’s favorite pictures. Both his girls are all smiles, showing off their identical dimples and darling faces. He looks at Anabel’s face in the picture and feels almost betrayed. 

A part of him wants to rush home and find out what’s going on. Another part is mad at her for not being by his side. Today is the day they have both been waiting for. He feels alone in a way that is so unexpected. He wanted to share this with his wife. What he has accomplished is something he never thought he was capable of. It was Anabel who knew he was. She knew from the moment he shared his dream of making this movie, he would succeed far beyond his own expectations. She knows how far he has come. She knows how much he wants her by his side, so this turn of events has Ryan rattled. Rattled in a way he hasn’t felt in a very long time.

It reminds him of what he used to be like when he was growing up, uncomfortable in his own skin. Thinking about that peculiar teenager he once was, is bittersweet. He takes in the feeling as he stares at the faces of the two most important people to him on his computer screen. Things almost didn’t go his way. 

It’s amazing how someone or something can change your life, the way they teach you, without you even realizing it. Ryan remembers the moment, the person who changed everything for him. He lets it come back to him now. It was a day that seemed doomed, but someone intervened and changed his life for the better. He hopes the same will happen today.

******
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When Ryan sat down for his interview with Max Turner of Turning Page Films, he was prepared for the usual polite conversation that was meant to, but never did, mask the brutal judgment he always encountered. He wore the understanding that this interview was pointless, as a kind of armor, which would be used to deflect the onslaught of confused side-eye glances that always came before a word was even uttered. He figured he’d get out of there unscathed in just a few minutes because he would encourage the impression that he didn’t fit in at Turning Page Films. Not hard to do when that was actually the case. 

Plus, after his stellar interview with Root Comics, the number one comic book publishing house, he felt sure he landed that internship. He just had to get the official call from them, and then his dream of interning at the publishing house that made his favorite comic book series, Shadow Watchers, would come true. 

He just hadn’t anticipated how important it was to his mom that he go to this stupid interview. He understood she and Max were each other’s besties, or whatever the fuck, so when Max made him sit there while he fussed over setting up his desk, Ryan found it odd and rude. He watched Max set an egg timer for ten minutes, not once acknowledging Ryan.

This just made Ryan take inventory of all the reasons why she shouldn’t be there: he was shy, avoided any type of conflict, and if that weren’t possible, he would deflect with sarcasm and quick wit. He didn’t like the word debate and didn’t believe there was any such thing as a “healthy one.” Debate was just another word for argue. He wasn’t into sports. Didn’t watch them and only participated in them when being graded, therefore, his body was on the softer side, making him come across as weak, physically and mentally.

Ryan looked down at the hangnail he was picking at on his finger. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t just get up and leave. He didn’t want to make his mom look bad. 

Ryan decided to do what he did at his Root interview: pitch Max. He cleared his throat and gave the best pitch ever. So, it was unnerving when all Max did was engage in eye contact.

Ryan pulled the hangnail off his finger, causing it to bleed. 

“Do you? Is there a first aid kit nearby, or a Band-Aid?” Ryan asked.

“Why do you care about stories?” Max suddenly asked.

The egg timer went off, preventing Ryan from answering. Max stood up and grabbed the script he was reading. 

Over the egg timer’s sound, Max said, “Be here Friday.”

“That’s tomorrow,” Ryan loudly responded.

“Then be here tomorrow.”

Max abruptly left, leaving Ryan simmering with questions. He turned the timer off with subtle rage, wondering what the hell had just happened.

After two weeks of interning at Turning Page Films, Ryan received a rejection email from Root Comics. Now, not only was he completely depressed from being rejected, he was also completely discouraged with being asked to do things that had nothing to do with writing or developing movies: cleaning the office fridge, ordering office supplies, taking lunch orders, coffee orders, etc. 

Fed up with having become the office maid, he approached Max.  

“I’m sorry, but I’m not, you’ll have to find someone else to do the cleaning. That’s not, I’m not that person,” Ryan said quietly but firmly.

“Really? What kind of person are you, Ryan?”

A group of men, all dressed in gray suits, swaggered into the conference room, led by Max’s assistant, David. They oozed power.

“I, I am the kind of person who would like to be in that room during that meeting,” 

“I was wondering when you were going to get sick of doing all that other bullshit,” Max started walking away but added, “Sit with David. Take notes. We’ll talk after the meeting.”

Two weeks later, Ryan sat in a chair against the wall in the conference room, adrenaline rushing through him as he was about to witness Warner Bros. buy the screenplay he had been an integral part of. He was learning so much about himself and what he wanted to do. It was powerful and meaningful, and it was all because of Max. 

Ryan’s excitement surged when Max nudged the conversation gently into business by introducing a different script. He didn’t realize that was a red flag. When Max told Warner Bros they would be saving a lot more money with this “other script”, it became obvious Max was being greedy and gross.  

Ryan’s face flushed red as panic set in, and suddenly, not only were his armpits wet, he could now smell his own body odor. Fueled by outrage, Ryan suddenly had a strong case of “fuck it.”

“So, hey, hi, sorry to um, interrupt here,” Ryan said, slowly rising from his chair as all heads turned in his direction.

Ryan directed the conversation back to Josh’s script, highlighting how well Josh implemented their notes, thus accomplishing everything they had asked for. Though it caused Ryan to sweat, and smell, it was because of him that the meeting ended with Josh getting the deal he deserved. 

Max told Ryan to meet in his office, and he was on him like a bear, “You had the balls to override me in there?” Max said pointedly.

“How could I not?! You were too busy throwing Josh under the bus. I couldn’t stand by and let that happen. So, I did what I had to do,” Ryan felt Max’s stare in the pit of his stomach but he didn’t back down, “You think because you’ve got a furrowed brow and, and, and lots of dark hair on your forearms, with buckets of success, that that means you can just take away somebody’s opportunity? Whenever the mood strikes you!? I know you to be mean, very often rude, and of course intimidating, but never greedy. So, thank you for showing me how not to behave.”

Ryan recognized a faint smile that crept up Max’s face. 

“Why do you like stories?” Max asked.

Ryan stared at him blankly. He knew the answer, but he was still processing everything. 

“You know, your mother said you had great potential. That you were a very talented writer, but talent without balls never lasts in this business. You have to have both. Now, Ryan, you do. So, go make those stories because everyone is going to want to see them.”

Ryan was at a loss. How do you thank someone who helped you discover you really are the person you always wanted to be?

******
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Beeping from the office kitchen brings Ryan back. He can smell the coffee that’s now ready. He smiles at how Max used to make him brew coffee, for no one. It amazes him how Max knew just what to do to get him out of his shell, out of his own way. The smile fades, as he wants so badly to share all of this with Anabel. But she’s not coming, and he can’t understand why. 

He keeps flip-flopping between anger and hurt. This is not how he thought this morning was going to go. She is supposed to be with him for this. 

A sense of urgency suddenly washes over him, as if time were slipping through his fingers. He checks his phone. Anabel hasn’t replied. He’s not even sure she has read his text. 

A cold knot started forming in Ryan’s stomach. It wasn’t just the screening Anabel is avoiding. Something has shifted between them, and he fears it might be too late to fix it. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3
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Anabel, now

She moves toward the French doors that make up the dining room’s entire back wall. The sun pours through its many small windows, casting golden light across the room. Outside, the view is heavenly: lush greenery, flowers in bloom, and a sky so blue it almost feels surreal. But the beauty escapes Anabel. She stands in the sun, so still, as if any movement might break her.

The reality of her betrayal lands hard, and now, someone has not so subtly let her know that it's no longer in the past, hidden from view. It’s here and completely out of her control. This provokes a deep, unrestrained rush of panic inside Anabel because now, there is nothing she can do to fix what she’s done. No amount of therapy is going to make this video go away. She’s done. It’s over for her. She will be publicly judged, humiliated, and then thrown away. There’s no coming back from this.

Anabel touches the necklace she’s wearing. Her fingers pull at the letter “R” charm, swishing it side to side.

“What have I done?” she whispers to herself in a shaky voice.

The promise she broke was undeniable, and the catastrophe she set in motion loomed with devastating clarity. Ryan’s movie is now in jeopardy. Evidence of Cody Quinn sleeping with the director’s wife will undoubtedly derail its trajectory. Some of the fans were already skeptical of Ryan choosing such a young, unknown actor, but now, if this comes out? This movie may never see the light of day. Epic could scrap the whole thing and start over with someone else. It’s been done before, with circumstances much less problematic.

Staring outside, Anabel suddenly feels a little wobbly. She reaches up and steadies herself with her hand on one of the small windows. Looking out into the backyard has always given her a sense of comfort and safety. It’s always been a haven for her and Ryan, and such a wonderful playground for their daughter, Mira. She remembers working tirelessly, joyfully, to make sure the backyard had that natural English garden flow while planting the right things to attract the rare fireflies of Southern California.

She settled on Blue Grama Grass for its wispy stems and Morning Glories for their vibrant color. The path to the pool was lined with creeping purple Phlox, blending seamlessly with the slate stones. Everything she planted enhanced the natural aesthetic the oak trees already provided. She made sure the party lights struck the perfect balance—not too bright, not too dim. It became a place where you felt at home and then, when you blinked, you’re suddenly in Italy, or a secret garden in England, or maybe a home in the countryside of France.

Anabel looks at it quite intently now. She lowers her hand as her eyes bounce from one thing to another in the backyard. It has everything you could
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