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“Something at last is really, really, really happening to me.”


—ELEANOR LANCE,


The Haunting (1963)
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Margaret Davies scrubs and scrubs but she knows she’ll just have to refinish the deck.


At least the spot where she found the dead sheep this morning. Not that she could recognize the animal at first. The poor dear had been bludgeoned and torn to shreds, hopefully in that order.


By the looks of it, the sheep had already bled into the wood for hours before Maggie, mug of breakfast tea in hand, rounded the corner and spotted the rotting shape outside the sliding-glass door. The sight could have ruined her morning, but one only gets so many mornings, or at least that’s what Kathy always said. So when Maggie found the sheep, she simply sat down at the table, sipped her tea, and watched the sated flies buzz against the glass before standing with a sigh to gather tarp, brush, and bucket.


The faint glint of an ear tag under the rising sun was how she ended up identifying the creature: not one from her own flock, thankfully—it was from her neighbor’s farm down the road. But it didn’t matter whose it was. What mattered was where it had been placed. Everyone on Otters Island knew it had been a bad summer.


What remained of the sheep’s wool was stained a deep, almost black shade of crimson except for two perfect white rings around its bent and broken hind legs. The front limbs were missing. Typical, Maggie thought, when she noticed their absence. The face had been brutalized to the point that it was no longer a face, really, just a bloody snout protruding from the carnage.


First Maggie rolled the ewe—it was female; she could tell that much—onto the tarp, wrapped it up, then dragged it down the deck stairs, the carcass thumping sickeningly against each step. Crows waiting in the surrounding firs had already discovered the body by the time Maggie finished vaulting back up the steps—two at a time, to keep limber and stave off osteoporosis. Kathy would have been proud, always begging Maggie to go on those long walks she took out to the overlook, where you could see Canada on a sunny day. But Kathy’s mornings ran out last year.


At least her wife hadn’t died like this sheep, suddenly and violently, although perhaps she would have preferred that to chemotherapy in Anacortes.


On her hands and knees now, rubbing the cedar deck furiously, her left arm aching from the friction, Maggie can do no more. Animal removal will come by later in the day. Word will spread from there. The only decision to be made is when to restain the wood. No point doing it so late in the season, when the rain will just reverse her labor. Then again, waiting until April will mean being reminded of this grisly scene all fall and winter long.


But that was the point, wasn’t it? To be reminded.




[ One ]




CatchChat.com


TRexDerickson • 9.18.19 • 10:20 PM


OK, Catchers. I know it’s taken me longer than usual to bring you your week nine spoilers but I finally have the scoop on the Final Four. My source in production says the remaining contestants are currently en route to Otters Island, Washington. (Remember how I told you back in July that they were going to film the penultimate week in Japan? Well, I guess they finally looked up the cost of airfare to Tokyo! Now they’re going somewhere that has more sheep than people.)


Anyway, I can now reveal that Glamstapix “co-founder” Jeremy Blackstone—a.k.a. America’s most eligible bachelor *rolls eyes*—sent home mommy vlogger Rebecca Patton and pharmaceutical sales representative Zoey Sykes during the week eight Elimination Event in Sacramento. That means your official Final Four are: Christian influencer Lilah-Mae Adams, fashion vlogger Amanda Parker, auto show model Vanessa Voorhees, and HR rep Renee Irons.


I’ll post a new thread the minute my source comes through with more Elimination details, but if I were you, I wouldn’t expect any surprises. Amanda and Vanessa are still your frontrunners this season, like they have been since week two, but I hear Jeremy may be leaning toward Vanessa heading into the finale.


There’s only one complication: production was apparently counting on Vanessa to be the villain in the final edit, so if Jeremy does end up proposing to her, they’ll have to switch things around. But my source says it’s NBD. Villains have won The Catch before. Gretchen from season four had a hit-and-run on her record and she still pulled it off, remember?




CatchTheseHands • 9.18.19 • 10:22 PM


T-Rex! I knew you would never abandon us. Some people were starting to think you had gone extinct (pun intended) but no way were you going to leave us in the dark when they’re about to wrap filming. Thank you for these spoilers, but also I’m #TeamAmanda so I kind of don’t want to believe you about Vanessa being the top choice.




GlamstaRicks • 9.18.19 • 10:24 PM


I’m just glad Lilah-Mae isn’t making a late-season surge. Anyone else get serious Children of the Corn vibes from her Glamstapix videos?




CatcherInTheSky • 9.18.19 • 10:25 PM


Just because she’s a Christian doesn’t mean she’s creepy, GlamstaRicks. I know it’s cool on this forum to hate on the religious contestants, but it’s getting old.




GlamstaRicks • 9.18.19 • 10:26 PM


Umm, I’m a Christian? My problem isn’t her religion, it’s her spouting that prosperity gospel garbage all over social media. Jesus wants you to love people, he doesn’t want you to get rich quick selling leggings to your old high-school friends.




CatchMods • 9.18.19 • 10:30 PM


Moderators here. Let’s all be mindful of the forum rules about discussing contestants’ religions. T-Rex dropped spoilers in here 10 minutes ago and we’re already having to delete some comments.
















DexIsMyZaddy • 9.18.19 • 10:35 PM


So the Catch is going to pick the tiny blond girl with the perfect tits. Shocker.










Renee


The plane hits a bit of turbulence and Renee Irons can’t help but picture it going down, the oxygen masks falling from the cabin ceiling like discarded party favors, the screams of the other passengers sounding high and shrill, as though anything could stop the flame from consuming them all in the end. Some people think it would be an awful way to die but the only terror lies in the waiting—the minute or so it takes at high altitude for your oxygen-deprived brain to give up on self-preservation. When the jet slams into the ground, death comes too quick for it to hurt.


“Trash?” the flight attendant asks, walking down the aisle one last time before the descent, jarring Renee out of her grim reverie. “Trash? Trash?”


The man with frosted tips twenty years past their expiration date says it like a question, but as he draws nearer to the Catch girls, Renee hears his tone become a touch more declarative.


“Trash? Trash? Trash.”


To be fair, Renee has made the same association before. Reality show contestants aren’t unlike the two half-empty bags of pretzels Renee throws out as the flight attendant walks past her row: mostly air, empty calories consumed rapidly and forgotten just as fast.


That includes Renee, too, she supposes. Maybe she’s read more books than the other girls, but whenever she catches herself feeling superior, she remembers she made the same choice they did to come on this show. Whoever they were before, they’re heading to the same place now. Ultimately, they’ll all be flattened into pixels and LEDs, reduced to the stuff of sorority house small talk and boxed-wine-fueled internet debates.


Amanda fidgets in the seat to Renee’s right, brushing her middle-parted strawberry blond hair out of her face before dropping her hands to her lap. Some empty pretzel bags are prettier than others, Renee muses, catching herself staring at Amanda’s nose. She tries to decide whether she was born with it, or whether a surgeon had shaped it into a perfect button, though the answer isn’t important, because it’s cute either way.


“Here we go!” Amanda chirps, turning to face her, smiling through a bump. “Two more weeks!”


“Well, for half of us,” Renee says.


Amanda tightens her seatbelt around the waist of her purple floral-print leggings.


“Oh, girl! I’m sure Jeremy’s taking you to the finale. Did you see the way he was staring at you back at the airport?”


Gross.


Yes, Renee had noticed Jeremy’s leering back at the gate. This is partly why she half-wishes that one—or both—of the jet’s engines would fail, although if she’s being honest with herself, those thoughts long predate her time on this stupid show. The other girls might like the lust in Jeremy’s gaze. A few years ago, it would have made Renee feel wanted, too. Desire can be such a heady substitute for self-confidence. But she’s trying to stop searching for herself in the eyes of others—especially the dead eyes of a greasy-haired gym junkie.


Amanda is still eyeing her expectantly, as if she’d just missed the part where Renee gushed about the Catch. The light turbulence of the plane nosing down saves Renee, mercifully, from having to lie.


“Have you ever been to Seattle?” she asks Amanda instead.


A question for a question. It’s a strategy that usually works when Renee wants to hide how she’s feeling. Most people like talking about themselves more than they even realize. Renee knows she can get away with only doling out tiny, diet-size slices of herself in her few friendships if she just keeps her interlocutors talking. That’s how none of her coworkers back in Tampa know her birthday or her alma mater or that her favorite food is steak frites, and the evasion always works unless the person you’re talking to—


“No, have you been?” Amanda asks.


Damn it.


Renee hadn’t pegged her for the curious type.


“I’ve only been once,” Renee offers, “but I thought you would have come here for a fashion event at some point?”


“A fashion event in Seattle? What, like a raincoat runway walk? A North Face show?”


Amanda throws her head back and laughs at her own joke. Renee would never tell anyone, and she can barely admit it to herself, but she finds that squeaky giggle sort of charming. The sound of it makes the insides of her elbows feel funny, like they used to back in high school when her history teacher would announce a pop quiz and Renee had forgotten to do the reading.


Amanda probably never did her reading. She looks like the kind of girl who would have copied off of Renee. And Renee would have let her.


The plane tilts down at a steeper grade, then banks right. Through the window just past Amanda’s face, Renee can see the Seattle skyline come into view, a thousand white lights blinking against the inky night, construction cranes like enormous glowing crosses filling the few empty spaces between buildings.


“I don’t know,” Renee says, unthinking, distracted by the sight. “I think you’d make a great puffy-vest model.”


Renee feels instantly stupid and daubs away the light sweat forming on her forehead with a napkin. Amanda has already turned to stare out the oval window at the city below them. She may not have even heard.


Anyway, Amanda is the kind of girl who can swim straight through compliments hardly noticing them, like a guppy floating downriver. Maddening how that only seems to make her more beautiful.


“I think I see the Space Needle . . .” Amanda says, her face still glued to the window.


Renee is left by herself to listen to the cacophony of final descent: seatbelts clicking into place, tray tables locking into position, a waking baby crying somewhere in the back. She quickly scans the cabin of the plane, glancing at the young couple holding hands in the row across from them, and giving a polite but dutiful smile to the older woman next to her who’d joked that she always chooses aisle seats because her bladder is the size of a walnut now. Is this all there is waiting for Renee? Love, maybe, and then decay? Her body catching up with the rot in her brain?


Renee turns back toward Amanda and tries to drown out the noise, watching over the other girl’s shoulder as the plane descends, slowly—too slowly—and lands not with a fireball but with the dull thud of tires on tarmac, the earth insisting that Renee spend another day on its surface.




Vanessa


The musky sea air is a welcome reprieve from the cloud of Chanel Chance that Vanessa Voorhees has been inhaling ever since she and Amanda piled into the back of the same SUV at Sea–Tac. After living with a gaggle of girls for two months, she isn’t sure how much more estrogen she can take.


Shivering, she stares out at the blackness. The others, jet-lagged and weary, had trudged upstairs to the warmth of the heated passenger lounge once the rented fleet of Catch cars were all loaded onto the ferry, but Vanessa wanted a moment alone here on the vehicle deck before joining them.


Before her is a rusted rail and beyond it, a moonless abyss. Huge halogen bulbs housed in hazy plastic casings cast a bilious yellow pall over the concrete but fail to illuminate the darkness. Her inner ear and the sound of the 4,000-ton vessel pushing through the waves are her only clues that the boat is even moving. A look around confirms that apart from the Catch cars, there’s only a smattering of Jeeps and old Subarus parked on the deck. Very few people make the late-night trek to this island, shocker.


The eerie surroundings are more than worth the time away from Amanda’s yammering. Maybe upstairs she has found a local who’s interested in hearing about the difference between Glamstapix’s Glimmer feature and ClickClack’s Bursts, but Vanessa would much rather stay here and enjoy the dully roaring, reassuring constancy of the churning water.


Still, it would be too creepy to stay down here for long if it didn’t smell so nice, like sweat and salt, like her guy friends back home in Denver—a lot like Jeremy, come to think of it, sour and sweet.


God, she loves how he tastes. Vanessa wishes she could be burying her face in his neck right now instead of heading toward yet another empty hotel-room bed. Hopefully she doesn’t have a roommate this week. Back in Sacramento, Becca tried to make her stay up late and do DIY gel manicures and Vanessa wondered if she had died and gone to hell.


Only two more weeks, she reminds herself.


Then the other girls will be back home hawking subscription boxes on social media while Vanessa and Jeremy fuck each other in a dozen different countries, and preferably as close to the equator as possible. This boat really is freezing. It’s not like any of them would even know what to do with the eponymous Catch if they, well, caught him. Lilah-Mae probably wouldn’t even blow him, not that the beauty queen is anywhere near as innocent as she pretends to be.


Vanessa leans out over the railing and tries to let her eyes adjust to the darkness.


Soon, she can make out enormous shapes, monoliths hovering in the middle distance, titans lying in wait. Looking closer, she sees that they are cliffs, coastal ones, dotted by hundreds of trees emerging from the crags like bony fingers reaching for the stars. The water slapping against the hull of the boat sounds as though it’s trying to climb its way up the deck. And there, skittering between the gray lines of the trees, Vanessa can swear she sees something—a shadow, an animal?—scurrying along the cliffside nearest the ferry.


She leans out farther over the railing, away from the yellow light of the vehicle deck, to keep tracking its movement. What is it?


A cougar? A wolf ?


The cold, corroding steel bar between Vanessa and the sea presses into her abdomen as she leans farther. She can almost identify the thing.


Maybe a bear?


With a jolt, the hulking vessel lurches starboard. Vanessa feels her feet slipping as her center of gravity bends over the rail, toward the darkness, toward the water. She yelps as her toes lose purchase on the concrete.


Her pupils dilated now, she sees frothy white caps eager to swallow her. She flails, trying to bend her arms back at an unnatural angle to grab the railing before she plummets into the cold expanse below.


“I’ve got you.”


The man’s voice sounds close behind her, and then an arm around her waist pulls her back down onto the deck, which a moment ago was as calm as a cruise ship but is now rocking like a duck boat on a stormy day. In the course of a second, Vanessa’s racing heart halves its pace. She takes a step away from the railing for good measure, then turns to greet her rescuer, only to find herself looking at an almost cartoonishly handsome man in his midfifties, his skin nearly wrinkle-free thanks to a readily apparent Botox regimen, his eyes green, his smile bleached-white, and his hair silver-dyed-brown.


Dex Derickson. America’s matchmaker.


“Jesus,” Vanessa finally exhales. “Thanks, Dex. You just saved me from becoming Shamu food.”


Dex looks as confused as his face allows. The guy’s had more work done than some of the models Vanessa knows.


“Oh, it’s no problem . . .” the host stammers, clearly searching his mind for her name.


“Vanessa?”


Vanessa can’t really afford to be offended, not after what he just did for her, but still, they’ve been filming for weeks. He’s met her at three Day Dates and countless Elimination Events, and they even shared a car once in Newport.


“No, of course, I knew that,” Dex protests, but Vanessa can tell from the overpowering smell of Scotch on his breath that she’s even luckier to be alive than she first imagined. The host of The Catch has the same empty-eyed expression as the wax doppelgänger of him at Madame Tussauds that Vanessa once saw while working Vegas. And honestly, the Network could probably replace him with a convincing facsimile at this point because he barely says anything when they film—just empty catchphrases like, “Ladies, this is the last corsage,” and, “It’s time, Jeremy. Make your choice.”


Vanessa’s lost count by now of the number of auto shows she’s done. The hundreds of handsy suburban dads she’s had to dodge all blur together into one beer-flushed pudgy face. But even she puts more effort into her job than Dex does.


The boat leans port and the host stumbles before righting himself.


“I just didn’t recognize you from behind is all,” he says, too late now to be believable. “Are you excited to go to, um, Marlin Island?”


“Otters Island,” Vanessa corrects him, but that’s all she knows about it, except for the fact that it’s so far north it’s practically Canada. She overheard the crew guy in her car complaining that his cell phone thought he had gone international and started charging him for roaming.


“Whatever,” Dex says, getting a little surly now. He strolls past Vanessa to lean on the railing that was almost the last thing Vanessa ever touched.


Oh, Jeremy.


God, what if she had never seen him again? Not being able to get him alone these past few weeks has been torture. She wasn’t expecting to like him so much and even now it’d be hard to explain why she does, but he’s fun and interesting and not at all who you’d expect the co-founder of a major tech company to be.


Dex looks down over the railing and Vanessa thinks about warning him. Did he not see what just happened to her? But he doesn’t seem in the mood to be nagged. So instead, she stands behind him, keeping her legs rigid against the rolling of the boat, examining the small bald spot on the back of his head—one that has pointedly never been captured by a camera.


“We almost got Tokyo, you know,” the host calls back over his shoulder. “I had a whole spiel about it. I told Network we can get great B-roll and great sushi rolls there. But instead, we’re here on this . . . piece of rust”—at that, Dex taps the metal railing.


“Yeah, why here?” Vanessa asks.


Maybe it’s because she almost died, but so far this doesn’t feel like the sort of escapist fantasy The Catch usually likes to showcase at the end of a season. Usually they go to Fiji or Vietnam, not the fucking North Pole.


“Ha, well between all the tax breaks and local sponsorships, we’re practically making money filming up here.”


Dex doesn’t turn to face her, craning his head down at the water instead. Vanessa wonders for a moment if he’s going to throw up. How he can hold down his liquor on a ship that’s more nausea-inducing than the Disneyland teacups is beyond her. Then again, he’s had a lot of practice.


Sad.


Dex could probably still be hot if he still had some life left in him—if he weren’t a husk of the more virile man he used to be back when Vanessa’s stepmom made her watch The Catch with her on Tuesday nights, trying to force her into bonding over mandatory “girl time.” She hated the show growing up—never could have imagined being on it. But she also never anticipated modeling to pay off her student debt after going premed only to never go back to school because she couldn’t imagine taking out still more loans. Even if she doesn’t get a rich husband out of the show, which is honestly close to a guarantee at this point, she’ll at least get the kind of boost to her modeling career only a post-Catch Glamstapix follower can provide.


“Maybe Jeremy and I will go to Japan for our honeymoon,” she says, shoving her hands into the front pouch pocket of her fur-trim anorak as the wind shifts direction.


A cold gust blows bow to stern, whistling as it funnels through the entire length of the vessel’s open-air deck. Dex remains at the rail, the ship’s bobbing momentarily ceased.


“If he can afford it,” Dex whips back, almost casually. A slight trailing away of his voice signals to Vanessa that, even in his drunkenness, he instantly regrets saying it.


Wait, what?


Jeremy founded the world’s most popular photo-sharing app. He’s loaded—in a very different sense than the way Dex is loaded right now.


“What do you . . .” Vanessa starts to ask, but before she can finish, Dex is stepping backward from the railing to stand at her side, his face ashen, suddenly looking as sober as a nun on Sunday morning. He grabs Vanessa by the wrist, wild-eyed.


“Arm,” he says, urgency in his voice, pointing at the railing.


“Arm?” Vanessa says. “What about your arm?”


Is he about to have a fucking stroke?


“No, an arm. Water.”


Huh? The man can barely form a sentence. He points dumbly toward the sea again.


Vanessa walks back to the railing, hesitant to get too close this time. Looking down at the frothing wake and scanning backward to account for the distance the boat must have traveled while Dex was tongue-tied, Vanessa sees . . . nothing. Nothing but halogen lights above her bouncing off whitecaps below. Maybe he saw a stick or a piece of seaweed—or maybe the miniature bottle of Macallan poking out of the pocket of his pullover fleece is the simplest explanation of all. Vanessa spots the glint of it as she turns around to find Dex still looking nauseated.


“There’s nothing there,” she says. “Maybe you saw a piece of driftwood?”


“No, it was bloated and, and waterlogged and . . . fleshy-looking. It wasn’t a piece of wood, it was . . .”


But even as Dex speaks, Vanessa can see that he’s starting to doubt himself. The boat begins to wobble in earnest again. What their fearful leader needs right now is a nap.


“It was probably nothing,” Vanessa says, finishing Dex’s sentence for him.


“Right,” Dex agrees, but doesn’t look entirely convinced. “Right. I think I’m going to go back to my car. I’ll see you on Fish Isle or whatever the hell it’s called.”


Probably for the best. He can go hallucinate all he wants in the comfort of his chauffeured Mercedes. Vanessa just nods back.


“Good luck and everything,” Dex says, apparently too self-conscious to walk away just yet. “And, hey, I’m glad you didn’t fall in. Can you imagine the lawsuits?”


He says it like it’s a joke—but barely—then turns and strides off toward the bow of the deck, his footing uncertain, his legs almost buckling as the boat bobs. Still, he’s right. Vanessa needs some luck—just a dash of it. There are still three other girls upstairs to push out before she can be with Jeremy. There’s a game left to play, and she’s not winning it down here, looking at shapes in the dark.




Lilah-Mae


The Lord has a plan for me, Lilah-Mae Adams mouths, standing in front of the streaky mirror of the ferry ladies’ room.


She has to remind herself of that sometimes because it has been hard to keep sight of His will through all the hot tubs and histrionics. Once the season is over, she can get back to the real work of building a worship service for the digital age, hopefully with Jeremy’s Glamstapix connections to help launch it. Imagine an entire generation coming to Jesus through the very platform that has led so many—young women especially—to stray from Him. It will be glorious.


But Lilah-Mae is getting ahead of herself. What she really needs to work on right now is her hair. She fidgets with the clip of the extension she could feel coming loose on the plane, trying to determine if it’s salvageable or if she needs to ask a producer for a salon pit stop on this Podunk island. Though based on this eternal sailing time, she wouldn’t be surprised if the people who live out there used horse hair or something.


She’ll get keratin fusion extensions after she wins, of course. Jesus always said he wants his followers to live more abundantly, and Lilah-Mae’s abundance is coming soon. She can feel it as surely as she can feel the boat shifting back and forth beneath her, rolling with the waves.


With a satisfying snap, she clips the extension back into place and smooths the artificial strands with her fingers, carefully blending them into her long, chestnut-brown tresses until they become indistinguishable from each other. These darn things are lot of work but her oblong face would look terrible without them—or at least that’s what her mom told her when she was twelve, right before her first pageant.


“Don’t you look pretty now?” were her mother’s exact words after helping her style the extra hair for the first time—emphasis on now.


The Catch is a lot like a pageant when it comes down to it. Getting an engagement ring out of Jeremy should be about as easy as bringing home the Miss Dallas–Fort Worth crown was last year. Lilah-Mae just has to stay focused and keep smiling.


Every time she’s had to play pool volleyball or go bobbing for apples in the same bucket as a dozen other girls, the residue from all of their makeup swirling in a disgusting film on the surface of the water, she remembers the Bible verse tattooed on her foot: 1C924.


“Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize?”


That prize will be hers. Then The Catch can become an increasingly distant piece of her backstory—another part of her past that can be forgotten.


Behind her, the stall doors swing back and forth on their hinges, flapping like loose jaws as the vessel rocks side to side, port to starboard and back again. Some of the hinges squeal as they open and close, their faint howling echoing through the empty space.


Lilah-Mae envies Jesus right about now for being able to walk across stormy seas.


No matter, she has to focus on getting this right. Smiling big now, her teeth seeming to absorb all of the ferry bathroom’s fluorescent light, Lilah-Mae speaks forth suddenly and animatedly, as if possessed: “This week on The Catch, we’re headed to Otters Island, a remote and luxurious getaway in the beautiful Pacific Northwest!”


Was it “remote” or “hidden”? She likes to memorize the promo scripts so the producers put her in more of them. Making their jobs easier means more screen time, which in turn means having to repeat a lot of hyperbole about some truly underwhelming places. What was it she had called Sacramento last week? A “world-class city”? An “oasis of art and culture”?


Lilah-Mae grants herself the mercy of a peek at the Post-it note she stuck to the mirror a moment ago: “Remote.” She was right the first time. So why does something feel off?


A clang behind her rings out in one of the stalls. Lilah-Mae falls silent, the hair on the back of her neck going erect. She thought she was alone in here, or else she never would have started rehearsing. The other girls make fun of her enough already.


“Hello?” she calls out.


To no one, apparently. Only the creaky hinges screech in reply.


“Amanda, is that you?”


Frozen in place, Lilah-Mae uses the mirror to survey the row of stalls behind her and notices one door shut, not swinging in rhythm with the rest. Maybe a producer got to the bathroom first? Casey? She hopes to God it’s not a local; only a few of them were riding the ferry this late anyway—and judging by the look of them, no, they don’t have extensions where they’re going.


Lilah-Mae tiptoes toward the closed stall, listening for scuffling on the other side.


“Amanda, if you’re filming one of your stupid ClickClack pranks, I swear . . .”


Still nothing.


She leans down to peek under the stall door, holding both her breath and her hair so that it doesn’t touch the blue-and-white patterned vinyl floor, which looks like it hasn’t gotten a deep clean since the seventies. This bathroom would basically need to be baptized in hydrogen peroxide before Lilah-Mae would consider using it. But there are no feet on the floor.


Just to be sure, Lilah-Mae straightens up and reaches out for the stall door, surprised to find her hand shaking, the trio of gold bar bracelets around her wrist jangling. What if someone did sneak in here to take pictures of her—or worse? Her heart beats harder in her chest. She inches her hand toward the handle and stops short again to see if she can hear any breathing, but the boat’s thrum would drown out any sound below a whisper.


“Vanessa? Renee? Are you in there?” Lilah-Mae tries one more time.


But if there is someone in there—someone lurking in the stall—maybe Lilah-Mae shouldn’t stick around to find out.


She takes two quick steps toward the exit when a thud on the floor behind her sends a jolt of adrenaline through her already-racing heart. Before Lilah-Mae can whip around, she hears the stall door behind her crashing open. Scurrying footsteps rush toward her. Two hands—strong ones—grip her shoulders, crunching them hard up and into her neck. Hot breath pours down onto her back, seeping through the thin white fabric of her one-size-fits-most Brandy Melville blouse. She tries to break free, but her assailant’s grip only tightens as probing fingers burrow unrelentingly into the soft flesh of her arms.


“Jesus!” she screams, squirming, trying to wrench her body forward and out of her attacker’s grasp, but the strong hands hold her in place.


Then, they start pulling her backward, dragging her back toward the stall door.


“Help!”


A producer—somebody—will hear her if she yells louder. But Lilah-Mae’s attacker only laughs—a husky laugh, but still an alto one.


Vanessa.


The other girl’s vice grip comes loose all at once. Lilah-Mae stumbles to find her footing and then turns to face her fellow contestant, furious to find Vanessa grinning wide with a mouth full of Chiclet veneers. There have been practical jokes before, but never any this genuinely terrifying.


“Did I get you, L.M.?” Vanessa says with a snide laugh, brushing an excess of platinum curls behind her ear. “And, hey, isn’t taking the Lord’s name in vain against your religion?”


“Slapping you would be against my religion, too, but I damn well ought to after a stunt like that.”


Lilah-Mae’s heart is still pounding, more out of anger now than fear. This girl won’t stop tormenting her.


“Oh, Lilah-Mae,” Vanessa replies, drawing out the vowels. “For you, I would definitely turn the other cheek, if you know what I mean.”


Pastor Ted warned her this would happen—that if she came on a show like The Catch and stood strong in the Lord, there would be a target on her back. That’s why Vanessa likes to goad her and make these little lesbian jokes. Not that Lilah-Mae has anything against gay people. Everyone has their challenges in life: some people are alcoholics, and some people have gambling problems, and some people have desires that just aren’t right.


Lilah-Mae takes a deep breath and remembers that the world hated Jesus long before it hated her.


I can get through this, she thinks.


She looks down at Vanessa, who only comes up to her shoulders, and probably wouldn’t even reach them if her hair weren’t so annoyingly voluminous.


“You can tease me all you want, Vanessa, but it isn’t going to change how this goes down. Everyone knows this is the week that girls like you get thrown off the show.”


“Girls like me?” Vanessa mockingly drapes a hand over her décolletage, which is exposed, of course, in a low-cut knit top. “I haven’t read my Bible in a minute but doesn’t it say something about not judging others, sweetie?”


“Lucky for you, it’s not me doing the judging. It’s Jeremy. And once he’s done thinking with his flesh, he’s going to realize how it would look if he proposed to the girl whose bikini top he took off with his teeth in a jacuzzi. You’re blooper reel material, Vanessa. Nothing more.”


For a moment, the other woman looks shocked, her lips curling into a pout that seems authentic, not put-on like it does when the cameras are rolling. But then Lilah-Mae catches Vanessa’s eyes—glacier-blue irises that freeze and harden in a flash—and she can tell that her enemy has already metabolized the insult and readied one of her own.
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