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Praise for The Sweetest Getaway

“A fun female caper filled with comedic mishaps and adventure…that is unexpectedly entertaining from start to finish. The strong friendship between Nari and Jennifer pulled me in, but the camaraderie among the crew kept me going until the very end.”

—Natasha Jackson, Readers’ Favorite: 4 out of 5 stars

“It’s a gripping, girl-powered caper that sees a community of women joyfully come together as they work to get their bag.”

—LoveReading

“It will engage women readers looking for an escape—and for characters and causes to cheer for.”

—BlueInk Review

“A lively, funny, action-filled scheme, spiced by romance and fueled by female solidarity… It’s delightful to read.”

—IndieReader

“Roommates deepen their friendship while blurring the lines between right and wrong in the electric heist novel The Sweetest Getaway.”

—Lynne Jensen Lampe, Foreword Reviews: 5 out of 5 stars
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Mission Briefing (Before Things Get Wild)

If you love clever capers, chaotic brilliance, and fearless women doing the wildly unexpected, consider this your secret assignment: Leave a quick review when you're done. It helps more readers discover the crew, and supports this indie writer's next big scheme.

Amazon (especially helpful): https://bit.ly/AmazonTSG

[image: https://www.amazon.com/review/create-review?asin=B0FND7RBHV]

Goodreads: bit.ly/GoodreadsTSG

[image: https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/239256128-the-sweetest-getaway]

Oh, and don't forget to flip to the end for a little something extra as a thanks: a free bonus chapter. ✨

Thanks for hopping in the getaway car. Let's pull this off in style.


To my mom:

Thanks for teaching me how to love stories. You’re the original partner-in-crime (the legal kind). Love you.



To Anusha, my literary ride-or-die:

Thanks for cheering me on.

Love you, roomie.


Dear Reader,

This book is for you.

For the dreamers, the schemers, the ride-or-dies.

For anyone who’s ever wanted to rewrite the rules, reclaim their story, or just disappear for a little while into a world where the adventures are thrilling, the girl-friendships run deep, and the hijinks are always available.

I wrote this story to celebrate clever women, found family, and the special joy of coming together to shake things up. If you laugh, cheer, or feel even a little bit seen—I’ve done my job.

Never stop dreaming. Never stop adventuring.

Thanks for coming along for the caper. Now let’s have a blast.

With love and your own getaway crew,

Sasha Preston


CHAPTER 1

JENNIFER

“All we have to do is confidently walk to the door like we’re supposed to be here,” Nari said under her breath.

She and Jennifer argued in the parking lot of Omaha’s largest mansion as glamorously dressed revelers approached the entrance, arm in arm.

“I’ll enter five minutes before you. When they ask for our names, remember that I’m Doris and you’re Béatrice. After that, everything will be easy. No big deal,” Nari explained.

Right. It was no big deal to Nari because she was endlessly charming, constantly meeting new people, and making loads of cash from random schemes that took her all over the world. Jennifer, on the other hand, was great at petting her neighbors’ dogs and getting lost mid-conversation in daydreams about faraway lands she’d never visited.

Doris Huang and Béatrice Boivin were wealthy businesswomen who were actually invited to the gala. Jennifer had helped Nari find an Asian and black woman on the guest list that they could impersonate. Doris and Béatrice looked enough like them, although Doris was in her fifties. Luckily, Doris wore glasses, so Nari could hide her youth behind a pair of round black frames that complemented her off-the-shoulder, gold metallic gown.

“Honestly, Nari, I don’t think it’s going to be that easy.” Jennifer tapped her fingers nervously on her arm. “What if Doris and Béatrice are inside already? Why don’t we look for a back entrance to sneak into instead?”

At least there would be fewer witnesses if they got caught at the back entrance. Maybe they could even pretend they were lost, ask for directions, and then decide to scrap the whole mission and return to their cozy apartment. “Oh well, that didn’t work. At least we tried!” Jennifer would say peppily. Nari would shrug. They’d end the night bingeing on popcorn and singing nineties hits into their TV’s karaoke app.

But Nari would never give up that easily. “Nah, we’re early. We’ll have at least an hour before these two fabulous women show up. They’re always late for events like this. Besides, our target is already inside.”

Jennifer groaned. “This is nuts. I’ve got to pretend to be French like Béatrice.” She shook her head. “I can’t even tell the difference between a good macaron and a bad one. They’re all delicious to me. I don’t know why I let you talk me into this.”

“I know why you said yes, mon amie,” Nari said, grinning. “Remember, you’ll be getting twenty-five percent of whatever deal we pull off after today. If I can close this deal, it could be worth half a million dollars.”

Jennifer had almost forgotten about the payout. Normally, Nari compensated her for these wild rides with chili cheese fries. She sucked in air through her teeth. “I…‌ I can’t really say no to that,” she said, goosebumps covering her arms.

With that kind of money, maybe she could travel far beyond Omaha’s borders. She’d meet wonderful, surprising people. People who spoke five languages, painted in their spare time, and effortlessly rode their electric scooters through crowded street markets before arriving at home to make love to their beautiful spouses. Maybe she could even quit her job as a marketing analyst.

Nari swept her arm out in front of her, as if she were showing off her kingdom. “Welcome to the business world. There’s tons of cash just waiting for you.”

Money came easily to Nari, even though she had the attention span of a gnat. She could have her own massive condo if she wanted to, but she chose to live with Jennifer to feel a sense of home so far away from her family. Jennifer, however, was thirty-six years old and broke. If she didn’t live with Nari, she would have to start a window washing side hustle to be able to afford her student loan payments.

“It’s my favorite business world, the one where we have to sneak into galas to close deals,” Jennifer snorted.

“It’ll be worth it this time, I promise. Our target, Karissa Hirsch, is North America’s largest diaper buyer,” Nari said.

Jennifer laughed and adjusted her gown. “Diapers, Nari Park? Did I hear that right? I thought this was for another wig deal.”

Nari’s mouth curved into a half smile. “Hey, if the margin’s good, I don’t discriminate. Sumeet brought me the cheapest nappies I’ve ever seen.”

“Ah, Sumeet…” Jennifer liked Sumeet, but she wasn’t sure if Nari should be working with her ex again.

“What can I say? The man’s got the most amazing connections,” Nari said, her eyes sparkling. “Alright, so I’ve been tracking Karissa all weekend. She and her business partner Daniela are already inside.”

Jennifer nodded, remembering Nari’s brief. It was impossible to meet with Karissa alone at the office. This was a problem, because Daniela was conservative when it came to risk. No supplier was ever good enough for her. They needed to infiltrate the gala so Jennifer could distract Daniela while Nari built trust with Karissa.

“All we need to do is get Karissa alone so I can pitch my diaper deal to her. Remember, Daniela is obsessed with foreign cultures and ancient history, like you. You’ll just need to be yourself,” Nari said.

“No problem,” Jennifer joked. “I have lots of experience bonding with multi-millionaires.”

While Nari exuded confidence around the wealthy, Jennifer stumbled around them, literally and figuratively. She imagined introducing herself to Daniela. She’d make Daniela laugh and she would feel a sense of satisfaction at how well things were going. Then, inevitably, she’d trip over her ball gown and crash headfirst into a stack of plates. It was bound to happen. She was in way over her head.

“I’m really not sure we can get past that bouncer,” Jennifer said, trying to hide the tone of hope in her voice. If they got turned away, she wouldn’t have to pretend to be charming or French.

“You’ll easily fool whoever is working the door.” Nari winked. “You look as classy as Béatrice Boivin. Maybe even better.”

Jennifer caught her reflection in the car’s window. Her coral ruffled dress hugged her long, lean frame and popped against her golden-brown skin. Her red fingernails, glimmering eyeshadow, and shoulder-length twists pulled the whole ensemble together. The dress was Nari’s, so it was a little short on her—‌almost floor-length. She was wearing her most prized shoes—‌gold, strappy designer stilettos that she kept in their original box and wore once every few years on special occasions. Jennifer beamed. At least she got to impersonate someone with good style.

“Thanks, Nari.” It was the boost of confidence she needed to make it to the front door. But Jennifer would need at least fifty compliments, all in quick succession, to work up the courage to talk to people. “What should I do if someone at this party knows Béatrice?”

“Good question,” Nari said. “Once we’re inside, you don’t have to be Béatrice anymore. Introduce yourself as Ava from Omaha.”

“Oh, thank God.” Jennifer exhaled loudly.

“Follow my lead,” Nari added, adjusting a twist on Jennifer’s forehead. “People are going to love you.”

Jennifer wiped her sweaty palms on her flowing skirt. After a year of living together, this was probably the third time she had plunged forward into one of Nari’s wild schemes. They weren’t getting any easier.

Before meeting her roommate, the most daring thing Jennifer had done during her mild suburban Detroit upbringing was sneak into her friends’ living rooms while they were playing hide-and-seek so that she could talk to their parents for a few minutes about their cultural traditions. No one ever caught her, and it was thrilling. Her friends thought she was terrible at seeking.

But Jennifer really wanted to own a business one day. She’d quit her low-paying, decade-long job at Essentrix Labs and taste financial freedom for the first time in her life. Maybe learning to be bold was just the training she needed to leave Omaha behind and go explore the world. She would just ignore Nari’s other lessons about crashing events and impersonating people.

“Shall we, m’lady?” Nari asked.

“Here goes,” Jennifer said, taking Nari’s arm. Their high heels clicked in sync on the pavement as they walked toward the entrance. A dark-haired woman with a floor-length black tufted ball gown and cream-colored skin walked beside them, holding the arm of a tall man in a suit. The woman’s gold, bejeweled clutch bag shimmered, and she tilted her head forward approvingly as she walked past.

Nari and Jennifer approached a set of stairs leading up to a vibrant garden, complete with perfectly manicured bushes. Guests congregated at a row of tall round tables, each one adorned with a vase of white roses at its center. Men and women in black suits stood behind a large rectangular counter serving appetizers and drinks.

“Here we go, roomie,” Nari whispered. “Find someone to chat with for five minutes while I enter. You and I don’t know each other.”

Jennifer felt heat rise to her face. She bit her lip and tapped her thigh to keep herself from running as fast as she could in the opposite direction.

“Can’t I wait in the car?” she pleaded.

“Wait here so you can start to blend in,” Nari murmured, squeezing Jennifer’s hand. “Don’t worry. You’ll do great.”

Of course, Jennifer was worried.

Nari took the steps up to the garden and walked confidently toward the door on a red-carpeted pathway. Jennifer glanced at a group of three young men standing near an outdoor heater. They looked American enough. Maybe they wouldn’t question her accent or her fading French vocabulary.

Jennifer waited a beat before climbing the stairs and approaching the heater. Her heels sunk slightly into the grassy lawn with each step. “Well, ’allo there, les mecs,” she said in her best French accent as she reached the group. They all smiled at her.

She peeked over her shoulder. Nari was giggling as the host waved her through. The knot in her stomach began to loosen, but she still had an uneasy feeling that the host was going to quiz her on French provinces before declaring her a fraud.

Jennifer glanced at her watch. 6:03 PM. Five more minutes of small talk in a French accent before she could relax and be Ava from Omaha.

“What brings you to the gala?” a man with mahogany-brown skin and a close-cut mohawk asked. He backed up, motioning for Jennifer to join the group.

She opened a can of seltzer from the table and took a sip as she approached.

“I can’t wait to bid on some cats and dogs,” she blurted out, before feeling her cheeks burn.

Well, that was awkward.

The Omaha Animal Shelter was probably not going to auction off any animals. But that would make for an incredible game show. Two glamorous women in ball gowns would be engaged in a bidding war over a Shih Tzu.

A blond-haired man with fair skin in a shiny black suit laughed. “Hey, fair enough. I’m the male version of a crazy cat lady myself.”

Jennifer chuckled, grateful for the joke. She looked down at her watch. Only three minutes had passed.

“Are you based in Omaha or just visiting for the gala?” a freckle-faced man with dark-brown hair asked.

She cleared her throat, reaching deep within herself to channel wealth and intrigue. “I’m here for the moment,” she said, silencing the end of the word. “I’m visiting from Martinique to work in…” She racked her brain for the technical phrase from Béatrice’s bio. Chimeric something. The men looked at her expectantly. “Stem cell technology.” Close enough.

The man with the short mohawk beamed. “What are the odds?” He lifted his hands up in excitement. “It’s so great to meet you. I’m working on bioprinting for organ regeneration!”

She laughed nervously. “Quelle coïncidence! How fascinating. I get so excited thinking about all the things you can do with…‌kidneys!” She backed away into a plate of meatballs.

The man cocked his head to the side. “What’s your focus?” he asked. “I’m working on pluripotent stem cells, and I’d love to get your take.”

She coughed and downed some seltzer water, her throat burning as she swallowed. “It’s been so lovely chatting, but nature calls! Please, excusez-moi.”

The men waved cheerfully at her. She hurried away, twisting around to assess the meatball damage to her dress. Amazing, she thought with relief. There was only one small red stain. She grabbed a stray napkin and dabbed her skirt before tossing the cloth square onto a nearby table.

She slowed down and tried to look natural as she walked the soft red carpet to the front door. A muscular man with a bun and glasses met her gaze.

“Welcome to the Paws and Promises Gala,” he said warmly. “Who do I have the pleasure of checking in today?”

“Uh…‌Béatrice,” Jennifer said. She cleared her throat and summoned her French accent again. “Boivin.”

“Ah, Béatrice. Welcome. Your husband’s inside already. Table seventy-two,” the man responded warmly.

Jennifer wanted to throw her head back and cackle. Now she had at least four people to avoid. “Merci beaucoup,” she said, stiffening her body as she walked inside.

“Wait!” The man handed her a paddle. “Don’t miss the auction, Ms. Boivin.”

Jennifer grasped the paddle in her shaky hand. It had Béatrice Boivin printed on the handle.

The main gala ballroom was huge and covered with lush red Persian-style carpet. She gasped as she eyed glimmering clutch bags and diamond necklaces, beaded gowns, and elaborate hairstyles. Large tables with white tablecloths filled the room, each one meticulously set with eight gold chairs, fluted champagne glasses, and a fixed menu tied with a purple ribbon. A smooth saxophone played in the background. There had to be at least seventy-five people inside already.

Jennifer let out a tense breath and adjusted her dress. She could finally relax into her role as Ava from Omaha and focus on more important things, like finding the appetizers. She hadn’t eaten out in at least two weeks, and it was driving her crazy. Her financial spreadsheet had politely suggested that she skip going to restaurants, singing at karaoke bars, and rolling a bowling ball for the rest of the month. She was going to crack soon, and maybe some fancy appetizers would tide her over.

As she scanned the room, she spotted a waiter carrying a platter covered with small bites. Her eyes lit up and she approached him, passing by the sounds of clinking champagne glasses and party-goers chatting.

“Would you like an appetizer, madam?” he asked, lowering his tray. “We have vegan foie gras mousse on toasted brioche, mini crab cakes with lemon aioli, caprese skewers, and avocado cream sushi.”

“Thank you!” she gushed. “I don’t mind if I do.” She took a plate of crab cakes and loaded it with two each of the remaining appetizers, stacking items on top of each other so they would all fit. The man’s eyes widened, and he chuckled.

She bit into the toasted brioche, and her taste buds flooded with pleasure. Off to her right, she saw a couple daintily taking one caprese skewer each from another server. Her cheeks flushed, and she tried to hide her crowded plate behind her auction paddle.

She glanced up to see a gawky, tall, and pale man with glasses grinning at her. He looked like he was in his fifties. “I had a hard time choosing as well,” he said in a light German accent, motioning toward his plate of three appetizers. Not bad.

“You have good taste. I’m always happy to meet someone who appreciates a good small bite. I’m Ava.” Jennifer extended her hand.

“Johannes. Pleased to meet you,” he said, his handshake surprisingly firm. “What brings you to this gala? Is it your love for cats or your adoration of dogs?”

She chuckled. “That is a loaded question. I absolutely love dogs, but cats are so smart and independent. And they don’t need you, which makes you more desperate for their love.”

“Spoken like a true dog lover,” he joked.

Her face flashed with mock outrage. “Hey! That’s not fair! I have loved and been ignored by plenty of cats in my day. How about you?”

His gaze flickered across the room at a glamorous couple that was making an entrance. “Much more of a cat person. They’re cold and powerful leaders. Like me, I like to think.”

“You don’t seem too cold.” She glanced at his high-end black suit and gold watch. “But powerful, sure.”

His half-grin remained permanently glued to his face. “Ah, you’d be surprised. But I’m glad I’ve got you fooled for at least half of my goals. No one back in Austria thinks I’m powerful though. I have to leave the country every now and then to find people who believe that. Thanks for making this trip worth it.”

“Oh, Austria,” she said, her eyes widening. “That’s so far away. I hope you didn’t have to leave a cat behind.”

He crossed his arms. “A dog, actually.”

She snorted. “A dog? No wonder your coldness isn’t where you want it to be.”

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. “Come join us near table seven,” Nari texted. Perfect. That seemed far away enough from Béatrice’s husband at table seventy-two.

Jennifer looked up at Johannes. “So sorry, I’ve got to get going. But it was great talking to you. Maybe I’ll see you later for more appetizers.”

His eyes crinkled with amusement. “Nice meeting you, Ava. Is Béatrice a friend of yours?” He pointed toward her auction paddle.

Her breath caught in her throat. She wrapped her palm around the handle. “Yes! Going to see her right now. She’s such an avid bidder.”

Her heart pounded in her ears. Perfect time to get away. She scanned the room and spotted Nari standing at table seven with two women wearing stunning floral strapless ball gowns and diamond jewelry. They looked like they were in their mid-forties.

She glanced down at her appetizer plate and back to the group. Now was her time to shine. She laid her auction paddle down on a table, turned her back to the group, and savored five incredible appetizers before walking over. She felt powerful, like the entire world and all the food she could ever want were at her fingertips.

Nari’s face flickered with recognition as Jennifer approached. “Ladies, meet my associate, Ava.” The women waved. Jennifer couldn’t read their expressions, but they seemed friendly enough. The smell of rose and sandalwood perfume wafted to her nose.

“I’m Karissa, and this is my business partner, Daniela,” the taller woman in a black and white floral gown said. “We work for Diapers Unlimited. We’re the largest e-commerce diaper seller in North America.”

“I bet you guys really clean up,” Jennifer said, giggling. “Get it?” She wanted to laugh harder but suppressed the urge.

Karissa and Daniela chuckled. “The jokes write themselves, but that’s a new one,” Karissa said. “What do you do, Ava?”

“A little bit of everything,” Jennifer riffed. “But my favorite project is writing comic books.” That part was true.

“Really?” Daniela asked, her eyes wide. “Tell me more.”

Jennifer could overhear Nari continuing a separate conversation with Karissa about diaper margins.

“I’m currently writing about ancient Mayan heroes who travel to the present-day Yucatan beaches of Tulum,” Jennifer said dreamily. “They team up with their modern descendants to battle evil.” She had never been to a real beach outside of the Great Lakes, but at least she could transport herself there in writing.

“I am obsessed with the Mayans.” Daniela beamed. “I’d love to read your comics when they’re all done. I’ve always wanted to be a guest at one of the Mayan ceremonies.”

Jennifer raised an eyebrow.

“An invisible guest,” Daniela corrected herself, chuckling.

Jennifer smiled. Her gaze met Nari’s, who tilted her head toward the other side of the room, indicating that Jennifer should guide Daniela away. Jennifer winked back.

“My characters are pretty wholesome when they’re not battling. They’re bartering with chocolate, dancing in rain ceremonies…” Jennifer murmured.

“Now those are some ceremonies I could show my face at,” Daniela quipped.

“More my speed too,” Jennifer replied. “Daniela, I’d love to get your take on…” She glanced around the room, now getting even more packed with guests. There was no dance floor yet, which would have been her first choice. There was no karaoke booth, her second choice. There weren’t even any actual pets for them to play with. Her eyes landed on a sign for the silent auction wing. There we go. “On the silent auction,” she said, feeling relieved. “There are some interesting things on offer.”

Daniela leaned in slightly, the silk fabric of her dress making a swishing sound. “I’m always a fan of bidding. Shall we?”

“We’ll be back in a minute!” Jennifer called out to Nari and Karissa, who were lost in conversation. Karissa nodded back as Jennifer and Daniela took off.

“How’s business going? I know absolutely nothing about diapers,” Jennifer said as they passed under a glittering chandelier casting golden light onto Daniela’s face.

“You know, it’s been going well,” Daniela said. “We’re expanding all over the United States. In fact, there’s some sort of random baby boom going on in Hawaii. We’ve seen lots of growth there recently.”

“Fascinating!” Jennifer replied. At the mention of Hawaii, she completely lost her focus.

Starting around ten years ago, Jennifer dreamed of one day moving to the Aloha State. It was perfectly multicultural, with all the ancient history she could want. She would open a surf shop, serving frozen fruit slushies out of coconut shells. She would get to know the locals, flirt with the tourists from distant lands like Spain and Mozambique, and have a fling or two.

She had read mythic stories of ancient Polynesians and wanted to experience their brand of surfing—‌spiritual and celebratory—‌under the beautiful Hawaiian sky. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know how to surf. It was only a matter of time.

Within her imagination, a tall, shirtless stranger from Brazil, Rodrigo, would speak Portuguese to her breathlessly in between kisses. She wouldn’t understand him, but they could always speak with their hands. In more ways than one.

She just needed a little self-control to save up the money to make the move. It wasn’t her fault that there was no better way to celebrate the end of a work week with friends than by eating sashimi salads and belting into a microphone at the newest karaoke bar.

“Ava?” Daniela looked at Jennifer’s face in confusion.

Jennifer looked up and refocused her eyes. “Sorry! Lost in thought.” She straightened her body and glanced off to her side, her eyes falling on Béatrice walking into the silent auction room. She was unmistakable from the photo Jennifer had viewed online: thin and glamorously dressed in a red floor-length taffeta gown, with a long, thin nose and full cheeks. Jennifer coughed to keep herself from choking.

Daniela stepped into the silent auction room. Inside, wooden tables lined the walls with prize displays and clipboards with bids written on them. There were about twenty people inside.

Jennifer hesitated. Béatrice didn’t know she had been impersonated, right? She took a deep breath and was about to suggest to Daniela that they go somewhere else when a man’s voice called out, “Hey!”

Out of the corner of her eye, Jennifer could see the blond man from the heater conversation outside approaching. Oh snap, she thought, her pulse quickening.

“Hey again!” he said, waving.

Jennifer could feel her face growing hot and tapped Daniela on the shoulder. “If you’d excuse me for a moment, I’ve got to go use the restroom.” She started to walk away quickly.

“Sounds good,” Daniela responded distractedly.

With her head down, Jennifer hurried toward the restroom. At least the man couldn’t follow her inside. Suddenly, the blond man reached her side and tapped her on the shoulder. “Hey there! There’s someone I want you to meet.”

Jennifer curtsied halfway. “Desolée, mon cheri.” She took off walking again. “I’d love to chat with you later, but I’ve got to go.”

There was a hallway with a sign for the restroom at its opening. She could hide out for five minutes, wait for the man to leave, and then find Daniela.

The blond man grinned and tilted his head forward as Jennifer resumed walking.

As she approached the hallway, she saw a security guard off to her right pointing at her frantically. “There you are!” he shouted.

Oh my God, Jennifer thought. Her breath caught in her throat. She paused for a beat, ran back into the dining room, and grabbed a menu from a table to cover her face before dashing toward the door.

“Hey! Stop right there!” the security guard yelled.

She broke into a run, hobbling in her high heels before colliding with a white-coated chef carrying a platter of tiramisu cups. The cups went flying and clattered onto the floor loudly behind her, sending a cloud of cocoa powder into the air. “Sorry!” she cried, stumbling.

The security guard was close behind her. “Someone stop that woman! She’s trespassing!”

Jennifer ran on the balls of her feet and took short, quick strides. She weaved in and out of shocked partygoers, bumping into tables and knocking over glasses of champagne in unsteady hands.

“Pardon me!” she called out. Perfect. Black woman running in heels. This is going to go over well. Her cheeks grew warm.

Her heel tilted underneath her. She lost her balance and crashed right into a suited man’s back. As he turned around slowly, she realized it was Johannes. “So sorry!” she shouted as she kept running.

She sprinted out the front door and across the lawn, where a few remaining staff members turned to face her in bewilderment. She leapt toward the stairs and jumped down, taking them two at a time. Mid-stride, her heel pierced the skirt of her dress. Before she could get it free, she could feel herself tumbling in slow motion. A strip of her skirt ripped off as she fell down the stairs and onto her face on the grass below.

“Someone stop her!” the security guard bellowed as he emerged from the building.

She scrambled up off the grass, ripped off the dangling fabric from her skirt, and sprinted as fast as she could into the parking lot ahead of her. Her legs were shaky, and her ankles were getting sore. She looked across the lot at Nari’s car as she ran, desperately wishing for the key.

The security guard’s feet pounded the pavement a few meters behind her. She glanced back and saw the man’s face reddening as he shouted something. Her chest filled with panic. The cops could be on their way at any time. Digging deep within herself to her high school track days, she pictured herself accelerating. She took short, quick breaths, relaxed her shoulders, and focused her eyes ahead. Then she surged forward with a newfound energy and adrenaline across the parking lot and onto the sidewalk.

As she picked up speed, the ankle straps on her shoes began to loosen. She landed on the balls of her feet, her heels sliding from side to side as the straps flicked her ankles. Keep going, Jennifer, she chanted internally.

Within seconds, she stumbled as her shoe flapped, and her left ankle popped out onto the ground below. She would have to take her shoes off soon or she would fall. Quickly, she squatted to the ground and struggled to open the buckle on her left ankle strap. It didn’t move. She yanked on the shoe and barely squeezed her foot outside of the loop. Sweat poured down her forehead.

Jennifer could hear the security guard getting closer. She yelped in exasperation and forced her right foot free. She sprung up on one hand, favorite stilettos in the other, and sprinted barefoot across the sidewalk.

Sprinklers sprayed streams of water onto lawns across the hilly residential neighborhood. The cement was wet on her toes. She dodged a car that was backing out of a driveway as her high heels slapped against her arm.

The security guard was bent over and panting on a hill a few blocks back. Jennifer pushed her foot hard into the soft grass and pivoted around a corner, almost running into a group of teenagers chatting on the sidewalk. A discarded scooter was beside them. Perfect! she thought in jubilation.

“Sorry, guys! Going to borrow this for a second!” she announced, glancing at the mailbox. 702 Chestnut Street. She vaulted onto the scooter and pumped her bare foot on the ground.

“Hey!” a lanky teenage boy in a striped shirt protested.

“Thank you!” she called out behind her. “I’ll bring it back!”

Good. This area was starting to look familiar. Jennifer went running here sometimes. She had about a mile left to go before she’d reach their apartment in the Dahlman neighborhood of Omaha. She doubled down and flew across the sidewalk, feeling each bump beneath her feet. She looked behind her again. There was no sign of the security guard. She might have lost him, for now at least.

When she turned her head back to face forward, she noticed she was headed straight for a couple holding hands on the sidewalk, their eyes widening with panic. They scattered to either side as she swerved to miss them, running up onto the lawn and nearly losing her balance as the handlebars jerked upward.

“Sorry!” she yelled back at the couple as the scooter slowed and thumped across the uneven grass. She pushed her foot onto the soft lawn and maneuvered herself with a bump back onto the concrete.

She breathed a sigh of relief. She might avoid going to jail today. The security guard would have no idea where she lived. And no one else would notice a woman flying by on a scooter at full speed in a ripped, muddy ball gown, right?

A light breeze blew through her hair. She coasted and laughed to herself under her breath.

•••

The front door opened. Nari entered, her arms wide and her ball gown stained. “Jen! I’m so glad to see you! Are you alright?” she asked in a concerned tone.

Jennifer lay on the couch with her feet up, still wearing her torn dress. She was too exhausted to move. “Oh my gosh, I outran a security guard in stilettos and stole some kid’s scooter. I think my shoes are destroyed.”

Nari’s eyes widened, and she threw her arms around Jennifer. “You poor thing! But did you really outrun that guard while wearing heels? That guy was pretty fit! I knew you were a track star, but dang.”

Jennifer nodded back weakly. “I’m going to have to sign up for Omaha’s formalwear track and field competition,” she quipped. “Did you make it out okay?”

“Somehow, I escaped,” Nari explained. “Once I saw the guard going after you, I snuck out the back. I was going to grab the car and come pick you up, but another guard came looking for me with a flashlight. Luckily, I dove into the bushes in time. I hid until he stopped searching.”

“Oh, thank goodness!” Jennifer whooped, sitting up in excitement.

“I think I held my breath for five minutes,” Nari joked. “Sadly, I don’t think I’m going to be able to close the deal. Karissa saw you running and saw me sneaking out the back. She turned the palest white I’ve ever seen. I guess it wasn’t meant to be.” She shrugged. “But I’m so sorry you had to run, roomie. I’ve totally failed you. We were supposed to sneak out before either of us got caught. I guess I underestimated how much Béatrice wanted to be at that party.”

Jennifer shrugged. “At least now I have a good story—‌one I will never tell a soul.” This was by far the most daring thing she had ever done. In spite of herself, she could feel a smile forming on her face as her cheeks flushed with pride.

“I owe you big time,” Nari said. “For starters, can I treat you to some Thai food and some new heels?”

Jennifer sighed in relief. “Thai food sounds amazing, as long as we can get takeout. I don’t think I can move.”


CHAPTER 2

NARI

Nari walked alongside her ex-boyfriend and business partner, Sumeet, toward the aquarium. Summer was just taking off, and the evenings were getting warmer as the daylight stretched on. Their strides were in sync as she took in the lush landscaping and modern, marine-toned building. Its white roof was covered with undulating waves and coral designs.

“I failed completely at closing the deal with Diapers Unlimited,” she said, glancing at Sumeet. He raised an eyebrow. “I got some face time with the founders at the gala, and Karissa loved my ideas for partnering together, but the whole thing crashed and burned when Jennifer and I got caught. You know, for sneaking in and impersonating people.”

Sumeet stifled a laugh. “Wow, I would never expect anything less from you. Wish I could’ve been there to see it all. Did you escape, or did the cops walk you away in cuffs?”

They walked around a multi-colored fish statue in front of the building and entered through the front door. A reserved teenage boy was working behind the booth. Sumeet flashed his visitors’ passes, and the boy waved them through nervously.

Nari smirked. “I’ve still never been cuffed. I hid in the bushes. Meanwhile, Jennifer ran from a security guard in bare feet and a ballgown. She’s my hero.” They entered a chilly, darkened room filled with glowing floor to ceiling fish tanks. A wide array of colorful creatures swam by.

Sumeet’s eyes widened. “That is incredible. I need to join her boot camp.”

She glanced at his athletic body, taking in his muscular arms and chest. Her gaze ran over his closely-trimmed black beard and his glimmering honey-colored eyes. For a split-second, she wanted to touch his golden-brown skin, kiss him, and melt into his side and stay there for hours.

Stop it, Nari, she told herself, frowning. She had jeopardized her business prospects one too many times with feelings. Enough times that maybe she should join a nunnery for entrepreneurs.

Almost a year ago, Nari met Sumeet at a party for high-net-worth singles. She’d snuck into it, of course. They hit it off immediately, joking about how to sell wigs to Rapunzel. The next day, they went into business together selling luxury hairpieces. In one venture after another, Sumeet sourced incredible deals and Nari sold them. Together, they’d built an empire.

At the same time, their chemistry was undeniable. Within a couple of months, they were making out in his car between deals. They cuddled and talked about profit margins. They flirted and commented on prospects. But soon she couldn’t think clearly anymore. She was too distracted and less calculating while making deals. She had to end it. Getting attached would slow her down. It always did.

“She’s the fastest runner I know,” Nari said, willing herself to bring her eyes back to Sumeet’s face.

He nodded. “Don’t worry about this deal. Diapergate’s already been a huge success.” They sat down on a bench in front of a tiger shark exhibit.

She grinned, remembering the string of humor-filled presentations she’d done for sad corporate types in windowless offices, each of them hungry for some entertainment. “It’s too easy to sell diapers, especially since we’re working with Ashwin Uncle.”

Sumeet’s uncle Ashwin sold stolen goods across the world for less than half their list price. He had built an impressive black market network, including a manufacturer in China that sold him diapers for almost nothing. He probably got that deal because he was supplying the company with something even sketchier. But none of that made the diapers illegal, since Sumeet paid for them fairly.

“Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’ve got some bad news.” Sumeet glanced at Nari.

She raised an eyebrow. She knew the diaper deal wouldn’t last forever. “Did Ashwin Uncle get arrested?”

“Not quite, but I’m sure he will be soon,” Sumeet chuckled. “He got into a gun fight in Chongqing. Our diaper supply has dried up.”

“Almost as dry as the diapers themselves!” Nari replied. “You set these jokes up for me.”

He sighed. “Diapergate is over. It’s the end of an era.”

She had been ready to move on for a while. “We had a good run. We built our own diaper dynasty.” She reached out for a high-five and enjoyed the sensation as he returned it.

The pair stood and started walking around the exhibit. They paused to look up at the jellyfish tank, a glowing pack of apricot and yellow-colored sea creatures swimming upward in a graceful, pulsating motion.

His eyes met hers, and they smiled at each other. He paused and reached out to put his hand on her shoulder. She drew back, feeling an electric charge through his fingertips. She didn’t want him to be within touching distance, for her sake and his.

“Sorry,” he said, looking away quickly. “We’ve got maybe ten pallets left, one hundred grand profit. I know you’re going to have no problem selling the rest. You can have the profit on these. I’ve already taken enough commission on these deals.”

“Thanks, but I’ll still give you twenty-five percent. Cash flow’s never been a problem for us.” She paused and glanced at a plaque about clownfish. “Now that Diapergate’s over, I’m ready for my next gig.”

They walked ahead into a tunneled exhibit. Sea turtles, sharks, and a colorful array of fish swam overhead. Nari opened her mouth in awe as her eyes ran over the animals. Sumeet watched her, smiling.

“I don’t have much in the pipeline right now, but I’ll keep an eye out,” he replied.

“Not even one little lead?” she asked playfully.

“Nope. No one worth telling you about.” He looked like he was lost in thought. “I do have an Austrian contact who brought me a deal worth millions. Johannes. But I said no immediately. I’ve never worked with him and never will. Give me a couple of months. I can find a better partner for you.”

Strange. He had never said anything like that before.

She hesitated, unsure why Sumeet—‌a man who was comfortable with just about anything—‌wouldn’t want to work with Johannes. But if anyone was ready for a new challenge, it was her. Plus, if she could crack a deal worth millions, maybe she could finally impress one of her biggest entrepreneurial influences—‌her mom.

She cleared her throat. “I’m down. Put us in touch.”

He shook his head and sucked in his breath. “I don’t think it’s wise. I’m not sure you can believe what he says. He did a deal with a friend of a friend a while back. I heard he gave her false instructions, and she took the fall. Now she’s in jail, and he got away.”

She stopped walking and turned toward him. “People talk a lot when things go sideways. It doesn’t mean what they say is true. I can work with anyone.” She had worked on tons of back alley deals—‌literally—‌and was great at building relationships with questionable types she’d never met through a series of burner phones.

“I know you can handle your own,” he began, looking at her eyes. “But there are some people you don’t want to get involved with.”

She leaned her hand onto the wooden bannister lining the exhibit. “Listen, Vora. If I need to back out, I’ll make that call. But I at least need to see what this man has to offer. My mom didn’t teach me to turn down millions.”

He smirked. “I guess there’s no harm in making the introduction, but be careful. And there’s one detail you should know. Johannes is old school. He’ll need to meet you in person before he can trust you.”

Her eyes brightened. No sweat. She could charm anyone, anywhere. Even when she missed the mark—‌rarely—‌she could always redeem herself.

“Here’s what I’d recommend,” Sumeet continued. “Johannes is actually in town for the next few weeks. You could reel him into your circle by throwing a party filled with powerful and well-connected people. He’s drawn to those types.”

This was a really easy ask for Nari. This basically described her friend group.

“That’s an enticing proposal,” she said, a mischievous tone to her voice. “All I have to do is get the Midwest’s top talent all in one room, and I’ll reel in Austria’s finest.”

He smirked. “I wouldn’t exactly call Johannes Austria’s finest. Don’t let your guard down.”

That evening, Nari sat at her antique wooden desk in her bedroom, cleared her throat, and plunged into her contact book. She was on a mission. In two weeks, she’d need to get the wealthiest people she knew into one room. She scrolled through her phone, mass texting every affluent woman and man she knew in the greater Omaha area. Then she expanded to her mover and shaker friends in Iowa, Wisconsin, and beyond. Her Midwestern hustle network was vast.

“I’d love to celebrate my recent wins by getting some of the sharpest Midwestern entrepreneurs together,” she typed.

Other than their money, her invite list shared very little in common. She loved the excitement of bringing an unusual group of people together and seeing them interact. It could go surprisingly well, with people of disparate backgrounds enjoying each other’s company, happy to get to know each other. Or it could be an explosive powder keg. You’d never know until you tried it out.

Either way, she was ready for it.

She still felt a little unsettled that Sumeet didn’t want to work with Johannes personally. Sumeet was in fact no stranger to the seedy. He’d basically gotten into the drug trade when he’d sold underground diet pills sourced from Uzbekistan to desperate suburban moms across the Midwest who were trying to lose their baby weight. Not that it seemed illegal. The pills worked like a charm. Sales exploded. Women bought bottle after bottle, and the product seemed to have no side effects. Other than strange facial hair growth.

Why would Sumeet suddenly draw the line at working with Johannes? It was puzzling. But then again, with Sumeet out of the picture, there would be a bigger share of the pie for her.

After decades of trying, Nari could finally join her mom’s elite world. She’d no longer be stuck making hundreds of thousands on each deal while her mom steadily closed eight-figure transactions. Her mom had never said it explicitly, but the message was always there. “You can close bigger. You can be better.” The million-dollar mark had always felt out of reach, but not anymore.

And if she needed help, this party was going to be full of talented people who she could cut into the deal.

Of course, Jennifer would help with anything. When they met on a roommate posting board online, Nari had been looking for someone sweet, a down-to-earth Midwesterner who could soothe the pain of her homesickness. Jennifer had fit the bill. She had opened up to Nari almost immediately, sharing stories about the ancient kingdoms of Mali, and the early scientific innovations of the Persians. Nari had found her passion endearing, her nerdiness adorable. This wholesomeness made Jennifer endlessly dependable.

But the rest of her network was incredible. Their diverse skill sets were so vast that Nari could tap into them for anything.

Some of the people were relative strangers, and she couldn’t be sure how much she trusted all of them. But she knew they would all make a good impression on Johannes.


CHAPTER 3

JENNIFER

One Saturday afternoon, Nari walked in the front door of their apartment, buzzing with energy.

“You’re not going to believe this.” Nari twirled on her cherry-patterned socks on the bright, yellow-tiled kitchen floor that smelled of lemons.

The living room’s blond wood floors were gleaming after their roommate cleaning night last week, filled with pumping ballads and singalong breaks between broom and mop swipes. Sunlight streamed in through the large windows which overlooked a lush, green courtyard.

Jennifer looked up from her comic book draft. She knew Nari was cooking something up and couldn’t wait to hear all about it. “Lay it on me, Park!”

“I sold the last pallet of diapers that Sumeet was holding for me to an e-commerce business in South Dakota. A ten-thousand-dollar profit on that order alone. Cash is coming in, m’lady! We’re having a party with Korean barbecue tonight!” Nari exclaimed.

“That’s so amazing! Congrats!” Jennifer jumped up and danced alongside Nari in the open-concept kitchen, her oversized plaid pajama shorts swaying back and forth. She put her hands on the black breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the large living area.

Jennifer was still disappointed that Nari had ended her wig business. She knew Sumeet fell into surplus products from time to time, and he needed Nari’s hustle to sell them. But how he found these deals was a mystery—‌one Jennifer preferred not to know too much about.

Today, she could get excited to enjoy some thinly sliced, succulent beef bulgogi with scallion pancakes. And that was enough to keep her going. She kept her questions to herself and danced enough to keep getting invited to Nari’s celebrations.

“I knew you’d be as excited as I am!” Nari said. “I kept one diaper as a keepsake.”

“As long as you save it for your firstborn, I’m happy,” Jennifer joked.

“Very funny,” Nari replied. “I might have to make a baby mobile out of it for my friend’s daughter. You know, use some glittery string and beads. Maybe create an under the sea disco theme.”

That would be the perfect theme for an event Jennifer could throw in Hawaii. Rodrigo could come with his surfboard, wearing a mesh shirt with his pecs showing through.

“Jennifer!” Nari laughed. “Your head’s cocked to the side again, so I know I sparked some sort of daydream. I can only hope it’s not PG this time.”

Jennifer felt her face flush. She lifted a couch pillow and lightly tapped it to Nari’s butt. “It’s always PG! Mind out of the gutter.”

Jennifer glanced at Nari’s face. With her barely concealed smirk, it was clear she wasn’t buying it.

“Whether you were showering with your fantasy man again or not, we’ve got to get ready! I invited some friends to dinner.” Nari moved her arms rhythmically, dancing like Jennifer imagined a little chipmunk would, before plopping down on their antique magenta brocade couch. It was the most unique thing in the house. Jennifer sat next to her.

Jennifer raised an eyebrow, wondering which people would show up this evening.

With Nari, you never knew whether an oil magnate, magazine publisher, or nightclub bouncer would show up. Or truth be told, all three. Jennifer pretended to find this parade of people frustrating. But really she loved the excitement of never knowing who Nari would introduce her to next. It gave her more fuel for her fantasies, for starters.

As long as they weren’t too wealthy. She needed more advanced notice to emotionally prepare.

“Are these people so rich that their throw pillows are worth more than my car? Or are they medium rich, like they don’t check food prices at the airport?” Jennifer quipped.

Nari chuckled. “Don’t worry. They’re wealthy, but they’re all entrepreneurially minded. Like you. You’ll have plenty to talk about.”

“Like me?” Jennifer asked, embarrassed. “I work in a windowless office as a marketing analyst all day. The closest I’ve come to being a business owner is selling cookies to people at church when I was a kid. And I’m pretty sure they bought my desserts because I was cute.”

“Hey, that’ll still make you sales today. You’re going to open the best surf shop Hawaii has ever seen,” Nari responded. “And you should tell everyone about it. Anyway, you’ll love these people. They’re the best and brightest of Omaha and beyond. Some of them know me as Gwen, heads up.”

Jennifer ran her fingers over her plaid pajama shorts. “Well, Gwen, I hope they don’t mind me showing up in these,” she joked.

“I’ve got you, girly,” Nari replied. “I’ve got a yellow satin number that would look perfect on you. God, I wish I had your body.”

Jennifer was five-foot-ten, lean, and addicted to thirteen-mile runs. Nari was at least half a foot shorter, solidly muscular, and obsessed with strength training.

Both women tried to convince the other one to join them when they worked out. And sometimes their attempts were successful. The longest stretch was last year. Jennifer joined Nari at the gym for two straight weeks when she wanted to experiment with cross-training and building up different muscle groups.
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