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​​​​1. The Backstabbing Ecosystem
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The relentless, brilliant yellow Los Angeles sun bleached the sky a perfect, cloudless blue. It was late November, but the only hint of the season was the aggressive holiday cheer forced upon the trendy outdoor cafe where Nate Brightman and Trey Stone sat. As he sipped his overly-complicated coffee drink, Nate studied the large, minimalist wreaths hung on every door, and silver-and-gold garlands snaked along the railings, glittering obnoxiously in the bright light. 

The place had become their de facto meeting spot and was normally packed, but it was that brief, quieter time of morning when the power brokers had already left for their offices and The Real Housewives (as Trey liked to call them) hadn’t yet arrived. Still, it was far from empty, and Nate could barely make out the slow-tempo lounge-music remake of “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen” playing through the house sound system over the din of casual diners and the array of typical cafe noises. 

Trey was talking animatedly about something, though Nate had no idea what. He’d been staring intently into the mocha-dark pool of his peppermint something-or-other latte and musing that he’d have been happier with plain coffee. Trey gesticulated wildly. Finally, Nate heard him say, “And you seriously can’t think of anyone who might have done it just to make you look bad?” He was loud, and people at several tables looked over at them. Nate remained quiet and shook his head, a gesture of pure, exhausted defeat on his face. “Nope.” 

“Your agent angry?” Trey asked. 

“Won’t even return my calls.” 

“And they didn’t let you back on set?” 

“I got stopped at security.” Nate let out a short, humorless laugh. “They’re... They’re treating me like a criminal or something!” Trey shook his head sadly, a silent acknowledgment of the surreal nightmare his friend had woken up to. His gaze drifted away from the table, losing focus. “And I mean, I thought at least Sierra...” His voice trailed off, the sentence too painful to finish. 

“Look, man, she knows all the same people you do,” Trey said. “If you’re on the bad side of the gossip pages, she probably heard it ten times before you even woke up. But she’s gonna come around — you’re by far the best boyfriend she’s ever had. Believe me, I know.” 

Nate waved a hand, dismissing the weak consolation. 

“I’m serious, Nate,” Trey insisted. “She’s my sister and I love her and everything, but that girl is very easily distracted. And you know she’s terrified of anything that might disrupt her career right now.” 

“Yeah, I know,” Nate conceded, trying to be fair. “It’s not fair to just think she’d trust me implicitly when everyone else is saying I’m at fault.” 

“No, it’s unfair,” Trey said. “She should trust you. You’ve always been honest — and in LA, my friend, that does not happen.” 

Nate’s head snapped to the right. Sierra had arrived, making an entrance as she always did. Dressed head-to-toe in the fashion du jour and balancing on ridiculous heels, she moved through the patio with a haughty air and magnetic charisma. Nate stood up quickly, his chair scraping against the concrete. Trey looked nonplussed and stayed seated, casually looking over his shoulder to observe the scene. 

“Sierra! Uh, hi,” Nate stammered, surprised. “I didn’t think I was gonna see you today.” 

“Mm hmm,” she sniffed, not meeting his eyes. “I only came down to get this idiot to stop guilt-texting me sad emojis.” 

Trey shrugged, owning his role as the meddling brother. Sierra turned her full attention to Nate, her expression a mask of disappointed anger. “Nate, I can’t believe what you did. I mean, what were you thinking?” 

“Sierra, I swear, I didn’t do anything.” 

“Everyone else seems to think you did,” she shot back, her voice cold. 

The pit in Nate’s stomach tightened. “I don’t know what’s happening. I honestly... I don’t. But it has to be some kind of mistake. I mean, I had a horrible day yesterday and wanted to quit writing and move back to Iowa, but I was in my right mind. Trey was with me pretty much the whole time, right?” He turned toward his friend, who nodded and shrugged. Sierra seemed nonplussed. Then, trying a different approach he said, “Look.... You know what a disaster my meeting with Drew Steele was. The guy publicly executed my career. Trey took me out to drown my sorrows, he poured me into a cab, and I woke up to this... this insane tsunami of accusations. But I was home, in my own bed, the whole time.” 

Sierra remained unmoved. “The security footage doesn’t lie, Nate.” 

“It’s grainy! It could be anyone!” He ran a hand through his hair, desperate for her to see reason. “Why would I trash his office after he already dropped my show? What would that accomplish? It doesn’t make any sense!” 

“It makes sense if you were drunk and angry,” she countered coolly. 

“No... no. I was sad, not angry. There’s a difference.” He took a half-step closer. “The police aren’t even charging me with anything, and that’s after hours of getting interviewed. They didn’t tell me to not leave the state, or that I should get a lawyer, or... anything, really. Doesn’t that tell you something? I feel like I’m being set up, and everyone is just... letting it happen. I thought you, of all people, would see that.” 

Her resolve seemed to flicker for a fraction of a second before solidifying into something cold and impenetrable. “Nate, a lot of very well-connected people are saying it’d be better to have nothing to do with you right now. I can’t take that lightly. I’m sorry.” She took a sharp breath. “I think for now it’d be best if we... took a break.” The words hung in the air, final and devastating. They sat in silence for a moment before Sierra, clearly upset herself, turned on her heel and left as quickly as she had arrived. 

“Hi sis. Bye sis,” Trey muttered to her back. 

Nate sank back into his chair, the fight completely drained out of him. He felt hollow.  

“My sister might be an idiot,” Trey said, breaking the miserable silence, “but she did have one good idea.” 

Nate looked up. “She did?” 

“Yeah, you should take a break. But not from her, from all of this.” Trey gestured broadly at the cafe, the city, the entire shimmering, backstabbing ecosystem of Hollywood surrounding them. “Get out of town. Go visit your family, something like that. People here have short attention spans. Take off for the holidays. Come back after Christmas, and I bet everything will get sorted out.” 

“Take off? Now?” Nate argued, a last vestige of professional pride surfacing. “I just started a new project!” 

“Started and finished,” Trey reminded him gently. “They made it clear they don’t want you back anymore, right? But it’s not the end of the world; it’s one project, and this is one minor setback.” As if to punctuate Trey’s point, Nate’s phone, which had been buzzing and dinging incessantly on the tabletop, lit up again with another notification. He picked it up with a sigh. The screen was a torrent of alerts from gossip sites and trade publications. His thumb hovered for a moment before he tapped one, his stomach churning as he scrolled through the damning article. 

“Ugh,” he groaned, the weight of it all pressing down on him. “Maybe I should leave. But where would I even go?” 

He continued to scroll, his mind a numb blank. Then he stopped. An ad had popped up, a vibrant, full-screen promotion from a travel agency promising a classic New England Christmas. He clicked through the ad and scanned a bulleted list of idealized holiday activities. The list could have been pulled from a vintage issue of the Saturday Evening Post. His finger paused on the screen, hovering over a photograph of an enormous sandwich platter set at the counter of a classic roadside diner that was festively decorated with Christmas lights and... lobster pots. The caption read: The St. Nick’s Special - A Winter Hill Exclusive. 

“Huh,” he grunted, a spark of interest cutting through the gloom. Despite having just eaten, he found that his mouth was watering.. 

“Got an idea?” Trey asked, leaning forward. 

“Maybe. Hey, what do you think the weather’s like on the East coast right now?” 

Trey grinned. “Depends. Where’re you going, Miami? You can probably pack light, a bathing suit and some sunblock.” 

“I was thinking a little further north...” Nate said, his focus already returning to his phone. He highlighted the contact information for the travel agent, a woman named Ivy listed at the “See The World Travel Agency.” Taking a steadying breath, he hit the dial button and raised the phone to his ear. It rang twice. 

“See The World Travel Agency - Ivy speaking. How may I help you?” a cheerful, professional voice answered. 

“Hi Ivy,” Nate said, his voice gaining a new, determined edge. “I’m interested in taking a trip.” Nate explained his plan. 

On the other end of the line, Ivy clicked away at her keyboard. “Mm hmm, ok. Oh, tonight? Well, let me take a look.” There was a brief pause filled with the sound of typing. “Sorry, Nate, there’s nothing available for a couple of days.” 

“Oh, ok,” he said, undeterred. “How about something a little further out? Like even Boston. I can just catch a commuter flight or something from there.” 

More typing. “Hmm, it’s still all booked up. It’s just that time of year I’m afraid. About as close as I can get you is New York City. You’d have to take a train or rent a car to get the rest of the way there, but I could at least put you on a redeye tonight. Would you like me to do that?” 

New York was a world away from LA. It was a start. “Yeah, please,” Nate said, a decision solidifying. “Thanks so much, Ivy.” 

“My pleasure. I’ll email the details and your confirmation code in just a few minutes.” The call ended, and the phone screen returned to the idyllic travel ad, vintage diner and incredible-looking food. Energized by the prospect of a quiet retreat and that single, perfect dish, somewhere cold and far away, Nate finally felt himself start to relax. ​
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​​2. A Crash Course in Egomaniacs
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The light shining into Natalie Hamilton’s office gave little indication of how cold it was outside—not that she would have known, anyway. For months her life had been driven by her work schedule, and she hadn’t been outside for more than a few minutes here and there since the end of the summer. She at least made a point of standing up and gazing out over the city skyline from time to time. As she paced between her large, Nordic desk and the floor-to-ceiling windows, she made sure to step carefully between the reams of papers and stacks of reports that had taken over most of her floor space. A tiny but real Christmas tree was wedged into a corner where she’d managed to make some room. She stepped over to it and breathed deeply, reveling in its wintry scent for a moment before returning to her desk. She sat down and looked across the broad work surface to her boss, who had decided to camp out in her office “to observe, not to micromanage,” as he’d assured her. He was tall, imposing, and impeccably dressed in a three-piece suit that cost more than Natalie’s rent. He perused the stack of papers in his lap with a detached air, not bothering to look up at her. 

“And you’ve double-checked their statements from the last 6 months – the recent ones are where people tend to get sloppy?” he asked, his voice a low, smooth rumble. 

Natalie didn’t pause in her note-taking. “Mmhmm, triple-checked actually, Mr. Stockington. No mistakes or irregularities.” 

“I hope not,” he said, finally glancing up, his gaze cool and assessing. “I don’t need to remind you just how big of a case this is.” 

“Of course not – not at all.” She met his eyes, her professional mask firmly in place. “But I can assure you, I’ve crossed every ‘T’ and dotted every ‘I’.” 

“Yes... I’m sure you have.” He paused, letting the silence stretch for a beat longer than was comfortable. “Well, everything else appears to be in order. Nicely done, Natalie.” A thin, almost imperceptible smile touched his lips. “Don’t think we haven’t noticed how hard you’ve been working on this case. It won’t go unrewarded.” 

A tiny spark of pride flickered in her chest, quickly smothered by exhaustion. “Thank you, Mr. Stockington.” 

He gave a silent, regal nod and exited her office, leaving the door slightly ajar. The moment he was gone, Natalie’s shoulders slumped. She let out a long, slow breath and massaged her temples. The silence lasted all of thirty seconds before her office phone shattered it with a hard electronic ring. She snatched up the receiver. “Hello?” 

“Nat? Ugh, I knew you’d still be in the office.” Her sister Christina’s voice was a warm, familiar sound, backed up by distant shrieks of childish laughter. 

Natalie leaned back in her chair. “Hey Sis. How’s it going?” 

In a sprawling suburban kitchen that looked like a holiday bomb had gone off, Christina Hamilton-Lee held her phone to her ear with a cocked shoulder. She was vigorously mixing a bowl of cookie batter at a large island. The wall behind her was a gallery of festive children’s artwork, and a fine dusting of flour coated the granite countertop like a light snowfall. An open, well-worn cookbook displayed an elaborate Christmas cookie scene that her current efforts would never, ever match. Two small blurs—her daughters Annabelle and Chloe—raced past behind her, squealing with delight. Christina looked equal parts exasperated and blissfully content. 

“Oh, fine. Well, chaos. You know how it gets around this time of year,” she said, a smile in her voice. She paused to wipe her hands on her apron. “So, what time do you think you’ll be here?” 

Natalie’s voice came back, laced with genuine confusion. “Be where?” 

Christina stopped mixing. “Ugh, Natalie! Tell me you didn’t forget?!” 

There was a long pause. Natalie sighed. “Christina’s Christmas Countdown dinner! Oh, Christina, I completely forgot what day it is.” 

“I figured as much,” Christina said, her tone forgiving. “Don’t worry, the kids are having a slow morning, so we haven’t even started watching Christmas movies yet, and dinner isn’t till four. See you soon! Bring dessert!” She quickly hung up before her sister could protest. 

“No, wait Christina, I can’t, my case....” Natalie listened to the dial tone for a second before groaning, a long, low sound of pure defeat. “Christina?” 

* * * 

[image: ]


The New York City streets were a study in controlled chaos. A chilly wind whipped between the skyscrapers, carrying the incessant ring of Salvation Army bells and the murmur of a thousand conversations. Natalie, now looking thoroughly harried, rushed down the crowded avenue, her coat flapping behind her. She dodged Santas and shoppers, her mind darting between lists of case files and dessert options. 

She ducked into a bakery called “Buone Feste,” a tiny haven overflowing with people lured in by the incredible scent of sugar and spice. After elbowing her way through the crowd, she pointed breathlessly into a glass case loaded with Christmas-themed treats. “Hi! Can I please have a dozen of these, and two of those big ones? Oh, and do you have any peppermint bark?” 

The clerk efficiently boxed up her order. Moments later, Natalie emerged back onto the sidewalk, now laden with packages. She broke into a half-run toward a subway entrance, her movements frantic. In her haste, one of her heels slipped off. Without breaking stride, she juggled her bags to one hand, stooped to yank the shoe back on, and disappeared down the grimy stairs. 

She re-emerged several blocks later, slightly more disheveled. On the busy sidewalk, she paused to rearrange her various packages and straighten her jacket, taking a moment to ensure everything was in order. She peered into her purse, not quite registering the fact that a handsome young man was hurrying toward her at a brisk, determined pace. She further failed to notice that he was staring intently at his phone, utterly oblivious to the world around him. At the last second, Natalie’s head jerked up. She attempted a quick sidestep, but the collision was inevitable. One of the pastry boxes she was carrying hit the ground, and not a moment later the man’s foot went straight through the box, sending up a snowy plume of powdered sugar. 

“Hey!” Natalie exclaimed. 

“Hey, watch where you’re going,” the man muttered, barely taking his eyes away from his phone screen. 

Natalie’s jaw dropped. Her patience, already stretched thinner than a holiday ribbon, didn’t just snap; it shattered. “I should watch it? You just plowed into me! You ruined my dessert!” 

Nate looked up, his expression one of profound annoyance. “You were standing right in the middle of the sidewalk,” he said, his tone dismissive. He glanced down at the smashed box. “Look, I’m sorry about your... cookies, or whatever. Here.” He fumbled in his pocket, pulled out a crumpled twenty-dollar bill, and held it out. “That should cover it. We good?” 

The gesture was so perfunctory and utterly devoid of human courtesy, it left her speechless for a second. He was already looking back at his phone, which was buzzing incessantly with notifications. Between the phone buzzing and the look on his face, he was clearly in the middle of some kind of crisis, but all Natalie saw was an arrogant, entitled jerk. 

“I don’t want your money,” she said, her voice cold and sharp. “I want you to look up from your phone for five seconds and acknowledge that other human beings exist.” 

Nate let out a short, humorless laugh, finally making full eye contact. “Lady, I’m sorry, but I’m having a week you wouldn’t believe. So if we’re done with the lecture, I’ve got actual problems to deal with.” He looked at her and then down at the money in his hand. After a moment of silence, he shrugged and shoved the twenty back in his pocket. “Suit yourself.” 

Natalie knew it was pointless to try to engage with this sort of person - her first few months living in the city had been a crash-course in the psychology of egomaniacs. Without saying another word, she scooped up the ruined box, dropped it into a nearby trash can, and walked away. 

Nate barely registered her departure. His phone screen lit up with a message from Trey: ‘So’d you get your weirdo December lobster sandwich or whatever it was yet?’ The screen immediately switched to an incoming call from Trey himself. Nate answered. “Hey Trey, sorry I didn’t call you back before.” 

Trey’s voice came through, tinny and concerned. “So’d you get your weirdo December lobster sandwich or whatever it was yet?” 

“No, I’m still stuck in New York,” Nate said, running a hand through his hair. “I just got a text saying my connecting flight was cancelled, so I’ve just been wandering around thinking about what to do next. I think I’m gonna get a car or something.” 

“You’ve never been to New York before, right?” Trey asked. “Why not just spend a couple days there? The city’s awesome and there’s a ton of stuff to do to take your mind off of things.” 

“That’s just it,” Nate replied. “I can’t take my mind off of things. The whole flight over I couldn’t sleep because the scene from Drew’s office just kept replaying in my head. The more I think about it, the weirder it is. I’m starting to think someone set me up.” 

“Nate, you’re being paranoid,” Trey replied. “This kind of shit happens in LA all. the. time. The guy’s wife probably caught him with his mistress, or the pool boy, or whatever the night before your meeting and he took it out on you.” 

“You’re probably right,” Nate admitted. “But all the same, would you mind just doing a tiny bit of digging? I have a couple of names I want to text you– oh, but don’t bother Sierra with it, I know she already thinks I’m nuts.” 

“You kidding?” Trey replied. “Talking shit about other people is her favorite pastime. As long as I don’t make it look like it’s tied back to you I can probably get her to do as much digging as you want.” As if the phone was listening in on the conversation, Nate suddenly got a new notification, this time a gossip alert featuring Sierra hanging on the arm of  some other C-list celebrity. 

“Allright,” Nate managed after a few seconds of silence. “I really do appreciate your help, and I know you’re looking out for me. It’s just... whether I am getting stabbed in the back or it is just Drew being a dick, I’d feel a lot better knowing.” 

“Yeah, I get it,” Trey said. “So listen, I’ll do this for you, but in return you have to do something for me, k?” 

“Sure, what?” 

“Slow down, relax, and for the love of God, turn off your phone for a while.” 

Nate had his first laugh in days. “Yeah. I need to find a place and get some peace and quiet and just... figure things out. I’m barely functioning right now. I hardly slept on the flight, I can’t pull myself away from all these awful gossip columns, I mean, I just clobbered this girl on the sidewalk because I couldn’t... argh, no.” 

“Something wrong?” 

Nate’s gaze dropped to the pavement. Something small and silver glinted by his foot. He bent down and picked up a delicate angel pendant on a broken chain. He looked around, scanning the crowds for the woman with the sharp tongue and the harried expression, but she was long gone. He pocketed the necklace and returned to his phone conversation. “No, it’s fine. Anyway, listen, do me a favor. Until I figure out what’s going on, don’t... don’t tell Sierra I’m here, ok? You.. You know. If she even asks.” 

“Oh, yeah, I don’t want to get between you two,” Trey said. 

“Yeah, I get that, so I’m giving you an out. Just tell her you don’t know where I went, and I’m not answering my texts.” 

“Dude, you’re not answering your texts.” 

“But I took your call.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m worried about you.” 

“I know it. Hey...” Nate’s voice grew quiet. “You... You don’t believe that stuff they said about me, right?” 

There was the faintest hesitation on the other end of the line. “Not for a minute. I trust you. If you say it’s not true, it’s not true.” 

“Thanks. Man I feel like I’ve got a target on my back. Thanks for looking out for me.” 

“I’ve got your back.” 

Nate paused, the words catching in his throat. “It’s too bad your sister doesn’t feel the same way.” 

“Well, you know she can be... difficult. But maybe a little time away will be good for both of you.” 
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