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Dedication

To everyone who feels like the world wasn’t made for them.

This book is for you.
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Prologue
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Another day waking up well after the sun.

Another day reaching for whatever medication past-Alice left for future-Alice on the nightstand and swallowing them with a gulping effort before even sitting up, curly and matted red hair shielding her eyes from the sunshine peeking in through the shades. Her lithe, toned, pale body slipped out from under white silk sheets and heavy quilted comforter with a groan, discovering what new hitch she would be walking with today. A porcelain skinned beauty, bruised like a banana, limped across the spacious, all-white bedroom towards the matching white tile bath that even Alice thought of as unnecessarily post-modern. But, at least it had heated floors, which her bare feet were quite thankful for. 

With a wave of her hand across a sensor, the bracelet on her wrist told the shower exactly how hot to make her shower, personalized to her preferences, right down to the type of stream, how forceful, and how many heads would dispense it. She was a rainfall girl. She loved to feel the near boiling water cascade down upon her from directly above. It filled up the bathroom with copious amounts of steam, something Alice appreciated for a few reasons. For one, it made her feel like a mysterious river nymph that some brave adventurer might wonder upon through a mysterious mist, and stare in awe at her naked form. The other reason was that it fogged up the mirrors, and made it impossible for Alice to see herself.

Alice stepped into the shower and moaned softly as the steaming water hit her sweat stained skin, and felt her matted hair fall free from the top of her head, down to her shoulders and back. She arched her neck back, eyes closed, facing straight up into the stream of water as it washed over her, scouring away the day before with its natural enchantments. Today would be better, Alice told herself. Today would be different. 

Her husband had already left for China early that morning, hoping to strike a deal to expand his media empire. Jeffrey Hatfield, a descendent of the infamous family of ‘Hatfield & McCoy’ lore, was a discovery of Alice’s when she first began her career as a producer. With her help, Jeffrey transformed himself into an internet phenomenon, ‘The Mad Hater,” and gained a worldwide following from young men, (and older, more bitter men), by picking fights and feuds with major brands and other celebrities, becoming so infuriating that he would cause anyone he ‘feuded’ with to do dramatically stupid or embarrassing things. Anyone was fair game, and anyone who came to his current target’s defense quickly became the next target. Quite the reliable way to maintain his relevance. They had even successfully organized a few Professional Boxing matches with other men Jeffrey was feuding with, garnering massive draws as everyone wanted to see someone knock his head clean off his shoulders. Of course, none of them were real. Alice always made sure to negotiate a ‘cooperative’ opponent by offering more than half of the purse to them, and Jeffrey would apologize for his antics in the locker room beforehand. In exchange, Jeffrey always had a highlight reel worthy knockout by round 3, and the discretion and zipped lips of his opponents. They were able to parlay this tactic into the luxurious penthouse apartment he and Alice currently enjoyed in Los Angeles. 

Alice’s job was primarily to be his manager, which entailed location scouting, procuring and learning how to use all sorts of camera, lighting, and audio equipment. She also managed his social media accounts on his behalf, monitoring his tweets and posts after he had typed them out, as well as uploading his content after she was done shooting and editing it. She also made sure he was on the forefront of modern fashion and researched his diet and exercise routine. After all, he couldn’t be a power or sex symbol if he had over 4 percent body fat, or was caught wearing last season’s clothes. That’s what the trip to China was all about; procuring a manufacturer who would carry his brand new clothing line to sell to all of his followers. Just one more way to supplement their income. 

She would even hold highly secretive auditions, positively entombed with non-disclosure agreements, for other women, usually models, to be in his videos and pictures he would upload. He reasoned that if he portrayed himself as a man who physically could not stop women from hanging themselves on his rippling body, that it would only help his brand. It wasn’t an easy thing to do, to be wildly reductive, but Alice ultimately agreed. What young man wouldn’t want to be and follow someone who had women throwing themselves at his feet? It was perfectly logical, she knew that, but being behind the camera and filming other, younger, thinner women with larger breasts than hers gliding their hands all over her husband, placing their mouths so tenderly on his neck, ears and lips, was often enough to cause Alice to fantasize about a bottle of vodka, as well as carefully orchestrate how she would bed her man that night so to prove she was the most desirable woman he would ever meet.

When they first met, Jeffrey was an amateur podcaster with delusions of grandeur. He thought just ‘being a Hatfield’ was enough to make him famous, but soon realized that nobody born after the 90’s even knew who the Hatfields and McCoys were anymore, and that was exactly the market he needed to care about. Alice was in the middle of a media degree at Syracuse, and was looking for somewhere to intern, and he seemed like a project that would make her more attractive to major brands. Instead of latching on to a known commodity and becoming another worker in a pool, being the social media manager for Walmart or Wendy’s, she was going to challenge herself and put herself above her competition by bringing a nobody from the weeds up to prominence. It was never supposed to be her entire career. It wasn’t even supposed to lead to marriage. But Jeffrey had an overwhelming charismatic draw, and the first thing he started spending his money on was her. Luxurious dresses and jewelry, expensive dinners, vacations to exotic places. She had even become part of his brand, hanging on his arm and making him, at once, more desirable and hateable in equal measure. When he proposed, it was the happiest surprise she had ever had. Her heart exploded in her chest and she cried for the next six hours, gazing at the tremendous rock now adorning her slender finger every three minutes. 

But, as the years went on, things slowly began to change. He became busier, more obsessed with his persona, no, his work. Being ‘The Mad Hater’ was a full time job, after all. If he allowed himself to become irrelevant, even for a single day, he’d be playing catchup for the rest of his life. There was always some other influencer trying to take his throne, his fanbase. But nobody, not one of them, had themselves an Alice. She worked as hard on making sure Jeffrey’s attention was on her, as she did that the world’s attention was on Jeffrey. Jeffrey threw himself into the persona as soon as the cash began flowing in. Once he knew that being an asshole was a viable way to make his fortune, it was easy for him to throw himself away, and become ‘The Mad Hater’ with every fiber of his being. If Alice were to put a drop of blood under a microscope, she imagined she’d see cells in tightly fitting suits with obnoxiously large sunglasses, driving a convertible and bullying fat cells.

She didn’t love how much he adopted this character into his everyday life, but she knew, deep down, underneath the leather and silk and diamonds and social media, was the same shy, sweet boy she fell in love with just a few years ago. She resolved herself to allow him to find his true self, somewhere likely in the middle, and that would take time. In the meanwhile, she would simply have to adjust to his rudeness, his demands, and his strict rules around the house. He began picking out Alice’s clothes every morning for her. Not just for the morning, but for the evening as well, followed by a strict schedule for her to follow. After all, if one of his followers, or worse, one of his haters, had discovered Alice had lost her luster, or become ‘undesirable’, then he would be ruined. As a result, Alice also maintained a strict diet and exercise routine, and trusted Jeffrey to order her day in the way that benefited him, and by proxy, her, the most. 

Were that the end of it, it would have been fine...

But Jeffrey’s attitude became louder, and more aggressive, day over day. He had become obsessed with his views and public perception, and any tiny imperfection was enough to send him off the deep end. Not in the moment, of course. Jeffrey was all too keenly aware that cameras were on him at all hours of the day, save only for the sanctuary that was their penthouse, or whatever 5-Star hotel they were staying in on any given night. Any slipup, no matter how slight, unerringly ended in a shouting fit and total dressing down of his wife. Whenever Alice would notice she had slipped, her mood would shift for the entire rest of the evening, knowing as much as she knew one plus one equals two, that she would be staring at her feet as Jeffrey shouted himself red in the face for an hour or two once they got back to their room. If she was brave enough to be honest with herself, she would admit that this was exactly why she stayed around. She couldn’t be bold enough to apply to work for a more lucrative opportunity before she knew she was perfect at her job, and each night reminded her that she was quite far from perfect. At least, that’s what Jeffrey, the wildly successful rags to riches story she had created, would have her believe. 

The bruises on her body were yet another reminder of that harsh reality she was trying to change. 

Alice opened her eyes sharply with a gasp, and choked on the water that slipped down her windpipe. She was still looking up at the rainfall shower, and doubled over, coughing harshly so she could breathe again. She had no idea how long she had dissociated, but it was long enough to let the painkillers on her bedside table she had randomly taken to take effect. She was feeling loose and tingly again, instead of sore and stiff. It was enough for her to turn the shower up slightly with some manual control as the water had grown cold, and actually wash her body so she could get on with her day. The shower shut off when she left it automatically and she reached for her soft, warm towel from the rack, drying her body, face, before wrapping it up in her hair. She absentmindedly strolled over to the bathroom counter, pointedly not wiping the fog off the glass, as she searched for her toiletries. Oddly, her things weren’t where she remembered them. Her toothbrush, her hair brush, her deodorant or perfume, all of it was missing. She glanced around in a pseudo-panic, dimly fearing they had been robbed somehow while they were sleeping, but shoved the thought aside when she asked herself who on this admittedly crazy planet would want her hair brush? There were creepers, and then there’s that. 

She peaked out of the bathroom, covering her modest breasts with her arm, feeling that was a better option than limiting her mobility with a towel, just in case there was some sort of home invader. 

“Hello? I’ve got a weapon!” Alice lied, wielding Jeffrey’s electric razor in her free hand. She would have to turn it on to inflict so much as a scratch, but if she did, she’d be revealing she was planning on manscaping her assailant to death. 

“And I’ve hit a silent alarm!” she lied again, feeling like that was a more serviceable threat than a one hundred pound social media manager holding a fictitious gun she probably had no idea how to use, which she wouldn’t. 

“If you leave now, I’ll let you go!” She continued with her voice becoming less and less intimidating, but she never heard another sound in her apartment besides the sounds of her own voice, and her hand crinkling the plastic and metal of the electric razor from squeezing it too tightly. 

Cautiously, she stepped out from the bathroom and began investigating her home, searching for any signs of an intruder. Of course, there wasn’t, it was her imagination running away with her, but something was wrong. All of her belongings were missing, save for a single set of clothing laid out for her on the chair like they always were every single morning by Jeffrey. She felt a tightness in her chest. Not having any answers or even clues was causing an anxiety attack, but she felt more suited to tackle it if she had clothes on. Alice slipped on the long, slouchy red shirt and slipped on the jeans, a combination that Jeffrey hadn’t picked out for her before, before resuming her search for answers without the ability to brush her still damp hair. 

She couldn’t find a single thing. It was like she had never lived here a day in her life. For a moment, she had to at least entertain the possibility that she was a crazy person and had wandered into this place somehow and created the past five years of her life in her head, but she dismissed that paranoia when she remembered how she turned on the shower earlier.

After her third sweep of the apartment, she started texting Jeffrey nonstop. She knew he was still on the plane but he always stayed connected on his flights. She knew she’d be able to reach him. She should have been able to reach him. But for fifteen minutes of manic texting, he didn’t reply. Worse, she was being left on Read. Finally, after enough agonizing panic that caused her to take yet another pain killer in order to calm her nerves, Alice got a reply. 

“Open the door.”

Alice flinched at the text, squinting at it as if her phone was the one communicating with her and giving her a silly wild goose chase. She put the phone down and slowly walked towards the front door, having no earthly idea what could possibly be on the other side of the threshold. Was it Jeffrey with some big, romantic surprise? Maybe on a shopping spree for all brand new things? She had a feeling her optimism was misplaced, and that would be a feeling she would carry with her for years after today.

When Alice opened the door, her heart dropped from her chest, into the floor, and down fifty four stories more, past the boiler room of their building, where it plummeted into a void, tumbling downwards into a portal of swirling emptiness, and into another land, where it could never be recovered. The hallway was lined with boxes and suitcases as far as she could see in both directions. She didn’t necessarily have to look inside to confirm her fears, but she did anyway. The contents were every single one of her earthly possessions. Every scrap of clothes. Every piece of jewelry. Every personal effect. Piled headlessly into cardboard boxes and cheap luggage. 

There was a letter on the roller bag, which she barely had the strength to pick up and overpower the scotch tape that was holding it there. Alice sank against the door frame as she read the letter no fewer than thirty times consecutively, detailing how disappointing she was, how she was allegedly trying to ruin Jeffrey’s career, and how she was the biggest mistake he had ever made. There were rampant accusations of her cheating on him, as well as justifying his own cheating with mental gymnastics that Simone Biles would applaud. Most embarrassingly, it was a combined pink slip, and demand for a divorce. She didn’t know why it would have been kinder to have one letter for each, maybe in a more professional tone, but she wasn’t exactly thinking rationally at the moment. Her head was spinning, and she was latching on to absolutely any mental surface she could cling to to save herself. She had devoted her entire career, and her heart to this man, and he had just thrown her away as if she was a burden he had been dragging around for the past five years. 

Sitting on the floor, alone, surrounded by what Jeffrey deemed as garbage, knowing she was going to be spending the rest of the day hauling what amounted to her entire life down to the street and loading it into a truck by herself...

It was hard not to see things his way. She had never felt so small.
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Chapter One
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Alice was asleep on her feet. Thankfully, she was being pulled along by Bonnie. Bonnie Blanc was a wonderfully frustrating roommate, Alice found. Wonderful as in she was one of the loveliest and friendly girls she had ever met, and frustrating in that she seemed to have a never ending supply of energy, and positively insisted on making that everyone else’s problem. A mousy girl, Alice imagined she was barely five feet tall, with an exceptional grip that was apparently strong enough to drag the sleep deprived Alice down the sidewalk without hurting her, which was enough of a bonus to make this tolerable. At least until they were getting uncomfortably close to The Looking Glass, the place Alice had just left after an entire weekend of entertaining pinchy bachelor parties. She very much did not want to be back in there, or anywhere close to there in case she’s recognized by one of her clingy regulars, and had to insist on protesting. That protest took the form of replacing her wrist in Bonnie’s grasp with her purse the next time Bonnie adjusted her glasses to avoid the glare of the shimmering neon signs this particularly ‘lovely’ part of downtown seemed to still believe was eye-catching and not a deterrent. 

Alice didn’t get as far as she had anticipated, feeling her own purse straps slung around her neck and shoulder like a lasso and jerking her awkwardly backwards, into Bonnie’s arms, who was staring down at her with an unsurprised and bemused expression. 

“You are getting out of the apartment tonight,” Bonnie demanded with no room for argument in her tone. 

“I’m fine with that, I agreed, but I didn’t think you’d count ‘going back to work’ as getting out of the apartment,” Alice rebutted as she stood back up, pulling her oversized and hideous gray hoodie up to cover her face slightly better, if only to make a point to Bonnie that she very much did not want to be seen right now. She had tried so many excuses and lies and performative efforts to avoid going out that Bonnie didn’t allow her to change her clothes before yanking her out the door, which she was cursing Bonnie for most of the night so far, but now was coming in handy. 

“Come on, have a little more faith in me. You think I’d bring you to someplace that miserable on a girls’ night?” Bonnie asked, mostly feigning offense. 

“Hey, you know it hurts when other people call my job miserable,” Alice pointed out.

“You’re miserable nonstop. I don't have to pretend your job as a stripper isn’t contributing,” Bonnie correctly clarified. 

“Exotic Dancer,” Alice corrected, as if she had any pretense of a distinction.

“Thank you for holding. Your bullshit is important to us, please stay on the line and we will be with you as soon as possible,” Bonnie said in her most exaggerated customer service voice, resuming her dragging of her taller roommate down the sidewalk, well past The Looking Glass, which elicited a sigh of relief from Alice about a block and a half later. 

“So, where are we going in the ‘high-rent district’ tonight?” Alice asked, dripping with so much sarcasm she could fill one of the discarded whiskey bottles that littered the gutter at their feet.

“Don’t be so dramatic, princess. I’m taking you somewhere exactly the opposite of what you’re used to tonight,” Bonnie explained. 

“Oh, I see, the ‘get her out of her comfort zone,’ strategy,” Alice surmised, and Bonnie chortled. 

“Oh, you’ve been quite visibly and audibly out of your comfort zone since the divorce. This is more like...making your peace with it,” Bonnie explained, and quickly hip-checked Alice into a door while they were walking, causing her to stumble inside. It was easily the most coordinated thing she had ever seen Bonnie do, and when she realized what had happened, she had no choice but to respect it. 

Bonnie hadn’t followed her through the door, and it would have been easy enough to just walk back out the door and track her down, but frustratingly, Bonnie was right. The woman Bonnie found sleeping in a moving truck had been a pathetic mess for over a year now, spending the bare minimum amount of hours working as a dancer to survive and the rest of them hiding from the world, and she had done her very best to put up with her wallowing in self-pity, but apparently there was no more tolerance left for it. As much crap as they gave each other, it was done with love, and Bonnie had been tremendous in picking up the pieces of a woman she had only just met. It helped that Bonnie was not the ‘social media’ type so she never really saw who Alice used to be, though Alice had been honest in talking about who she was and what had happened. Bonnie, the beautiful soul, focused on who she saw in front of her, not the past. 

And so, Alice found herself staring at a very large Doorman, arms crossed, with an impatient expression on his face. It seemed like this man’s entire job was to sit in the world’s smallest foyer, sandwiching his own personal mass of humanity between two doors, and making sure undesirables didn’t enter the second door. He simply sat there, staring at Alice expectantly. Alice wasn’t entirely sure what he was expect-ing, be that a password or secret handshake, and she even wondered if he was going to disallow her entrance until she removed her hood and sunglasses for whatever reason. Alice still didn’t even understand where exactly she was, and what was behind the next door, but Bonnie seemed to believe that Alice needed whatever was behind it, and so she owed it to Bon Bon to at least try to get inside. 
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