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Chapter One



Jo


I’m getting bangs.”


Across the small wooden table, Serena’s and Amber’s eyes widen. The melodic bellowing of Sinead O’Connor fills the air while my closest friends survey my face. It’s as if I told them I was moving, or quitting my job, or adopting a litter of puppies.


All of which I’ve considered in the last few months. I settled on bangs.


I drain the last of my Manhattan, reveling in the familiar burn of the whiskey as its warmth spreads through my chest. It’s cold, the bar’s AC already on full blast despite New York City’s tumultuous late spring temperature swings. My sweat-drenched hair, slicked back into a high ponytail, has kept me unnaturally cold throughout our weekly drink session.


“Bangs, Jo? Really?” Serena asks after a beat. One perfect light brown brow is arched.


“Yes, really,” I scoff. It’s just hair, after all. But it’s a change—a drastic one, which is exactly what I’m after.


“How are you going to manage that with work?” Amber asks, her dark eyes sweeping over the planes of my face. “Do you really want to pin them back every day?”


I shrug. “I’ll make it work.”


“You’ll have to buy a lot of headbands,” Serena says with a quick glance at Amber.


“I have a drawer full of headbands and bobby pins,” I counter.


Amber knocks back the last of her drink and sucks an ice cube between her lips. Her cheeks pucker as she rolls it around in her mouth, her head cocked slightly to the side as she stares at my face. As if my hairline were a bug to fix. Amber is a software engineer at a tech company; she tells us that she spends most of her time solving problems, but I’d be lying if I said I actually understood what she does for a living. And while her preference for flowy tops and long braids often causes people to assume Amber is an artist, I’ve always appreciated that she embraces her femininity in an industry where men who unironically wear Crocs and cargo shorts outnumber women by a ridiculous percentage.


It’s Serena who speaks first, as always when it comes to the three of us. “What is this really about, Jo?” She narrows her eyes. “Your hair is kind of your thing.”


Her words sting. Yes, my hair has kind of become what I’m known for, whether I like it or not. Arguably my best feature, one that I’ve paid a lot of money to maintain. My hair has been seen in thousands of homes across the country courtesy of my job as an instructor for the biggest fitness company in North America. I work with it down; to start, at least. Once it becomes so sweaty and thick it’s nearly dangerous, I pull those dense ropes of hair into a ponytail or a bun until my classes are finished. I’ve been told there’s an Instagram account dedicated to it: @havenhairqueen.


Not that I’ve looked.


Sighing, I lean back into the rickety wooden chair and throw my hands up in frustration. “I’m bored, you guys. I need a change. Bangs are a compromise.”


“A compromise?” Amber asks. “What were your other choices?”


I freeze, knowing that I can’t tell them what’s been bubbling under the surface for months. That the career I fell into, the lifelong dreams I realized, no longer fulfill me like they once did. This is just our Thursday catch-up session, a regular ritual for us to stay connected amid the chaos of our personal and professional lives. It’s after nine-thirty P.M. and the evening is winding down. It’s too late tonight to open this can of worms.


At least, this is what I tell myself. The truth is that I’ve been too scared to say anything to anyone, including my best friends. Saying it would require action on my part. I’d have to do something about my restlessness, address my anxiety about the future, and put myself out there. I’m still firmly in the wallowing stage.


When I stay silent, Serena takes the reins. “Should we order another drink for this, babe?”


“I’m fine, really,” I reassure them, knowing Serena will not let this drop if I don’t give her something. As Bon Jovi begins to serenade us, I continue. “I just feel stagnant. So much is happening in both of your lives that I can’t help but think: Where am I going? What am I doing?”


“Jo, you can’t compare yourself to anyone…”


I wave off Amber’s words with a flick of my wrist. “I’m not. I promise. By the way, did you figure out the wedding cake situation?”


Using Amber’s upcoming wedding as a distraction is a cheap ploy, but she takes the bait. “Yeah, I finally got in touch with that bakery.”


“That’s the last of the big stuff, right?” I ask, as if we haven’t been wedding planning nonstop for the last several weeks. As a bridesmaid, I have my own personal to-do list, which Serena sent me in all her type A, ultra-organized glory on Amber’s behalf.


“Wait a second,” Serena interjects, her gaze fixated on me. “You’re deflecting.”


Serena’s tenacity, plus her ability to see what others don’t—that’s what put her on a fast track to partner status as a consultant. She’s one of the smartest people I know, second only to Amber.


In spite of our many differences, we are now lifelong friends—courtesy of a Craigslist “roommate wanted” ad more than a decade ago.


My cheeks heat as Amber shakes her head at me, as if she can’t believe she fell for my trick. “Maybe a little,” I reply sheepishly. “I really am fine, though. I just see you two going places, accomplishing stuff, all of which you deserve. And I’m here, still doing the same thing for the last ten years.”


What I want to say is, I’m at the top. Where do I go from here?


But I can’t say those thoughts because they’re terrifying. Vocalizing them would be like opening my eyes at the edge of a cliff. The same cliff that I just spent years climbing up. Who the hell would jump from that?


“Jo, you have an… unusual job,” Amber says thoughtfully. “It’s not like the corporate track that Serena and I are on. You should talk to Z about this. I bet she would be willing to help you find your way out of this funk.”


My mentor and boss, Z, is the enterprising woman who plucked me from obscurity back when I was barely getting by teaching cardio dance and Zumba classes in a Chelsea studio that always smelled like spray paint. She spun a tale of grandeur so explosive that I couldn’t help but listen.


Not sure if I was being stupid or naive, I followed her to a tiny studio named Haven in NoHo and began teaching spin with no experience. When the classes started filling up, I was surprised, but then even my inner skeptic couldn’t deny that Z had hit a golden vein. This was New York, and word traveled fast. Studios came in Washington, DC; Los Angeles; Miami; Chicago; the waitlists running hundreds of people deep… and then Haven Home.


When we started streaming classes to bikes where people lived, my world turned upside down. Suddenly, people from every corner of the country were riding with me. Lifting weights with me. Listening to me talk into a microphone while we sweated and pushed and worked together.


All these years later, and I’m still not used to it.


“I agree with Amber,” Serena says as she brushes her honey-blond hair behind her shoulders. “You should talk to Z. Maybe take some time off. Go on a vacation or something.”


“I just went on vacation,” I remind them both. That long weekend visiting my family back in Texas is what sent me further down this spiral. Vacations were meant to relax and recharge you; I had come home more stressed out than when I left.


Serena looks me over as if she’s trying to read my mind. “Still, talk to Z. Then report back at my goodbye party next weekend.”


Right—an informal affair to say good luck before my best friend leaves the country. Her work as a consultant at one of New York’s oldest and most prestigious firms has her on the road constantly, but she’s never been gone this long before. The party was supposed to be a small, casual get-together at Serena’s favorite trendy bar, but it has since evolved into a much larger party courtesy of my friend’s enormous professional network.


“I still refuse to believe you’re moving to Tokyo,” I say. “What the hell am I supposed to do without you for three months? We’ve never gone more than a couple of weeks without seeing each other.”


Serena heaves a heavy sigh and traces a manicured finger—painted a simple but elegant nude pink—along the rim of her empty glass. “It’s going to be weird, isn’t it? It’s a lot of change, but I’ll be back before you know it.”


“In the meantime, don’t get bangs. At least wait until Serena leaves,” Amber cautions with a friendly wink in my direction.


I can’t help but laugh at Serena’s offended face. We all rise from our table and perform our usual hug goodbye routine. As always, I wonder how Serena’s gray suit and cream-colored blouse isn’t wrinkled after her flight back from whatever client’s city she’s just returned from, her little Tumi suitcase in tow, or how Amber always smells so good no matter where we are. After a full day of teaching and two cocktails, I look and smell like a drowned rat with whiskey breath.


It’s not until I’m outside, enveloped in the unseasonable warmth of an early-May New York night, that I feel the tension start to lift from my body. My muscles are tired. My whole body is sore. I’ve pushed it hard the last few days, with back-to-back classes and not enough recovery time. My feet feel like two stiff bricks the entire four-block walk home. I can feel my age creeping up on me now that I’m on the other side of thirty, an unwelcome weed in my personal garden of youth, dragging me down as I fight to maintain the same pace I’ve kept for so long.


Yet I continue to trudge through without doing anything about it. I’ve been watching the days melt into weeks that turn into months without feeling like I’m actually living, all while watching as the people around me fill their time with excitement. Promotions. Weddings. Adventures abroad.


What kills me most about this is that I know I’m the problem.


I’m the one who’s too scared to make a change. I’m the one who’s too afraid to make a leap.


I wasn’t always this way. Granted, I’ve always been an anxious person, especially when considering what ifs—what if I get my period on this trip, I better pack tampons; what if this midterm paper doesn’t save correctly, I better email it to myself three separate times to be safe—but I’d been able to manage it before. Even the big stuff, like moving to New York, hadn’t felt impossible once I’d prepared enough.


Only somewhere along the path into adulthood, I lost that spark. That little flame of confidence was extinguished. I can almost pinpoint the moment it went out, and despite all the effort I’ve put into pulling myself out of that hole, nothing is the same as it was before.


I’ve never managed to light that fire again.


So, yes, I can listen to Amber and Serena; I can wait for bangs. But getting my spark back cannot.















Chapter Two



Silas


The news feed blurs as I scroll through without reading more than the headlines. When I start seeing articles from yesterday, I check the time at the top of my phone screen. We are now starting this meeting at least eight minutes past, which is late enough for my patience to grow thin. I hate meetings as it is, but when they’re not on time? There’s nothing worse.


After placing my phone face down on the glass tabletop, I begin drumming my fingers. My colleagues know to ignore my impatient fidgeting, focusing on the blue glow of their laptop screens. As the small but mighty culture and lifestyle staff, we’ve worked together long enough that they’ve grown to accept my stupid little idiosyncrasies.


To my left, Colin types with fevered fingers. To my right, Helen’s eyes are scanning what looks like a long-form article.


Just as I’m opening my mouth to complain, our last attendee comes barreling down the hall, wet hair flying behind her as she rounds the corner and wrenches the door to the conference room open. Mia is breathless and red-faced when she sits down, throwing her tote bag into the empty chair next to her.


“Nice of you to join us,” I say. She rolls her eyes without even meeting my stare.


“Sorry,” she says, her voice winded. Did she run across Manhattan to get here? “Opportunity of a lifetime this morning. Had to take it.”


This piques Colin’s interest. He glances up from his computer screen to watch Mia gulp down several mouthfuls of water from her green reusable bottle. “Oh? Was it the chance to race Usain Bolt?”


Colin’s teasing doesn’t even faze her. Mia pulls her laptop from her bag and sets it on the conference table before she answers. “No, actually. I finally got off the waitlist at the Haven studio.”


“No shit?” Helen looks up this time, her eyes wide behind her red-framed glasses.


“No shit,” Mia says, a wide grin spreading across her face.


“Who did you take?” Helen asks.


“Jo!” Mia practically squeals. I would recoil if I weren’t so confused.


Both Colin and Helen are looking at Mia with… is that awe? My eyes flit back and forth between the three of them, because, frankly, I don’t understand what they’re talking about. Somewhere in the back of my mind, a memory tugs at me: a hazy twinge of recognition. I’ve heard of Haven.


But who is Jo?


Colin’s chair whines as he leans forward to place his hands on the table. The only time I’ve seen him this focused on anything other than work, we were down to the eight ball in a game of pool in which the prize was $100 and endless bragging rights. “How was it?” he asks, eyes wide.


“Uh-mazing,” Mia replies, drawing out the last syllable several seconds. “You know how they say it’s different when they’re not recording? Well, it’s true. She is even better in person. The shit she makes you do… I don’t know how she does it. She’s like some kind of spin god.”


Comprehension dawns, and I recoil into my chair. Right, Haven—the fitness empire with a cult following. As if a regular gym membership wasn’t enough to begin with, this company had the audacity to sell people $3,000 bikes that go nowhere just so that you could never escape the crushing guilt of not working out.


I groan as I rub my hands over my face. Going to a spin class is an acceptable reason to be late for work now?


“I see Silas is in his usual mood today,” Mia mutters from across the table.


“I’m sorry,” I say tartly as I push myself forward in my chair. “Do I not have a reason to be annoyed that you were late to our monthly pitch meeting because of some culty workout class that probably cost you, what, fifty dollars? Don’t tell me you have one of those bikes at home too.”


Mia straightens her shoulders and tosses a damp strand of black hair out of her face. “It was forty-five dollars, and yes, I do have a bike at home. I wouldn’t have been late if the showers weren’t backed up after class. Besides, riding with Jo in person is a completely different experience.”


Helen pouts. “I’m jealous.”


“Me too,” Colin says.


My brows furrow as I stare at my colleagues, who all seem to have lost their damn minds. “What is so special about Jo? Does he blow cocaine in your face before you start or something? Is that why you’re all addicted to him?”


“She is a founding instructor,” Helen replies. “And she’s the best.”


Mia shrugs. “If you know, you know.”


“Show me who this person is,” I say, a little more demanding than I intended. But Mia is eager to prove me wrong, to show me how amazing this Jo is. She has her phone in one hand and the remote to the conference room TV in the other. Within seconds, her Instagram is cast to the screen in front of us. Once she finds Jo’s account, the TV is filled with colorful tiles of images.


Images of a woman. A beautiful woman, with a head of dark, wild hair that seems to bounce even in still frames.


A woman wearing a lot of spandex.


There are toothy grins set against varying backdrops, with just enough Photoshop to eliminate any semblance of a physical flaw. There are endless pictures of innocuous actions—like holding a water bottle or showcasing a crewneck sweatshirt—that are too poised to be candid. There’s so much joy and positivity radiating from this Instagram feed that my lips curl in disgust.


“Ugh,” I mutter. “How obnoxious.”


“I think eight hundred thousand people would disagree with you,” Helen chides.


“Almost nine hundred thousand,” Mia says.


At this, I glance at the top right corner of the screen—sure enough, Jo is inching toward a million followers.


“Hold on a second,” Colin says as he cocks his head to look at me. “Silas may be on to something here.”


My eyebrows raise as I return his stare. Colin and I have been working together for the better part of ten years, off and on, at various magazines and publications in New York’s tight-knit journalism circle. We complement each other well; whereas I lean toward the dutifully critical angle, Colin is more open-minded. Our personalities pulled us into our respective career paths. I made a name for myself as a culture writer who dabbles in art and politics while Colin rose through the managerial ranks to become an editorial director of Metropolitan magazine and, ultimately, my boss.


“Why do people gravitate toward certain Haven instructors? Or any fitness coach, for that matter?” he asks.


“For me, it’s the music,” Helen replies.


Mia nods. “And the message. What they say to me matters.”


My fingers thrum on the glass tabletop. This is not how I imagined the pitch meeting going.


“It’s harder for us to answer that question with any real depth,” Colin picks up after a long beat. “We’re already in Jo’s Squad. But you, Silas… you could dig into that question.”


“I’m sorry, did you just say Jo’s Squad?” I ask, my eyes wide.


Colin waves his hand. “It’s what Jo’s regular riders call themselves, but that’s not the point. What I want to know is this: Why do some of these personalities stand out in a crowded market? Health and wellness is a multi-million-dollar industry. Why do certain people, like Jo, rise to the top?”


My focus returns to the Instagram feed on the TV. Despite her toned physique, I don’t see anything special about the woman we’re discussing. I’ve been online for most of my life; I’m well aware of social media influencers and the strange pseudo-celebrity culture that has been built around them. For every Jo, there are thousands of other conventionally attractive people vying for the spotlight.


So why do seemingly rational people—like my adult colleagues—worship her?


I run a hand through my hair as I struggle to resist the root of a story taking place in my mind. This morning, I walked into Metropolitan’s offices planning to pitch a deep dive on the history of a small but mighty theater in the city, one that’s often overlooked outside the arts circles of New York. Metropolitan always has a New York focus to it, but our national print reach—plus our global online readership—means I don’t always get to write about the underdogs of the city. Sometimes, I get assigned subjects that I’m not particularly interested in for the sake of the magazine.


Like right now.


“I’ll explore it,” I say with a sigh. “But I don’t think you’re going to like where this story goes.”


All around me, my colleagues stifle their laughter. Before I can ask why, Mia clears her throat and says, “You’ve built a career around being a contrarian, Silas. Colin is expecting you to find fault in these people.”


“That’s not even remotely true.”


Helen looks at me over her glasses. “Remember your article about that members-only club in Cobble Hill last summer? You tore that place to shreds even though they’d gotten a rave write-up in the Times.”


“First of all, that was an opinion piece in the Times—not an official review—and the writer went to grad school with the owner of the club,” I counter. “And second, the club had a social ranking system where you could get kicked out if you weren’t popular enough. They deserved it. Besides, the founder got arrested for securities fraud a few months ago. The whole place shut down.”


“Okay, then what about that museum thing that opened in Tribeca?” Mia asks with a smirk. “You chose to write about it, and you still hated it.”


“It isn’t a museum,” I grit out. “There are no exhibits, or anything of any historical interest or value. It’s literally just a place to take pictures for social media, but they charge you seventy dollars to do it.”


“That place is a rip-off,” Helen concedes.


“You’re conveniently forgetting all the profiles I’ve done and my glowing write-ups on really important pieces of New York’s cultural landscape,” I add as I fold my arms across my chest.


Colin doesn’t miss the defensive edge to my tone. “Calm down, everyone. Silas is a part-time hater, but he’s also full-time curious, all right? We need someone who is going to look at this from all directions.”


I fall silent, a tiny bit smug that Colin came to my defense even if he included a backhanded compliment. Part-time hater is a title I can accept; after all, it’s a writer’s job to look critically and carefully at the world around them. While Helen launches into a mini-thesis about food trucks and immigrant identity for autumn story ideas, I scribble two words into my leather-bound notebook:


Find Jo.
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A week later, I’ve decided that this is the worst story I’ve ever been assigned. I’ve spent the last few days poring over Google results for Johanna De La Cruz—better known as Jo. I’ve found a few dozen articles covering the success of Haven, its dominance in the fitness market, the launch of the Haven Home Studio, and the evolution of the brand. Within these articles, there are mentions of Jo and her history with the company, but it’s the same story repeated ad nauseam: how Haven’s Founder and CEO, Zoe “Z” Friedman, a former venture capitalist who went rogue, found Jo teaching cardio classes at some no-name studio in Chelsea and convinced her to join Z’s “revolutionary” new fitness studio with nothing but a promise. How, in the span of just a few months, Z, Jo, and another founding instructor named Mike built a loyal legion of clients based solely on word-of-mouth recommendations within New York’s gossipy upper crust. How Haven’s grip on the home fitness market is relentless, despite the entrance of several worthy competitors in the last few years.


What’s missing from this sea of Google results is a hot take: a prominent voice disliking what Haven offers. On a gray Tuesday afternoon, I wonder if I could be that naysayer. It’s what I’m good at, after all.


Jo has appeared in a few ad campaigns for wellness-adjacent brands on Haven’s social media feeds: athleisure clothing, water bottle companies, even a haircare line. I’ve pored over her Instagram with its little certified blue checkmark, studying thousands of comments from her followers. Begrudgingly, I follow her. Sifting through Jo’s responses proves difficult; there’s little of her personality to be found, any meaningful interaction replaced by lots of heart and smiley emojis. I can’t help but memorize her face in my research, one-dimensional as it is.


Jo is everywhere in this corner of the Internet, yet she’s little more than a pretty face attached to a bottomless corporate purse.


When I tap over to her tagged photos, I’m surprised to find a different variation of her. Most pictures aren’t taken with a professional camera, nor are they edited into oblivion like the ad campaigns. There are hundreds—if not thousands—of images of her posing with people who I assume are Haven clients. In these, she’s flushed and sweaty, eyes bright as she drapes her arms around equally sweaty strangers, a big smile showcasing a set of straight, white teeth. I assume they’ve been taken inside a Haven studio right after her class, as they all have some iteration of the same background: gray walls with block lettering I can’t quite read or tall glass windows that overlook the street outside.


These raw, imperfect photos of Jo and a bunch of strangers are grounding, a reminder that she is a real person—no matter how much she resembles a puppet created by a boardroom full of people who needed a face so inoffensive and generic that everyone would like her.


Many weeks back is a photo of Jo in regular street clothing. It’s strange to see her in a big black coat and pink lipstick inside what I can only assume is a bar, based on the low-lit backdrop. But what catches my attention—aside from seeing Jo not at Haven—is that she’s leaning against a person I know. The man to her left, sandwiched between Jo and another woman I vaguely recognize, is Derek Miller, my college roommate from Boston University and one of my oldest friends.


My first thought is jackpot.


My second thought is how the hell does he know her?


I’m surprised to find I liked the photo, probably back when Derek first posted it. Now that I’m in familiar territory, my palms dampen as I tap and scroll through Derek’s grid; accidentally liking something from weeks ago would be an embarrassing faux pas I’m determined not to commit.


Derek doesn’t post much, but his photos and followers help me put together the connection. The other woman in the photo is Amber, his fiancée I have yet to meet. Her profile is set to private, but I learn what I can: Amber has 498 followers, she follows 292 people, and one of our mutual follows is none other than @johannahaven.


After an ungodly amount of time spent tapping and scrolling across various social media profiles, I conclude that Derek knows Jo by way of Amber, who appears in pictures with Jo as far back as ten years ago. There seems to be a third girlfriend in this mix, a blond woman named Serena who always looks a little angry, but her account is also set to private. Most of what I can deduce comes from haunting the page of a former Haven instructor turned full-time influencer, who left the company in a sappy albeit heartfelt post a few years ago.


I set my phone on my desk and spin around in my chair, my vision blurry after hours of scrolling on a small screen with a tiny font. The office quietly buzzes around me as I press the heels of my hands against my eyes. A few feet away, I hear Helen’s voice over the clicks of constant typing. “Hi, this is Helen Pappas from Metropolitan magazine, calling to follow up—”


I place my noise-canceling headphones over my ears to drown out the rest of the conversation. With a sigh, I spin back around to face my laptop, where I’ve left the Haven corporate website up. There’s an email for press inquiries, which would be the normal way to kick off this conversation with Jo…


I tap back into my phone and pull up my messages. Derek is near the top of the screen. When we lived together at BU, we were inseparable, but our lives have gotten busier over the years. We text somewhat frequently—primarily movie quotes and inside jokes, but occasionally life updates and whatnot—but with his teaching schedule and relationship status, I’ve primarily been relegated to school breaks. Our last conversation had been plans for drinks now that school is almost out for the summer.


In my considerable experience, it takes a while to hear back from big companies—if you ever hear from them at all. So I could email Haven’s press team… or I could text Derek and see where that takes me. An organic connection to a subject usually produces more fruitful conversations. Besides, this story isn’t about Haven as a company; it’s about a specific person.


I casually type out, Hey man, we still on for drinks Thursday?


As I hit send, a small part of my brain raises up a red flag in warning, and my chest warms. Maybe it’s a little deceptive to use my connection to Derek in this way, but I have a job to do.


Unfortunately, that job right now is Jo.















Chapter Three



Jo


The Greenhouse bar would be unbearable if we didn’t have a section partitioned off.


Just steps from the High Line, this particular Chelsea spot only opened in the last couple of years, but it quickly established itself as a place to see and be seen. This is largely thanks to its rooftop terrace, which overlooks the famous elevated park and its surrounding buildings and is decorated so heavily with plants and greenery, it almost feels like you’re in an urban treehouse. If nothing else, its décor and setting make for ample photo opportunities.


But as is the case for most New York bars with beautiful and weird interiors, this place is a madhouse on a weekend evening. It’s so full to the brim with people that, as I hover in the corner clutching my spicy margarita, I wonder if this is all one giant fire hazard.


I am a person who carries Band-Aids in my purse; this is how my brain operates.


Serena, however, loves this place, and so I am here. We lost control of the ship about an hour ago, when our original party of seven multiplied into twenty, maybe thirty. I don’t even know half of these people, so I’ve tried to stick close to my friends. To my right, Serena knocks back her second margarita and licks the remaining Tajín off the rim. Still her green eyes are bright and alert as she turns to face me. She must be toeing the line of tipsy at this point.


“So,” she says, placing her empty glass on one of the small tables we reserved, “did you ever talk to Z about your job?”


Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Amber sidling around one of Serena’s old colleagues to make her way toward us. I wait until she’s within earshot—between the music and the people, this place is loud—to reply. “No, I haven’t seen her at all this week, actually. She’s been weirdly absent.”


“Is she on vacation, then?” Amber asks.


“No, I mean she’s here, but she’s been holed up in her office all week,” I say with a shrug. “I guess she had a bunch of meetings.”


Normally, my boss’s presence is obvious when she is at our New York location, which also houses the corporate offices on the top floor. She frequently pops into the staff lounge to eat lunch with whoever happens to be in there or does quick drive-bys of the hair and makeup studio. This week, however, she’s done nothing of the sort. I even went so far as to peer into her glass-encased office, hoping to bend her ear, but she was locked in conversation with three men in suits whom I didn’t recognize.


“Huh. Well, I’m sure you’ll get a chance to talk to her soon,” Amber says, her warm eyes reassuring as she smiles at me. “Are you still feeling the same way?”


Before I can tell them, Yes, everything is the same, and I’m actually kind of miserable, our attention is diverted. Amber’s fiancé, Derek, has arrived, his long legs clearing the velvet rope separating our group from the rest of the bar with ease. It takes me a minute to realize he’s not alone; a man I’ve never seen before follows closely behind him.


As usual, Derek beelines for Amber, his arms wrapping around her from behind as he kisses her on the cheek. “Sorry I’m late,” he says. “The hostess made us wait before she’d let us up here.”


“Who’s ‘us’?” Amber asks, leaning back into his embrace.


Derek untangles himself from his fiancée as he motions for the stranger to come closer. “Amber, everyone, this is Silas,” he replies. “He and I go way back to our BU days. We were roommates all four years.”


“Nice to finally meet you,” Silas says, offering his hand to Amber for a quick shake. “And a very belated congratulations on your engagement.”


Amber smiles. “Oh, Silas! It’s great to finally put a face to all those BU stories.”


“None of them are true,” Silas replies, at which Amber laughs.


Derek rolls his eyes before turning to face the rest of the group. “Silas, this is Jo, Serena, and over there is…”


Derek’s words fade out as Silas’s gaze lingers on me a few seconds longer than necessary. Cool blue eyes rake over my face, a curious half-smile playing on his lips and forming two small dimples in lightly freckled cheeks. As often as this has happened to me over the years—strangers struggling to place how they know me—the scrutiny still makes my heart race. It’s only when Silas’s attention shifts to Serena that I allow myself to breathe.


I also use this opportunity to get a good look at him. He’s cute in an academic or artsy sort of way, with a messy head of curls that kiss his forehead and ears. His black T-shirt and jeans don’t speak much for a sense of style, but there’s a thoughtfulness to the way he carries himself. It’s the way he looks at the people in our group as they speak to him, his eyes narrowing slightly and his head bending forward, as if he’s really, truly listening, not just waiting for his turn to talk. I’d guess he’s the type of person who never forgets a name.


The server takes another round of drink orders, and our party falls back into the easy cadence of a warm summer night and excellent cocktails. When our server hands me my third margarita, I settle on a small couch next to Serena. Just as I’m tasting my first sip, Silas appears before us, close enough for me to notice the lean cut of his body and the way his dark-wash jeans hug his slim hips.


“Is this seat taken?” he asks, motioning to the sliver of couch left next to me.


I have to crane my neck to meet his gaze. “Be my guest.”


I scooch in closer to Serena, but I can still feel the rough texture of denim against my bare leg as Silas sits. The dress I wore tonight reveals a great deal of what I consider to be my other best assets, second only to my hair; I’m acutely aware of every millimeter where our bodies touch. He takes a sip of his own drink—something the color of burnished gold, with an orange slice wedged on the rim—before turning his attention to me.


“I’m sorry, but have we met before?” he asks. “You look really familiar.”


I don’t know if it’s his tone or the fact that I’m almost sitting in her lap, but his words snag Serena’s attention. She whips her head around, brows flattened dangerously in a look I like to call Active Bitch Face.


“You two know each other?” she asks, her voice calm and measured. Maybe even a little calculating.


“I don’t think so,” I reply, but the uncertainty in my voice is obvious. My job puts me in front of thousands of strangers every week, so I can’t say for sure.


I can feel Serena roll her eyes as Silas shakes his head and says, “Damn. I could have sworn we met somewhere.”


Serena shoots me a sidelong glance and purses her lips; I’ve known her long enough to understand that she’s asking me for permission to grill this man. Never one to take something at face value, she is extremely inquisitive—to the point that Amber and I joke that Serena missed her true calling when she didn’t become a private investigator.


In answer, I nod. Go for it.


“Really?” Serena asks, cocking her head to the side as she twists her finger in the chain of her necklace. “Maybe it’s because you’ve seen her on the side of a building or on a bus. In one of those streaming commercials, perhaps? Oh, or maybe from that time her face was in the middle of Times Square? Could that be it?”


I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing at Serena’s cool, underhanded tone. To throw the poor guy a bone, I add, “I’m a Haven instructor. I’ve been in some ads.”


Serena’s near condescension doesn’t even faze Silas. He snaps his fingers, and his face lights up in victory. A convincing performance if he’s faking it. “That’s it! I knew I’d seen you somewhere.”


“Yep. That’s me.” I shrug and offer a half-hearted smile.


A charged silence settles around the three of us, but Silas’s eyes don’t leave my face. His stare is studious, as if I am a test subject in a lab. My skin prickles where we touch, the sensation buzzing through my body like a low electric current.


But despite his discerning gaze, there’s something soft about Silas. I think it’s the freckles that dot his nose and cheeks. Maybe that messy head of hair too? The way those curls dangle over his forehead certainly softens the ice of his blue eyes. Somehow, all his physical features complement one another, including the surprisingly broad set of shoulders that bump into me as he takes another drink from his glass. He’s not a typical East Coast hipster-creative; he must be from the Midwest or one of the western states that force you to live half outside.


I can spot a transplant when I see one, being one myself.


“What do you do, Silas?” Serena asks. Her gaze is narrowed, her finger still twirling through the delicate gold chain of her necklace. There’s pink in her cheeks now, and her eyes are starting to go glassy; I have no doubt this will be the margarita that makes her officially drunk.


“I’m a writer,” he replies as he tears his eyes away from my face. “For Metropolitan.”


“Write anything I might have read?” she asks. One eyebrow rises, a show of skepticism that is also a power move.


“I don’t know. Do you read much in the culture and lifestyle section?”


I don’t miss the way his eyes narrow as he takes in her Van Cleef & Arpels necklace and the dainty Cartier watch on her wrist. Serena has money, but it’s money she’s earned herself after scoring a full academic scholarship to UPenn and completing her MBA at Columbia while working full-time at her firm.


Serena leans back with a thoughtful expression.


“Silas… Metropolitan magazine…” she mutters. “No, don’t think I’ve heard of you.”


There it is: that mean streak I both love and envy. I’ve never been able to pull off that level of haughty, but as Serena often reminds me, that’s why I have her. While my heart always swells with warmth when Serena gets protective, there’s also a petty part of me that finds deep satisfaction when she puts someone in their place.


“Probably not,” he says with a shrug.


Serena isn’t done with him yet. “And you’re friends with Derek?”


“For like, thirteen years, yeah.”


“Interesting.” Serena pauses to take a sip of her drink. “Why haven’t we met you before?”


“Life is busy? Pretty sure Derek only hangs out with me when Amber is occupied.” He shrugs again, completely unbothered by Serena’s sharpness. His attention turns back to me as he says, “So, a Haven instructor. What’s that like?”


“It’s good.” My voice comes out higher than usual; I’m deflecting. “I mean, it has its moments where it’s not good, but usually…” I wave my free hand around to distract him from the fact that I just gave the dumbest answer ever.


With one last glare in his direction, Serena is pulled away from the couch by one of our friends, leaving Silas and me relatively alone. On instinct, I scoot away from him to give us both some space. My gaze dips to my margarita before I knock back a healthy gulp, relying on the tequila to burn away the awkwardness and subtle animosity left behind by Serena.


He sips his drink while he eyes me. “Just good and not good? It’s got to be more interesting than that.”


“It is,” I reply with a sigh. “It’s hard to explain, I guess. It’s not exactly a common job, you know?”


“That’s fair. Not all of us are broadcast into thousands of people’s homes every day.”


“Streamed, not broadcast,” I correct. His lips curl into a genuine grin, exposing a set of perfect white teeth. When the smile reaches his eyes, they twinkle, and those dimples return, this time more generous and pronounced than before.


“Sorry,” he says, and he sounds like he means it even if a ghost of a smile lingers on his face. “I’m a writer. I should know the importance of semantics.”


After a quiet beat, in which the bar’s music pulses through the lack of conversation, Silas angles himself toward me again. “How long have you been a Haven instructor?”


“Ten years.”


He lets out a low whistle. “A whole decade? They must treat you well.”


“What do you mean?” I ask, defensiveness edging into my tone.


He takes another sip from his drink before settling his gaze on me again. “I just mean the perks must be nice if you’ve stuck around that long.”


Shrugging, I flip my long hair over my shoulders as I cross my legs. We’re still close enough that I can see his pupils dilate ever so slightly as I adjust the hem of my dress. “It’s not about the perks.”


“Oh?” His question comes out wryly. “What’s it all about, then? I mean, it’s just yelling at people to do stuff, right?”


My brows pinch together as I lean back on my free hand. “You really think that’s all we do?”


His lips are pursed together—like he’s fighting a smile—as he mirrors my body language, holding my stare. For a second, I consider leaving him mid-conversation, but that competitive side of me flickers to life. It’s been so long since I’ve felt it, that drive to do anything at all, that I latch onto it and hope it doesn’t disappear.


“I mean, I’ve never taken a class, but it seems fairly straightforward to me,” he replies.


There it is: the instinctive rush that comes with a challenge, one that just so happens to be about the job I’ve been doing for years. I savor the increased beating of my heart while my knee bounces.


In this moment, I feel like my old self again—the woman who was excited to tackle challenges head on instead of shying away from them.


An idea forms in my head.


I let the words tumble out before I can stop myself. “You should take my class and write about your experience. Isn’t that what you do for a living?”


What I don’t say is, If you do, I will make you work so hard you will eat your words.


He doesn’t miss my jab. He smirks as he sits up straight and angles his face toward me. “You want me to ride in your class and then interview you?”


My brain short-circuits at his warm voice stringing together the words you, me, and ride. A part of me readies to fire back with a comment about riding hard, but the jab dissolves on my tongue as I realize what I’ve done.


I just opened the door I’ve kept firmly shut for a very, very long time.


My breath catches in my chest. The ambient sounds of the bar—the chattering of patrons, the dings of glassware, the heavy bass of the music—feel amplified inside my head. His question spins through me, stirring up all the alcohol and food I’ve consumed today. I glance around me, hoping to find my friends, but Serena is taking a selfie with a former client, and Amber is wrapped up in Derek.


Anxious ghosts I’ve worked hard to settle are creeping out of the shadows of my mind.


“An interview?” I echo, hoping to buy some time. I’m fully aware that this challenge was my idea, but I hadn’t thought through what it might mean for me. “What’s the angle?”


He takes a deep breath as he studies my face. I don’t know what he sees; I’m working overtime to keep a calm mask in place.


“Not sure yet, but there could be a story there. Haven instructors are everywhere: in our homes, in studios, on buses, and on the sides of buildings.” His dimples pop as he smiles at me. “You’re a celebrity, but who is the person on the other side of the screen?”


I’m someone on the edge.


The words are half-formed on my tongue. I shake my head to clear them out. How could this stranger possibly understand what it’s like to do my job? To push yourself this hard for this long? To stumble your way through life while the public watches?


Instead, I reply, “I’m not a celebrity.”


“Not-celebrities don’t wind up on a billboard in Times Square.”


God damn it, Serena. “That ad ran for, like, a month, and it was six years ago.”


“Still,” he counters, “if you weren’t a celebrity”—I roll my eyes, so he pivots—“okay, fine, if you weren’t a known person, there would be no story potential here.”


“That makes me sound like I’m on some kind of FBI watch list.”


“If you are, then there is definitely a story here.”


I hate that his words make me laugh. I hate how his blue eyes glitter as he watches me toss my hair out of my face. I hate how my skin feels alive with sensation.


I hate that he’s not wrong.


The only reason Silas—or anyone, for that matter—would write a story about me is because my job puts me in contact with thousands of people who think they know me, but the person they know doesn’t exist. I know that.


It still hurts to hear someone say that to my face, then turn around and make me laugh.


But that deflated feeling in my chest is what tells me I should do this interview. Because if it bothers me that people don’t know who I really am, I can only blame myself. I’ve been hiding behind screens for years. What started as necessary self-preservation has become a prison of my own making. So how can I move on to the next chapter of my life when the world thinks I’m someone else entirely? When even I don’t know who I am anymore?


There’s a glimmer of an opportunity here. A chance to tell my own story.


“I’m game.” Those two words come out sounding a lot more confident than I feel. “If you take my class first.”


His eyes widen. “Really? How do I get in? Aren’t your classes always booked up?”


“So you do know something about me.” I raise an eyebrow.


His cheeks flush as he fidgets in his seat. “My colleagues are Haven regulars. They were talking about it the other day.”


“Suuure.” I draw out the word with feigned skepticism. “We always hold one bike back in studio classes for VIPs, lucky wait-listers, whatever. I’ll book you for next Saturday at ten A.M.”


“At the NoHo studio? And afterward, you’ll talk to me?” he asks. The hopefulness in his voice singes the frayed edges of my nerves.


“Deal.”


“Deal,” he agrees.


He extends his nearly empty glass to mine in a toast; our glasses clink together before he downs the remainder of his drink. As he rises to stand, I notice the sharp lines of his body, the way his slender torso gives way to muscled thighs tucked inside of slim cut jeans. I’ve been in the fitness industry long enough that I can spot a runner when I see one.


“It was good to meet you, Jo,” he says as his lips curl into a smile.


“You too, Silas.” I mean it.


He excuses himself—to go where, I don’t know, but I don’t really care. There’s a knot in my chest that I try to rub out with the heel of my hand, only to realize I’m turning my skin red. The tension just beneath my solar plexus persists even as I stand and straighten my back—a reminder, or perhaps a warning, that I’ve just signed up to do something totally out of the ordinary for me. Something I won’t have any control over.


But I can’t deny that there’s a tiny wave of relief too. Surrounded by friends and strangers, under a night sky aglow with thousands of bright white window lights looming over us, I cling to that excitement. Maybe this is exactly what I need to get over that restless, bored feeling that’s plagued me for months.


Then again, it could also be the biggest mistake of my life.















Chapter Four



Silas


I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel a little bit guilty.


The whole thing started out innocuous enough. Derek and I met for drinks at the little bar in the Village we’ve claimed as our usual spot. We talked about sports (rather, Derek talked about the Yankees’ current season, which I only follow half-heartedly as a rebellion against my baseball-heavy upbringing), then work, then summer plans and all the things we wanted to do but probably wouldn’t due to lack of time. When the topic shifted to his upcoming nuptials—a deliberate ploy on my part—I lamented the fact that I’d never even met his affianced.


Wouldn’t it be tragic if the first time I met her was at the wedding?


Derek rose to the occasion beautifully. He mentioned a party that weekend; he’d check with Amber and let me know if that worked for her. Always dutiful with his follow-through, he texted me the next morning with the details, even going so far as to warn me that it would mostly be friends of friends, but that we’d get more time to hang out with Amber this summer now that he was on break.


Only now I can’t help but feel a red flag is hanging over my head. I got what I wanted and more—I went into that party hoping to at least meet Jo, but for her to suggest an article on her own? I’d underestimated her competitive streak when I goaded her, but it all worked out in the end. I hung out with one of my oldest friends, met his fiancée and genuinely liked her, and set the stage for my assignment. If it required a little manipulation on my part? The ends justified the means.


Friday morning, while pouring myself a coffee in the Metropolitan office kitchen, I’m still thinking positively about how everything seemed to work out.


Positive enough to risk my colleague’s wrath and ask the question I’ve been dreading. “What does one wear to a Haven class?”


I hate hearing those words come out of my mouth. Even more, I hate the way Mia eyes me with unabashed disdain. She’s made her jealousy over my recent developments well known; it took her a year to get into Jo’s class, and I’m going tomorrow as a VIP.


“I don’t know, regular workout clothes?” Her tone is pure ice. “Do you even own any, or do you simply rotate an endless cycle of skinny jeans and black T-shirts that you no doubt buy in bulk from the Levi’s outlet in Jersey?”


“These are classic Levi’s, not skinny, and I buy my clothes online or at thrift stores,” I say in mock offense. She’s not altogether wrong. I do mostly buy staple items in increments of five, opting to replace things quarterly or when they reach the cusp of socially unacceptable.


Mia sips her iced coffee through a cardboard straw before she deigns to respond. “You run all the time, right? Just wear something you can sweat in. You can rent the shoes there. Don’t overthink this like everything else you do.”


That comment wounds me a little, so I mumble my thanks before wandering back to my own desk. I’ve worked with Mia long enough that she’s become acquainted with my special brand of neurosis, which of course is not special at all; like all writers, I am destined to be neurotic to some degree.


When I round the corner to my workspace, I drop into my chair, open my laptop, and take a deep breath. I have exactly one pre-writing ritual, which is to sit up straight, weave my fingers together, and lift my arms straight above my head. This simple stretch helps me focus enough so that when I put my fingers back on the keyboard, I’m ready.


It’s easy enough to recall meeting Jo. The interaction is burned into my brain like a core memory, most of all her quick, casual wit. I figured she’d be charming considering the work she does, but I hadn’t expected to have so much fun talking with her.


It makes sense, I remind myself; Jo’s whole job is to be so appealing that people are willing to fork over their time and money to just to sweat with her.


I start writing:




Given our collective obsession with the glitterati, it’s no surprise that Haven has risen to the top of a crowded fitness market. When the industry itself exists on the assumption that you are not good enough simply as you are, who better to motivate you than someone wholly out of touch? Take away the expensive exercise equipment—the home bikes and treadmills and weight benches tucked away in some corner of your home—and what you have left are conventionally beautiful people reminding you of your own insecurities. The microphones attached to their faces lend some air of authority, but it’s the pretty faces and the dazzling smiles that have conned millions into believing the same thing.


Haven is a cult. But it’s one led not by altruistic men with grimy hair; instead, it’s led by modeling agency rejects who want you to believe that you, too, can look like them. If only you can pedal harder, lift heavier, run faster.
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“Charming, witty,
and tender.”

—ABBY JIMENEZ
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