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         It was a dark and stormy night…

         Outside the cave, anyway.

         Inside the cave it was actually darker and stormier. Because it was inhabited by one very grumpy troll.

         “Goddamn it! Of all the rookie mistakes, this has to take the biscuit.”

         Mm, biscuits…One of Dolly’s famously fattening, gravy-smothered, pillow-sized breakfast biscuits would definitely not go amiss right now.

         “Your phone have any juice left?”

         “Seriously? You guys barely even get service in the middle of town, let alone halfway up a mount—”

         “I don’t need service,” the troll cut in savagely. “I just need enough light to find my ass with both hands and a map.”

         “Ah.”

         She depressed the “Start” button on her smartphone, and it gave a wan, nearly-out-of-battery glow.

         The troll snatched it from her freezing-cold fingers. “Scrape up some of that dry moss and those dead leaves for tinder while I see about making sure we’re still alive come morning,” he snarled.

         She didn’t tell him where to stick the smartphone. Because the troll would, she hoped, be so kind as to save her life tonight. It just happened that, in addition to being outstandingly bossy, he was also quite handy at building shelters and starting fires out of practically anything.

         And Merry Manning was a huge fan of shelter and fire at the moment. She had never been so cold in her life.

         That’s what happens when you give a baby alpaca your only sweater, she thought, shivering and chattering fit to crack her teeth. But she kind of thought it was worth it.

         She hadn’t felt so alive in years.

         Though how I explain this one to my readers, I cannot remotely imagine…
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         Istanbul (Not Constantinople)
Two months earlier

         Fatimah was not having a good day.

         This much became obvious as my ponderous host led me deeper into the steamy bowels of her domain. Her discontent was a miasma that seethed about her, oozing ominously from every pore.

         Perhaps it was the worn and unlovely daisy-patterned swimsuit that wrapped less than graciously about Fatimah’s sturdy figure, or the nubbly sea anemone bathing cap that strained to contain her bushy black hair. I really couldn’t say. But whatever the source of her existential dyspepsia, it was causing her to stomp like a brontosaurus down the mildew-spotted hallway in her squish-squashing Crocs, muttering dire nothings beneath her breath.

         I began to suspect my first spa treatment might also be my last.

         The Topkapi Hamam caters primarily to tourists. And since that’s what I am these days, it seemed like a reasonable place to try out this most traditional of Turkish experiences. But Fatimah, as cultural ambassador, was clearly less than thrilled with her day’s task: take my ungainly carcass and give it the full “Sultana Treatment.”

         My guide pushed open a door marked “Tepidarium.” My high school Latin told me to expect tepidness, and I was not disappointed. It was tepid. Pitch black, empty, and tepid. I peered in with trepidation.

         “Five minute!” bellowed Fatimah, shoving me inside.

         She slammed the door behind me, and it clanged shut with a boom like the gates of hell. When my shoulders finally felt safe to abandon their perch above my ears, I looked around. I was alone in utter darkness…with no idea where the door was. Five minutes of panting, slightly chilly terror later, I had yet to find the egress on my own when the portal was flung open and my glowering, pear-shaped Virgil was once again silhouetted in the doorway.

         “You hot!” she snarled.

         “Well, ah…that’s nice of you to say,” I began, but Fatimah had me by the scruff now—no easy feat considering I topped her by at least ten inches—and was marching me down the dim, grungy hall.

         “Caldarium,” read the sign above the next chamber.

         And Fatimah tossed me in the oven.

         “Five minute!”

         Five minutes later I had a lot of sympathy for baked potatoes. My face flaming, my sweat-drenched hair plastered to my skull, I gasped and pitched forward woozily when my tormentor finally freed me, but Fatimah had no patience for fainting foreigners.

         “Now wash!” And she goose-stepped me to the far side of the seemingly endless hall.

         We entered the grand chamber. And indeed, it had once been grand—maybe two or three centuries earlier. A vaulted dome soared above us, little hexagonal skylights letting light slant in like something out of a Pre-Raphaelite painting. Everything was marble, from the walls with their burbling fountains splashing into foot basins to the cool, blue-veined floor and, in the chamber’s center, a circular, raised marble platform roughly the size of a handball court. Intricate mosaic work patterned the walls and floors. Steam curled in tendrils about the room, coiling around pillars and masking my fellow bathers from close inspection.

         It did a less thorough job of hiding the disrepair of the place. Cracks in the floor were black with mold. Whole chunks of mosaic were missing in spots, leaving the fanciful figures on the walls without eyes, arms, or legs. The air was redolent with eau de BO and attar of foot fungus.

         Fatimah shoved me toward the altar of sacrifice and ripped the towel from my body with one violent, magician-whipping-a-tablecloth-off-a-laden-table move. “Yiiiiiiiikes!” I (quite naturally) howled. Before I could so much as figure out which of my bits to cover first, Fatimah was on me.

         “Down!” she barked.

         I ducked, then grinned sheepishly when I realized she wanted me to lay upon the central platform. Other female tourists were arrayed on the rim of the stone circle in a loose ring, similarly guarded by smoldering bath attendants in fifties-style swimwear. The head of one to the foot of another, the tourists made a daisy chain of naked flesh…and now I was to complete the chain.

         Except, of course, I’m the tallest freaking daisy in the world. While I eyeballed the gap in the ring of soon-to-be-washed women, wondering if I would be able to wedge myself in without getting or giving a snootful of foot to the face, Fatimah disappeared into the mist. Thank goodness, I thought, hoping she might have gone on lunch break or Australian walkabout. But no. All too soon Fatimah was back…with a bucket.

         An instant later, I stood agape as sudsy (thankfully warm) water sluiced down my body from where Fatimah had hurled it with some gusto (and a hint of a sadistic smile) all over my shocked form. As soon as I was suitably lubricated, my human loofah muscled me down onto the marble platform, muttering something I’m guessing meant “I oughta get paid double for this behemoth.”

         And friends, Fatimah proceeded to scrub me.

         You might imagine this involved washcloths, and shampoo, and the occasional sliver of soap. You wouldn’t be wrong. However, the remarkable part of this supersonic scrub-down was how vividly it reminded one of a WWF wrestling match. As Fatimah attacked me with scrub brush and soap, my ungainly form skidded and slid on the slick marble with a distinct lack of dignity, forcing my attendant to grab for whatever portion of my anatomy was handiest—an ankle, a shoulder, my hair, and once, breathtakingly, a boob—to haul me back to my assigned slot. Around me, other tourists shrieked, slipped, and cursed as they were spun about like the famous dervishes I told you about in my last dispatch.

         Ten minutes this went on, friends. Ten. Freaking. Minutes.

         When at last the slapping, slopping, and sliding wound down, I was dizzy, half-drowned, and pretty sure I could pen a treatise on waterboarding.

         And was I clean? In a word: not so much.

         To sum up: My impression of the Topkapi Hamam was less one of luxury than a subtle form of vengeance. I was lovelessly hustled through a series of less-than-relaxing “traditional” treatments, performed by bath attendants with all the delicacy of a herd of wildebeests. The murky water, the musty environs, and the general aura of despair cloak the visitor in an ineffable coat of…well, there’s no better way to put it than “bleh.” But my true issue with the Topkapi wasn’t the rough, Silkwood-style shower or the fear of flesh-eating bacteria. Honestly, the entire time I was undergoing my “hamam experience,” all I could think was that the only thing worse than getting the Sultana Treatment must be giving it. What sins had these women committed to consign them to a purgatory of scrubbing overprivileged, culturally clueless foreigners seven hours a day? To sitting in soggy swimsuits and sweaty bathing caps in this steaming fungus-farm, soaping up women who undoubtedly earned astronomically more than their hourly wage, and were surely capable of taking care of their own basic hygiene? A little sullenness was to be expected, if not enjoyed.

         Moral of the story, kids: When in Istanbul (not Constantinople), if you’re gonna try the baths, bring sufficient Purell for a full-body dip. And don’t forget to tip Fatimah and her friends.

         ’Til next time, I’ll be…

         —On My Merry Way

         
            *  *  *

         

         Merry scanned the screen, nibbling on a hangnail as she reread her article. She debated giving it another run-through, but after four rounds of rewrites she knew it was as good as it was likely to get. “Save…and…send!” she murmured, clicking the appropriate keys. She glanced at her Gmail and saw her boss was on chat. It didn’t surprise her—Joel was never offline. As far as she knew, he showered with his iPhone and used his iPad for a pillow. She clicked on his name and started typing.

         Just posted the last of my Turkey series. You ought to get a kick out of this one. I practically got waterboarded.

         The answer was instantaneous.

         Another clusterfuck? Can’t wait.

         Merry smiled wryly, even as she sent Joel a scowly emoji. Her editor seemed to have a particular fondness for anything that involved Merry’s near drowning. (The waterfall incident during the Milford Sound cruise last month had given him quite the chuckle.) As usual, she’d filed her story with time to spare, not that Pulse seemed to believe in anything as pedantic as journalistic deadlines. With constant competition from Slate, the HuffPo, and BuzzFeed, all the online mag Merry worked for demanded was a steady diet of snark, slapdash, and sizzle.

         Well, mission accomplished, she hoped. Her job for the past year had been to act as part tourist, part cautionary tale, and her column “On My Merry Way” explored some of the best and worst of high-end travel worldwide. It was, she reflected, a hell of a one-eighty from what she’d been doing before, and the learning curve had been steep, to say the least.

         So glad you’re looking out for me, she typed to her boss. She paused, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. Um, Joel?

         “…” typed Joel.

         Merry knew her boss well enough to know she was quickly losing his attention, but she still hesitated. At last she put her fingers to the keys, half afraid they might bite. Joel, do you think I’m finally getting the hang of this gig?

         There was a pause that went on longer than Merry liked. Then…

         You’re doing fine, kid. Just remember, you’re not penning the great American novel. The words appeared on her screen in a flurry despite the many time zones between his office in downtown Chicago and her hotel room in Istanbul. I know you’re the product of seventeen Swiss boarding schools, but you don’t hafta write like you’re gunning for an MFA in comparative literature. Like I told you: This is a light, breezy magazine column. Who are we writing for?

         Merry rolled her eyes. Five-Second Sally.

         And what does Sally want? Joel prompted.

         To be entertained. I remember, boss.

         Entertained but not *challenged,* kid. You try to compete with her Facebook feed or her Pumpkin Spice Latte, and you’re gonna lose.

         Joel’s criticism stung a bit, but honestly Merry couldn’t blame the mythical Sally, quintessence of Pulse readership. She liked a good seasonally spiced latte herself. Maybe I should tone it down, she thought, but she hoped she wouldn’t have to—she was finding she had quite the taste for linguistic acrobatics. But she also had a taste for gainful employment. Understood, she typed.

         What’s our watchword?

         Merry’s lips quirked. “Fluff.”

         Damn skippy, he wrote. Now get your ass on the next flight home. We ain’t paying you to loaf around.

         You got it, boss.

         Merry clicked out of the chat and sighed, shaking her head in wonderment.

         I write “fluff” for a living.

         She was even starting to have fun with it—when she wasn’t being pummeled by ballistic babushkas in bathing caps. Who wouldn’t want to span the globe, tasting amazing food, meeting unusual people, and having exotic adventures? Most people would have looked at the gig as a dream come true.

         But most people hadn’t been Merry Manning, world champion downhill skier, five-time world-record breaker, and, until two years ago, the odds-on favorite to bring home Olympic gold for the good old US of A.

         Yeah, Mer, her inner voice reminded her. And most people didn’t wrap all six feet, three inches of themselves around an eighty-foot spruce at Olympic trials.

         Merry slapped her laptop shut and sighed, leaning back on her hotel pillow. Thoughts like this weren’t getting her anywhere. She had a good job—hell, a great job—and, even if it paid peanuts and was nothing to compare with the rush of competing against the best athletes on the planet, things could have been a lot worse.

         Like, dead worse.

         Probably the hamam from hell had just rattled her. Standing naked in that cavernous steam room, scars exposed in front of dozens of strangers, had left Merry incredibly off balance. She’d seen no reason to share as much with her readers, however. She rarely let her fans see her vulnerable side—a holdover from her days as a professional athlete.

         Rub some dirt on it.

         Walk it off.

         Tough it out.

         If she hadn’t been the sort of woman who could slap some tape over a sprain, shrug off a concussion, and still crush her competition’s best times, she wouldn’t have deserved all those endorsements, the little girls with stars in their eyes holding out tiny ski boots for her to autograph…

         But you didn’t shrug off ten days in a medically induced coma. You didn’t “walk off” a broken pelvis or torn ACL. You didn’t “rub some dirt” on a shattered femur, collarbone, and elbow, or “tough out” a fractured jaw and eye socket.

         No. You slunk off the stage and tried to figure out what the hell you were going to do with your life now that you were never again going to do the only thing you were ever truly good at.

         And your body looked like Frankenstein’s monster, to boot.

         Merry’s throat tightened, and her fingers curled into fists above the keyboard. Don’t smash, she ordered the fists. You need this laptop. You need the job at the other end of it.

         Because while Merry might no longer be a sought-after athlete, she was still a very popular gal with a certain segment of the population—debt collectors. Every time her phone rang, a shiver ran down her spine, for as likely as not it would be some dead-voiced hard case demanding to know if she was the “M. Manning” who owed eighty grand on her VISA, the M. Manning whose car lease was six months in arrears and whose credit rating currently hovered somewhere just above zero. Amazing how that happens when your coke-addled agent forgets to pay the premiums on your health insurance plan, and no insurer will touch you because your “pre-existing condition” involves twenty-seven broken bones, Merry thought.

         Obamacare hadn’t come soon enough to salvage Merry’s credit rating or her savings. And if she were being honest, having grown up the way she had, she’d never paid much attention to her finances before the accident had wiped her out. That negligence had left her scrambling now for whatever work she could find to stanch the hemorrhage in her wallet. Travel writing wasn’t much, but then again, her résumé wasn’t exactly bursting with highly marketable skills now that skiing was off the table. And she’d be damned if she’d take the only other way she knew out of her breathtaking debt pit.

         I’d rather sell what’s left of my spleen than go that route, she thought, powering down the laptop and stuffing it in her satchel next to her passport and ticket home.

         It had been Marcus who’d suggested the gig at Pulse—he might be a scoundrel, and more vain than even his supermodel status gave him any right to be, but her big brother knew her better than she knew herself sometimes. He knew she loved to travel (hell, they’d spent their childhoods roaming the halls of Four Seasons hotels in five continents), and he also knew she’d always had a secret passion for writing and literature, encouraging her even when their parents told her it was a waste of time, that her true value lay in her athletic prowess.

         Writing is for asthmatic navel-gazers and university professors, Meredith, she could still hear her mother saying. Not winners like us.

         Except Merry had lost. Spectacularly.

         Pulse had given her a second chance, and Merry had grabbed it, best she could. She’d spent the past year striving to live up to the magazine’s expectations with the same drive and dedication she’d once devoted to her kamikaze training regimen. Though with a whole lot less sweat and, until today, fewer bruises, she thought ruefully, rubbing one of Fatimah’s little love taps.

         Her mandate for the “Merry Way” dispatches was simple, as Joel had reminded her repeatedly. “Kid, you’re there to have their dream vacations for them, tell them what’s fun and what to avoid. Have a ball, make ’em wish they were hanging out with you, and move on when the story’s played out. Don’t get all deep or try to be the next Hemingway.”

         Shallow was just fine with Merry, because she wasn’t keen on blasting the hot mess that was her private life all over the Internet. Her readers expected to see the woman they’d come to know on the slopes—funny and fearless, and yes, a trifle self-deprecating. They liked to laugh with her—and yes, sometimes to laugh at her if their comments on her columns were anything to go by—but they weren’t there to learn what made her tick. They enjoyed her misadventures; her misgivings were her own.

         Speaking of which…Maybe I should take another shower, she thought. But the three she’d already taken since returning from today’s sog-tastic adventure would surely suffice. Well, that and some prophylactic Tinactin. Anyway, she had a flight to catch. And a stud-muffin to snog, if she was lucky.

         
            *  *  *

         

         She was lucky.

         Ish.
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         Contrary to every R-rated movie ever filmed, an airplane lavatory is not, in fact, a fantastic place to get laid. Particularly not for a woman of Merry Manning’s altitude.

         “Ow!”

         “Shh!”

         “Sorry, sorry…just, could you move your elbow a little…​yeah, like that…oooh, yeah…oh…wait, I’m stuck on the…”

         Freezing water doused Merry’s keister. “Yikes!” she yelped, and her lover slanted his mouth across hers—as much to shush her as seduce her, she suspected. But a little discretion was called for, given the dozen or so sleeping first-class passengers and the peripatetic flight attendants who might so easily overhear their tryst. Merry’s heart was racing. Just now she couldn’t care less about the suboptimal accommodations. Well, okay, she cared, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her from reveling in this moment. Because at this moment, she had an Olympic-caliber lover smiling conspiratorially down at her, his long, lean frame pressed hard against her yearning body.

         And against the lav’s accordion door.

         And the ceiling, with the smoke detector one really shouldn’t disable.

         And the sink, with its bolted-on foaming soap dispenser.

         And perilously close to the flight attendant call button, which really would have been a bad idea.

         There were, Merry reflected, certain places tall people simply shouldn’t fuck.

         And Johnny Black was tall.

         Like, really tall.

         That might not mean much to most women, but it was a helluva selling point for Merry. When you topped six feet three in your stocking feet (except who wore stockings anymore?) with shoulders like a linebacker, finding a guy who could make you feel even moderately dainty was a…well, a tall order. Johnny, at six seven, never seemed daunted by her stature, which all too often made men dismiss her out of hand. Even other athletes gave her a wide berth, examining her as if she were a mountain they were ill prepared to climb, but Johnny wasn’t intimidated by mountains. Or much of anything—except persnickety sponsors.

         “I could get kicked off the team for this,” he muttered, leaning in to suckle her earlobe. “Morals committee would freak if I got caught.”

         So would your corporate backers, Merry thought, desire cooling a degree. Johnny’s squeaky-clean image as the snowboarder next door would be trashed if he were caught indulging in such tawdry shenanigans off the pipe. Especially when he was known to be dating America’s favorite ice dancer, the sylphlike Melissa Christianson. Never mind that Merry happened to know Melissa was actually quite contentedly partnered with the reigning Norwegian record holder for women’s speed skating. Reality wasn’t what counted in the world of professional sports. Reputation was everything.

         Is he worried about getting caught, or getting caught with a has-been like me?

         The fact that he’d take this risk to be here with her—damaged, loser Merry—was both gratifying and a little bit galling. She and Johnny had had a flirtation going on for years before her accident, though it had never progressed beyond the occasional encounter at competitions and exposition games. They both knew they didn’t have much in common beyond a love of defying gravity, of feeling the wind and the cold and the rush of pure speed—the triumph of knowing no one could catch you. Johnny loved the spotlight, the sponsorships, and the glory attached to being a world-class athlete. Merry just liked to win. While he sought attention, Merry had sought to outrace her own demons as much as anything else.

         They were never going to sit around the fire discussing the latest Jonathan Franzen novel, or debating whether or not immigration reform was a good thing. But the sex was awesome, and wasn’t that enough? It wasn’t often she crossed paths with Johnny these days, and it was pure luck he’d been filming that spot for Turkish TV while she’d been in Istanbul. He’d be off to make his connecting flight to Aspen soon after they landed in Chicago. Which was fine with Merry. They’d never made a big deal of their hookups, staying under the radar so the media wouldn’t make hay with something that didn’t fit into a neat, all-American narrative.

         And “under the radar” was cool with Merry. But since when had she become the girl you hid in the lav?

         “You fucking the committee, or me?” she challenged, tossing her hair and nearly clocking herself on the paper towel dispenser in the process. Thankfully, Johnny didn’t notice. He was too busy pressing her up against the sink with his lithe, ropy body.

         “I love how you’re always game for anything,” he groaned, licking her throat. “So fucking fearless…”

         So my cunning plan is working, Merry thought, letting his tongue do its mind-bendingly good thing against her neck. Maintaining the myth of “Merry Manning, all-around badass and intrepid adventurer” was a full-time job these days. Until the accident, it hadn’t been a myth at all. Badass had been second nature—hell, the only nature Merry had. But now? She didn’t know what—or who—she was, but it certainly wasn’t fearless.

         Johnny didn’t need to know that.

         She wrapped her fingers around his rock-hard ass and urged him on. “That’s right, my boy. And don’t you forget it.”

         “Put your foot up on the seat, baby,” he panted. “Now, brace yourself…”

         “Ohhhhhhhhh!”

         Five minutes later, Merry’s mile-high membership had been thoroughly renewed.

         Seven minutes later, she was back at her seat toward the rear of the darkened airplane, fishing in the overhead bin for an Advil.

         Johnny had given her a quizzical look when she’d slipped past him and out of the first-class cabin. She’d sent him off with a smile and a sneaky caress on that trained-to-the-hilt tush, not bothering to explain why she wouldn’t be joining him for in-flight cocktails and warm nuts. “See ya at the gate, lov-ahhh,” she’d said with an exaggerated wink over her shoulder as she’d headed back to her seat in coach. She wasn’t about to tell Johnny how broke she was. She’d been just like him not long ago, taking first-class accommodations for granted. The team would pay. The sponsors. Whoever handled logistics while you were busy racking up medals and glory.

         What Merry had been racking up lately were medical bills.

         So not sexy.

         And speaking of unsexy…Yikes, what a cramp, she thought, rubbing her leg as she folded the physique of an Amazon into a space better suited to a Keebler elf. The ride home wasn’t going to be a whole lot of fun. Merry massaged her left thigh harder as the pain set in. The muscle would be wound tight in knots, if history was any indicator. Ugly knots. She was just glad their impromptu acrobatics in the loo hadn’t required any actual nudity—that might have turned even her hot-blooded snowboarder cold.

         Eighteen months since her last surgery, and the scars still looked gnarly—red, deep, and jagged, like riverbeds carved along the course of her left leg. Switzerland’s finest orthopedic and plastic surgeons had done their best—and their best had been good enough to patch together what was basically roadkill—but Merry would always bear the imprint of the accident that had stolen her Olympic dreams. Along with the shattered leg, torn ligaments, and the pins that had knit her pelvis, there’d been the broken collarbone and elbow too.

         And then there’d been the facial injuries.

         Though not as physically devastating as the rest, the fractured orbital socket, broken nose and teeth had been psychologically damaging in their own right. Waking up from the coma the doctors had induced, eight days after the accident, she’d demanded a mirror despite her doctors’ efforts to dissuade her…and when they finally handed one over, Merry hadn’t even recognized the swollen, black-and-green monster she saw in it as her reflection.

         From then on there’d been the “Before Merry” and the “After Merry.” And “After Merry” was a stranger, a bizarro-world version of herself she could hardly bear to acknowledge. Months of painful rehab and several surgeries later, even Merry’s mother, ever vigilant for flaws, swore you could barely tell anything had happened—to her face, at least—but Merry could still see the signs of the impact.

         She still saw them now, on those occasions she cared to glance in a mirror. Even before the accident, she’d never been what one would call beautiful. While the rest of her family were striking, smooth-complected patricians who turned heads each time they entered a room, Merry had somehow come out like…well, like a cross between a Norman Rockwell painting and Pippi Longstocking. Freckled, with a wide, expressive mouth and wide-set eyes that were a guileless denim blue. Thick red hair that had lightened to a sun-streaked copper after years spent mostly outdoors. As a competitor, she’d never been the Lindsey Vonn type, flashing white teeth and lush lips in a Chapstick commercial, posing for photo shoots in teeny bikinis. No, her niche as a professional athlete had been the Valkyrie in twin strawberry blonde braids—a Valkyrie who saved herself from Brunhilde comparisons by cracking jokes at her own expense even as she shattered records on the slopes.

         Now, she’d have given a great deal just to get back to her Brunhilde days, because after the accident…everything was just subtly off. There was that slight crookedness in what had once been a pert, ski-jump nose; the fine line that bisected her left brow, giving it a piratical lift; the front teeth that were impossibly perfect…and completely fake. You could feel the surgical screws that had pieced her cheekbone back together if you pressed your fingers closely to her skin. But Merry was as leery of letting anyone touch her face these days as she was of getting naked anywhere other than alone.

         So yeah. A face from a fun-house mirror and a body that no longer effortlessly obeyed her commands. That was her reality now.

         Merry rubbed her eyes, catching herself in a yawn despite her discomfort and less-than-cheery musings. The day—and its unaccustomed activities both carnal and career-related—had taken its toll. She pulled her jacket over her shoulder and snuggled as best she could into the scrap of fabric-covered foam and sadism that passed for a seat in coach. Her days of riding high were over, and she’d best resign herself to it. Pulse might send her to far-flung locations for her column, but they sure as hell weren’t paying for first-class plane tickets to get her there.

         Suck it up, Merry. You don’t rate special treatment anymore.

         She sucked it up and, for good measure, sucked down a nip of Absolut she’d snicked from the first-class galley.

         When she woke a few hours later, pain shooting through every nerve ending (and twice through a few), she wondered if Johnny had waited for her like he’d promised. Emerging from the Jetway, stiffness making her slight limp more pronounced, Merry looked around for her lover. Coffee and perhaps a few farewell kisses would not go amiss, she thought with a smile. But her smile died as a trio of buxom coeds standing around the waiting area squealed, “OMG, that’s him!” and launched themselves at Johnny like charging rhinos in clingy tank tops. Their shrieks of “Johnny! Johnny!” were loud enough to be heard halfway back to Istanbul, and they already had pens out as they begged him to sign their boobs, pose for selfies, let them stroke the snowboard he’d been given special permission to carry on the plane. Their jumping and shouting attracted attention from all quarters, and soon Johnny was mobbed.

         No one noticed Merry.

         Her throat tightened. Once she’d garnered attention like that. Not the panting girls so much, but excited, eager fans who wanted nothing more than a moment with the girl who was going to bring home the gold. Back then, it had made her uncomfortable, self-conscious. But now…

         Johnny’s eyes met Merry’s across the departure lounge. Gotta go, he mouthed, shrugging apologetically as he was carried away by the crowd. Catch ya later.

         Much later, if at all, Merry guessed. His star was rising, and hers had quite clearly set. She turned her back. Get over yourself, woman, she thought, closing her throat against any possibility of tears. It’s over, you’re done, and that’s the end of it. She forced herself to move toward the taxi stands outside the terminal, briskly and without a backward glance.
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         Gwendolyn Manning wants to Skype with you,” Merry’s tablet informed her.

         Merry groaned. Her mother had spectacular timing, as usual.

         She’d barely collected her pet turtle, Cleese, from Andy down the hall, and was still debating whether to chuck or wade through the stack of mail that had accumulated in the box the super kept downstairs for her when she was out of town. Judging by the machine-addressed see-through windows and the “Past Due!” notices printed in angry red ink on most of the envelopes, she wasn’t going to like the contents of that correspondence. Then again, correspondence with the fam was likely to be equally unpleasant.

         “Do you wish to accept?” asked her device.

         No, I really, really don’t.

         It wouldn’t just be Gwendolyn (never “Gwen”) either. Pierce would be beside her, stiff and uncomfortable in front of the webcam, doing his usual impression of Dignified Dad. Marcus, her evil, adorable older brother, would surely be there too, hovering over their shoulders with a glint in his eye that said he wasn’t going to be any help at all. His Twitter feed—always a reliable means of keeping track of the twit—had announced “a visit to the ancestral pastures” a couple of days back.

         The holy trinity of familial perfection.

         And on the other side of the Skype session, Merry. The fallen one. The great disappointment. Merry—the girl whose sole saving grace had been her athletic ability. Without which…

         Well. There wasn’t much to say, was there?

         Merry couldn’t help remembering the morning of her first big competition. How her mother, swaddled in Arctic fox from neck to knee, had stood dwarfed by the unlikely daughter in team-sponsored spandex and space-age ski boots.

         “I expect you’ll win quite handily today, darling,” said Gwendolyn, turning her collar up against the wind at the summit of the Aspen ski area.

         Merry felt herself flush with the unexpected praise…until her mother finished her sentence. “Of course, with your height and build, we must be grateful you inherited my family’s athletic abilities.”

         Merry had heard this refrain countless times since she’d started towering over her peers while still in grammar school. She clenched her fists around her ski poles, resisting the urge to flip down her visor and shut her mother out.

         “Your uncle was quite the cricketer,” Gwendolyn reminisced while Merry fidgeted, eager to join her teammates, “and your grandfather was captain of the royal dressage team for years before he got himself thrown by that blasted mare. I myself gave up a promising future as a figure skater to marry your father—but of course, all the men were after me in those days; I had my pick. It wasn’t as though I had to excel at sports.”

         Merry’s eyes stung, but she told herself it was just the sharp wind whipping off the slopes. Focus on the course, she told herself. Crush the competition. And get as far away from Mother as possible, as fast as these fucking fiberglass slats can take me.

         “It’s unfortunate you got more of the sportsman than the sophisticate from my side of the family, Meredith. But you’ve found your niche now, and I know you’ll make us proud.” Gwendolyn removed a glove, one finger at a time, and reached up on tiptoe to fuss with Merry’s wayward locks. Pursing her lips with motherly concern, she tucked hanks of hair under Merry’s helmet—and then, as Merry flinched, wet her thumb with spit and ran it over her daughter’s unsatisfactorily tamed brows. (Gwendolyn had a thing about unkempt “accessory hair,” as she so delicately dubbed it.) “We must always put our best face forward, darling,” she said. Unspoken was, even if that face is homely, at best. “One never knows who may be watching. And please, dear, dash on a little lipstick before the cameras catch you. Otherwise people might think you’re one of those girls.”

         A fate worse than death, Merry thought now, tossing her mail on the bedside table and shaking her head to clear out the memory.

         “Do you wish to accept the call?” the tablet asked again—a little impatiently, Merry thought.

         Do I have to? she silently asked it.

         But she knew the answer. She’d been ducking the Manning clan longer than was wise. Their emails, texts, and tweets (in Marcus’s case) had been dogging her since well before she’d headed to Turkey. If she didn’t talk to them now, they’d only become more insistent until she finally caved, and by then they wouldn’t be best pleased.

         Not that they were ever very pleased where Merry was concerned.

         Flopping down on her bed with a sigh, she put Cleese on her tummy (he liked the warmth), gave him a bit of lettuce from the sandwich she’d grabbed at the corner deli, and settled the scratched and duct-taped tablet atop her bent knees. She tapped “Accept” and cringed.

         “Happy birthday, darling!” trilled Gwendolyn, arriving on the screen poreless, lineless, and timelessly glamorous beside her equally attractive husband. A second later, up popped Marcus, thrusting his handsome face into frame and waving spastically.

         “Hey, Sis, happy birthday!”

         “It’s not my birthday for another week,” Merry muttered, trying to minimize the part of the chat screen where she had to see her own face. Compared to their movie-star sheen, she was a walking war wound—with jet lag, no less. She resisted the urge to smooth her eyebrows.

         “We know it’s not really your birthday, sweetheart,” Pierce intoned. “We thought we’d try to catch up with you a bit early this year.”

         Oh, joy.

         “Yes, darling. We were rather hoping to schedule our annual family détente to coincide with your big day,” said Gwendolyn, pinching off the small smile that was all her Botox would permit.

         Merry smothered a smile of her own, and across several time zones, she saw her brother do the same. Détente was more accurate than Gwendolyn, not known for her interest in wordplay, probably intended.

         “Your father’s just wrapped up that treaty in Ukraine,” she went on, “and I’ve got some time off from the foundation, so we thought now would be a good time…”

         “I’m free too,” Marcus interjected. “I always make time for my little sis. Let the runways of Milan pine for my presence; I’m damn well going to give Sasquatch a squeeze for her big day!”

         Merry winced. He’d probably still be calling her Sasquatch when he was a white-haired, white-toothed model for Cialis, and she was a toothless, towering old crone. She grabbed her cell phone and, holding it out of sight of the webcam, quickly thumbed a text message. Sasquatch, eh? Thought we’d decided to give that one a rest.

         Her phone, which she had on mute, buzzed almost immediately.

         Seriously, Sis, have you looked at your hair today?

         Merry typed a tongue-stickie-outtie emoji, and on Skype, Marcus responded by giving her a real, if silent, raspberry from over their parents’ heads.

         “Yes, darling boy, we know how much you adore your sister,” Gwendolyn said, oblivious to her children’s covert bickering. As if it could not help itself, one birdlike hand rose to smooth the cowlick that ruffled the otherwise perfect coif of her son’s silky locks. “We’re all eager to find out how you’ve been getting on, Meredith.”

         Marcus shrugged away from her fussing, and Merry saw him thumbing the screen of his phone. By which she means, “What shameful circumstances you’ve gotten yourself into,” Marcus texted, as effortless with his smartphone as he was strutting his stuff down the catwalk during fashion week. *Meredith.*

         Gwendolyn always called her Meredith. Never mind that it wasn’t her name. Merry’s mother refused to acknowledge her mistake in allowing the then-eight-year-old Marcus to name their infant daughter after his favorite fictional character—Tolkien’s Meriadoc Brandybuck. “We were in a phase, darling,” Gwendolyn had said once Merry was old enough to ask why she’d been burdened with such an unusual appellation. “And I was never one for fiction—I assumed if our Marcus chose it, it must be a respectable name. Anyway, all the parenting books were saying it was a great way to help siblings bond.”

         Perhaps it was true. Despite her near-constant aggravation with her brother, Merry loved Marcus fiercely. He was a scamp, a scoundrel, and a scalawag, but he was loyal to a fault—and smart too, though he did a pretty good impression of a dumbass when he wanted to. And after all, he was the only other person who knew what it was like to grow up with Pierce and Gwendolyn Manning for parents.

         “I’m sure Merry is getting on just fine,” Pierce said, patting his wife on one slender shoulder before peering into the camera to wink at his daughter. “Working hard at the new job, eh? Making us proud, I’m sure.” His expression said he wasn’t so sure, but at least he was sticking up for her, Merry thought. Her stomach suddenly felt heavier than the lunch-plate-sized turtle on it could account for. Because it was clear her mother wasn’t on the same page with Pierce.

         Gwendolyn faced her husband, turning her cameo-perfect profile to the camera. “Is that so?” Her voice, though still measured, could have etched glass. “Then why was she cavorting naked in Turkey only yesterday? And drunk in Denmark the week before that?” She faced the webcam again, glaring just left of dead-on into Merry’s flinching eyes. Now we get to the real reason Mother called, Merry thought, letting her weight sink deeper into her nest of pillows. Let the guilt trip commence in five…four…three…

         “You might have taken that job with ESPN, Meredith,” said Gwendolyn. “They would have been happy to have you. There’s no shame in being a sports commentator. Many athletes join the networks after they retire…”

         I didn’t retire. I did a Wile E. Coyote into a conifer, Merry thought.

         “Of all the opportunities afforded to you, Meredith, I’ll never understand why you chose to sign up with that website. If not the networks, you should have taken up your rightful place at the foundation as your grandmother wished,” she continued. “Instead, you spend your days capering around like a monkey. It’s undignified, and unbefitting an athlete of your stature. After all the years we worked to craft your image…” She stopped, pursing her lips with displeasure.

         “I needed a change, Mother,” Merry said wearily. There wasn’t much point going over this ground again. How could she explain to Gwendolyn how exquisitely painful it would have been to spend her life attending sporting events, watching former colleagues doing what she herself could no longer do? Fawning over them in interviews, watching them beat her best times…Gwendolyn could never understand. She had chosen to give up figure skating (and an Austrian grand duke) to marry Merry’s father. Merry, on the other hand, had gone down in flames. To see that knowledge reflected in the eyes of her peers as she gushed over their accomplishments for the cameras? It would have killed me. Never mind how welcome those TV bucks would have been—the cost to her pride was just too high.

         And the cost if I slink back into the family fold and take my place at Mother’s foundation, spending my days sponsoring society luncheons and arranging benefit balls? Merry shuddered. Forget my pride…my very soul is at stake.

         Though her better judgment was jumping up and down, making “shut up and tell her what she wants to hear!” gestures, Merry couldn’t help herself. “And the thing in Denmark wasn’t some drunken debauch, Mother. It was an artisanal beer tasting that got a little out of hand. My readers thought it was funny—”

         “Well, we did not, Meredith. People are talking.”

         “That’s the idea,” Merry said. “Creating buzz is what the magazine pays me for.”

         “Buzz,” scoffed Gwendolyn. “This can’t be what you want for yourself, Meredith.” She shook her head, dripping disappointment. “To be some stand-up comedian on a…what do you call it? Blarg?”

         “Blog,” Marcus put in, helpful as always. “It’s called a blog, Mother.”

         “Yes. That blah of yours. You were a world-class competitor, Meredith,” she said. “And now you spend your time writing fluff that will be forgotten the next time some teenaged pop singer decides to tweak—”

         “Twerk,” Marcus interjected.

         “—all over the Internet. You’re undoing all our hard work, Meredith, making yourself a laughingstock instead of the legend you were meant to be. And for what? A travelogue on some garish little website no one’s ever heard of?”

         That “garish little website” gets millions of hits every month, Merry thought, stung. Besides, it’s not a blog, it’s a magazine column. Totally more dignified. Merry opened her mouth—to scream with frustration, to defend herself, or apologize—she wasn’t quite sure. “Mother…” she began.

         Pierce, ever the diplomat, stepped in. “Let it go, Gwendolyn dear. Merry’s old enough to make her own decisions. After what she’s been through, she may just need a bit more time to explore her options. If she makes a few wrong turns here and there, we need to respect that. Give her some space.”

         Yes, please, Merry thought.

         “Really, Pierce,” Gwendolyn said. “I’d hardly be doing my duty as a mother if I blithely gave my blessing while my only daughter turns her back on all our dreams.”

         “Our dreams?” he asked. “Or hers?”

         Gwendolyn’s mouth snapped shut.

         Merry felt a stab of vindication. Exactly.

         Thanks, Dad, she mouthed, and she saw her father blow her a kiss as he gathered the aggrieved Gwendolyn in his arms. Her expression turned tender as she looked up at her handsome husband, as unable to resist his charms as she’d been when they’d met nearly forty years earlier. Pierce was the only one who could soothe her ruffled feathers, and he seemed to quite enjoy it. Experience told Merry they’d be under each other’s spell for a while.

         OMG, Merry texted Marcus. Help me out here. Pull a fire alarm. Fake a seizure. *Anything.* She saw Marcus smirk as he read her message. Honestly, Poopyface, she continued, typing rapid-fire. I don’t know how you stand being in the room with them when they get like this. And why are you even visiting? Calvin Klein run out of banana hammocks for you to model?

         All part of my cunning plan, he typed. Every time *you* dodge the ’rents, *I* look more like the golden child.

         What else was new. Merry rolled her eyes at him. Are you *trying* to make me look bad?

         It’s not hard…;-P

         Merry scratched her nose, very deliberately, with her middle finger.

         Marcus snickered silently, waggling his ears in a way his legions of sighing fans surely never got to see.

         Merry stuck her fingers in her mouth, pulling a grotesque face.

         “Meredith, you know it’s not good for you to tempt fate that way,” Gwendolyn said, emerging from her preoccupation with her husband with her usual uncanny timing. “After all we’ve gone through to put you back together, I would think…” She shook her head, her silver-blond bob unmoving. “Well, it’s your face, I suppose. You’ve jolly well never listened to me before, so why should I expect you to start now?”

         Merry knew there was little point arguing that mugging for her brother was unlikely to undo tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of plastic surgery. “Yes, Mother. Thank you for the reminder.” Stretching sideways toward her nightstand, she rummaged around for the container of Tums she kept in the drawer, grabbing a fistful. Cleese stuck his head forward, his turtly tongue darting out to lick one greenish tablet. “Stop it, you,” she scolded under her breath.

         Pierce heard. “I hope that wasn’t meant for your mother, young lady.”

         “No, no, Dad,” Merry assured him. “Just talking to my pet.” She crunched three antacid tablets. A headache was starting behind her right eye, but there was no cure for that—barring hanging up on her parents. “No disrespect intended.” She scrubbed a hand down her face.

         “Yes, well.” Gwendolyn seemed only slightly appeased. “I can see we haven’t called at a very good time. You look like you haven’t slept in days, darling, so we shan’t keep you. Just promise me you’ll make time for our get-together. I don’t think it’s too much to ask to see our only daughter once a year.”

         “I don’t know when I’ll have time for a visit,” Merry hedged. “Now’s not really a good time. I’ve got a very heavy schedule for the magazine, and I’m leaving on assignment almost immediately.”

         This was not true.

         Merry had yet to accept her next adventure. She’d been hoping to have a few days off to just be a regular person for a little while. Renew friendships long neglected. Visit a museum just because she wanted to, not because she was writing about it. Maybe even hit a few thrift stores. (The “care packages” her mother sent—full of designer clothes that rarely, if ever, fit as intended—were doing Merry’s social life no favors.)

         “Merry,” her father said ponderously, “I think it would behoove you to make time for a visit. Of course we want to see you—we do worry about this new bohemian lifestyle of yours—but we also have important family business to discuss. Your grandmother’s bequest has to be addressed—in person—if you want to receive your inheritance.”

         Bzzzz.

         There’s the carrot… Marcus texted.

         Merry let out a long breath. She knew as well as Marcus did what was coming. I’m not biting, she texted back. You may be a suck-up, but *I’m* above such shameful tactics.

         Hey, don’t knock it. Sucking up is a fine art! Marcus made fish-faces at the camera over their parents’ heads.

         Merry had to smile. Enjoy your filthy lucre, she typed. Cleese and I would rather starve in our garret. She looked away from her dueling screens long enough to feed her turtle another piece of lettuce. It might be the last bit of green either of them saw for a while. “I understand, Dad,” she said aloud to the webcam. “And I do take this seriously. I’m just not prepared yet to…”

         Her phone bleated like an electronic raspberry, interrupting her thoughts. You may not suckle at the family teat yet, Marcus’s message said, but you know when it comes to that big, sweaty wad o’ Granny-cash, you ain’t gonna say no.

         Merry did not type “fuck you,” but it took most of her dwindling store of restraint. The truth was, her brother might be right. Their grandmother Renee had finally gone to her dubious reward and, with typical spite, had loaded her will with codicils guaranteed to confound her descendants. Chiefly, by granting Merry’s mother complete authority to bestow—or withhold—the nearly ludicrous fortune her family had amassed over centuries of sticking it to the peasants. As her mother’s executrix, Gwendolyn Hollingsworth Manning was now sole arbiter of what constituted the type of behavior of which Lady Renee Hollingsworth, scion of a long line of singularly unpleasant Hollingsworths, would have approved.

         Which meant that if Merry wanted to claim her inheritance, she’d have to return to the familial fold—in whatever way suited her mother’s sensibilities.

         “I know this is a great privilege and responsibility, Mother,” she told Gwendolyn. “And I’m not ungrateful. I just…” Need time to figure out how to politely tell you to shove it, she thought. If I can afford to.

         Marcus read the consternation in her expression far better than her mother did. What’s the problem, Sasquatch? he texted. You allergic to money?

         Merry’s fingers flew as she replied. No. I’m allergic to the strings that come attached to it.

         Well, consider me strung up, her brother replied, and she saw him shrug philosophically. If it requires a little ass-kissery, I’ll pucker with the best of them.

         Merry rolled her eyes. Marcus often found himself a tad light in the wallet. It was tough work supporting an endless series of dubiously legal parties with swimming pools full of supermodels and celebs, controlled substances, backroom poker tables, and officials of various principalities who required hefty bribes to look the other way. “The life of a male model,” as Marcus put it, “is fraught with back-end expenses.”

         I bet you don’t even have to practice, she typed back, considering your whole job is to make Zoolander faces anyway.

         Marcus staggered back, clutching his chest and pretending to be struck to the heart.

         “Children, are you up to something?” Gwendolyn peered into the camera. “Meredith, are you tormenting your brother?”

         Merry’s tummy tickled, and it wasn’t solely from Cleese’s tiny claws as he trekked the distance from her belly to her breastbone. Sure, assume it’s me, she thought. Precious Marcus never instigates.

         “Good lord, Meredith,” Gwendolyn gasped, “what is that thing? You haven’t got some sort of pest problem in that ghetto of yours, I hope.”

         Merry glanced at the screen, then had to laugh as she realized her pet turtle must appear the size of a stegosaurus on the webcam as he trundled into frame. It grounded her a bit, reminding her that her family’s dysfunction—as well as their ever-so-tempting money—was on the other side of a very wide ocean. At the summer cottage on the shores of Lake Como this time of year, if she remembered rightly. A far cry from downtown Chicago, perhaps, but the little apartment she’d leased with the last of her endorsement cash—partly because it was a great jumping-off point for travel, and partly because it was about a million miles from the nearest mountain—was hardly a ghetto.

         “It’s just Cleese,” she said, stroking his little head gently with the tip of one finger before moving him out of camera range. “He hasn’t seen me for a while so he’s being extra lovey-dovey.”

         “Well, Meredith, we haven’t seen you in quite a while either,” Gwendolyn said. “And considering the substantial inheritance that’s at stake, I should think you’d be a bit more accommodating with us than your…reptile.”

         Bzzzz, went her phone.

         …And there’s the stick.

         Merry saw Marcus shrug sympathetically from across seven time zones.

         “I’ll try, Mother,” she said. “I really just can’t break away right now.” She sighed, avoiding her father’s eye, which wasn’t hard over Skype. “And, Dad, I appreciate that I have to make a decision about Grandmother’s bequest—”

         “The paperwork has to be signed and witnessed within six months, or you forfeit everything, Merry,” he reminded pointedly.

         “I understand. And I will take care of it. I promise. I’ll come to you, or maybe we can meet in DC this fall if you’re in conference with the State Department. Certainly by Thanksgiving at the latest. I’ll have made my decision by then.”

         “What is there to decide?” Gwendolyn asked sharply. “Of course you’ll accept. And of course you’ll come home. What else is there for you now?”

         Penury.

         Freedom.

         Merry looked at the stack of bills at her bedside, the corners of which Cleese was currently attempting to ingest. If only it were that easy to make her debts disappear. I really can’t afford to say no this time, can I?

         C’mon, come hang with us, her brother texted. I’ll introduce you to some Abercrombie & Fitch models. Marcus made the Zoolander face again. With all that Granny-money, you can stuff twenties in their low-slung jeans all day long.

         And what would I do when that got old? Merry wondered with a tinge of bitterness. Spend my days attending charity luncheons and getting my hair done with Mother? Host state dinners for my father’s diplomatic colleagues? Watch Marcus strut his stuff down the runways of Paris while I pretend I’m not his loser, half-crippled baby sister?

         I’d die.

         Some other time, she typed, mustering a wan smile. Now, help me get G&P off my back, ’k, Uglymug? I gotta go walk my turtle.

         Sure, Squatchy. Love ya, furball! A pause. And really, seriously…happy birthday. Marcus turned to Pierce and Gwendolyn. “Why don’t we let Merry-Contrary do her thing for a little while longer?” He threw an arm around each parent and smooched them loudly on the cheeks. “You don’t want to see her until autumn anyhow. You know how frizzy she gets in the summer.”

         “Well…” Gwendolyn melted under her son’s winning smile. She was clearly not pleased, but the prospect of Merry with frizzled hair seemed to give her pause. “I suppose we can put off our rendezvous until Thanksgiving, but no later. Understood, Meredith?”

         Merry nodded. “Yes, Mother.”

         “And Meredith…” Her mother paused delicately. “Those brows. Really, dear. They have tools for that.”

         Merry hit “Escape.”

         And started thinking about her next escape.
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         We’re renaming your column,” Joel announced. He kicked feet shod in painfully fresh-out-of-the-box Converse up on his desk and beamed at Merry as though delivering the best news imaginable.

         “Uh…we are?” Merry slung her bag off her shoulder and slinked over to the visitor’s chair in her editor’s office. A sign reading “Entering Upper Slobovia” was taped to the open door, and it wasn’t kidding. Joel’s den of iniquity/place of business was a graveyard of dead computer equipment, obsolete file folders, and crusted-over coffee cups into which Merry preferred not to look too deeply. With two fingers, she picked a gym sock off the chair’s seat, searched in vain for a place to put it, then gave up and set it on the floor at her feet, nudging the dingy cloth aside discreetly with her toe.

         Her editor didn’t take offense. “Yup.” Joel’s smile grew, if that were possible. “From now on, we’re calling it, ‘Don’t Do What I Did’!” He spread his stubby arms in a “ta-da!” gesture and looked at her expectantly.

         Merry got a bad feeling in her tummy. It was not an “I shouldn’t have eaten that sausage-egg-and-cheese dollar breakfast special from the roach-coach downstairs” feeling. No. This was more of an “Oh, fuck, am I out of a job?” bellyache.

         “And, uh…why are we doing that?”

         “Well, Merry,” Joel said, putting on his Serious Editor face, which didn’t quite jibe with his cherubic, triple-chinned features. “We’re in a recession, you know.”

         There seemed no safe response to this, so Merry just waited.

         “And in a recession, do you know how many people are spending money on high-end travel?”

         This time, Merry suspected she was supposed to answer. “Well, I, ah, don’t have solid statistics, per se, but—”

         “Fuck statistics. The answer is less. Fewer. Whatever.” He scowled, which suited his face better than the jollity of a moment ago.

         “But, Joel,” Merry began, dredging up her most unflappable voice—the one she’d learned early on to employ whenever her mother went into rant mode over Merry’s unacceptable hair/clothes/shoes/general lack of social grace. “I’ve been getting great responses from my readers lately. I can hardly keep up with the comments on my page, and my Twitter feed totally blows up every time I publish a new piece. I know I’m still finding my sea legs, but I thought ‘On My Merry Way’ was starting to go pretty well.”

         Her editor was unmoved. “Have you seen the numbers from your most recent series?”

         Merry’s stomach was definitely in “I’m getting shit-canned” territory now. She dug into her bag for her trusty Tums and crunched down. “I actually hadn’t had a chance to run the analytics…” she admitted. Damn it, I should’ve done that first thing, she thought. Gotta stop making stupid mistakes like that.

         “Uniques were down a full fifteen percent,” Joel said. “And click-throughs are thirty percent lower than this time last year. Sponsors are threatening to pull out, Merry.”

         Where had she heard that one before?

         “We’re sorry, Ms. Manning. Mountain Sports is all about freedom, excitement, healthy competition. Not…” The advertising rep, visiting Merry in the second of her long-term sports rehab centers, had paused delicately, then waved at the cast that had encased Merry’s leg all the way up to the hip. He’d avoided looking at her swollen, stitched-up face.

         Not losers.

         They’d been the first of her sponsors to pull out after the accident, but they hadn’t been the last. Endorsement deals had dried up faster than well drinks at a frat house happy hour. The loss of income had hurt—badly—but the shame of failure had hurt even worse. Merry swallowed hard. “Does this mean you’re dumping me?”

         Joel looked at her a bit more kindly. “Not dumping you. Just…retooling you a little bit. You’ve come a long way this past year. You still sound like you’re trying to write the great American novel instead of a quickie service piece sometimes,” he hastened to add, “but you’ve been coming along great. You’re polling well personally, and the comments are as positive as ever. People still love to read about your travels. They’re just not following in your footsteps the way they did when times were better—which means they’re not buying what our ads are selling. Frankly, four-star resort and spa advertisers were never really our demographic to begin with, and sales is having more and more trouble landing them lately.” He sighed. “What I’m trying to say, Merry, is that corporate ripped the ed board a new one over the latest quarterly figures, and if we don’t keep Five-Second Sally happy, Pulse will go the way of the AOL home page.” He looked down at his pristine Chuck Taylors, sparing a longing glance for the well-worn loafers that lolled exhaustedly under his desk. “We’ve all got to think younger. More hip. Less moneyed.”

         “Ah ha.” And that means?

         Joel seemed to read Merry’s thoughts. “That means twentysomethings who can’t afford pedicures at the Parker Meridien, or a private cruise on the Caspian Sea. Millenials who fancy themselves adventurers, but still probably siphon cash off Mom and Dad to finance their backpacking expeditions. You know…hipsters.” He shook his head. “I fought for you, Merry. The board was all for replacing you with someone…more relatable, if you know what I mean, but I told them you had what it took. That you were a team player. And you’d play ball.”

         Team player? Is he kidding? I was captain of the women’s US downhill ski team.

         Operative word: was.

         Sure, she’d been put up in some pretty swank hotels when she was being wined and dined by advertisers eager to score her for a commercial or a sports drink endorsement. And yes, she’d grown up traveling in style as her father’s diplomatic duties took the family all over the world. But did that make her unrelatable? The thought stung. I work hard, damn it. I’ve always worked hard. I’m not some entitled, whiny rich girl.

         Yeah? Well, hard workers don’t bitch when their bosses give them bad news. Suck it up, Merry.

         “Okay…” she said warily. “I appreciate that, Joel. I know you’ve always had my back.” When it was convenient. Joel was supremely self-interested, a fact which hadn’t bothered Merry previously because he was also a brilliant editor and a shrewd manager. He had to be, to have reached his fifties and remained relevant in the cutthroat world of digital media. “But what does that have to do with renaming my column ‘Don’t Do What I Did’?”

         Joel’s grin returned. He lumbered to his feet and rummaged around in one of the precariously balanced piles cluttering the storage closet behind his desk. With a triumphant grunt, he pulled out a long, narrow object and held it up for Merry to see. It looked to be…

         A canoe paddle?

         Somehow, Merry wasn’t surprised—she’d seen him pull weirder items out of those depths. She looked at him with an expression halfway between a raised brow and a full-on cringe.

         “Here you go, kid. You’re gonna need this.” He handed her the paddle.

         Merry stared down at the splintered wood in her hand, holding it as if it might bite. “Dare I ask why?” she asked faintly.

         Joel paused as if he were waiting for an invisible bandleader to give him a rim shot. “Becaaaaaause,” he drawled, “next stop is Shit’s Creek.”
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         As you’ll have seen, my faithful readers, your favorite travel series is sporting a new look as of today. Note the bold header, the change of title—my dashing new photo.

         “Why the change?” you may be asking.

         Well, the answer is, it’s time to spice things up. After a year of leading you through once-in-a-lifetime river cruises, toting your lovely selves in my metaphorical back pocket to some of the finest restaurants, coziest inns, and palatial…well, palaces…this world has to offer, I thought it was time to take a look at the other side of travel.

         The down and dirty side.

         No more spas, no more beachside resorts. Instead, I’ll be returning to my badass roots, charging headlong into new experiences just like I used to speed down the slopes.

         What does that mean? Well, for starters, instead of dabbling my toes like a dilettante into the waters of the places I stay, I’ll be getting into the nitty-gritty, taking on outlandish jobs from all around the world to pay my own way. Maybe I’ll be a short-order cook in Bhutan for a week. Or a gator tagger in rural Louisiana. It’ll be rough, tough, and potentially dangerous.

         Hence “Don’t Do What I Did.”

         Pretty cool, huh?

         As before, I’ll be selecting my missions with the greatest care, forethought, and research. Only now, I’ll be scouring the globe in search of the shit you simply wouldn’t do, the shit you wish you had the guts to do, and the completely ridiculous shit that just needs somebody to do it, so I might as well be the one.

         Crazy? Possibly. Unhygienic? Probably. Fun? You bet your bippy.

         I’ll try to choose wisely…yet in the end, gentle readers, it is you who will decide my fate.

         That’s right. You get to choose between two one-of-a-kind adventures, and I, ever your servant, shall undertake the winning entry with “full devout corage” as old Chaucer would say.

         So what’ll it be for our maiden voyage, mates? The Pit and the Pendulum? The Lady or the Tiger? (Or in this case, the llama?) Here are this month’s choices, culled from real rough-and-tumble opportunities our staff has researched.

         This?

         
            Bat Tagging in Belize!

         

         
            Volunteers needed to help scientific expedition count and tag endangered sac-winged bats in the jungles of Belize. These unique creatures almost single-handedly keep in check the population of insects that are harmful to humans and livestock. However, white-nose syndrome is decimating bat populations worldwide. Our vital research may be the key step toward eradicating this pernicious fungus and preventing outbreaks of mosquito-borne illness.

            Applicants must have spelunking experience, undergo a full course of antimalarial drugs, and be prepared to collect daily guano samples. College students welcome!

         

         Or this:

         
            For the Love of Llamas…Help!

         

         
            Needed: Temporary ranch hand to pitch in at our llama rescue/tourist outfit/fiber farm forty miles east of Taos, New Mexico. Our regular fella’s off getting hitched and we need someone while he’s finally making an honest woman of Rosie. She’s been plenty patient.

            The job: Help care for our herd of sixteen rescue llamas, thirty prize-winning alpacas, plus eight chickens, six goats, and two dogs (the cat looks after herself). Oh, and the bunny.

            If that ain’t exciting enough, my pal Jane says to tell you we’ve got spectacular views of the Taos Mountains, and our ranch offers thirty acres of wide-open wilderness to explore (but not exploit!). Nearby hot springs help you soak your bones after a long day of honest work.

            Enthusiasm, spirit of adventure more important than experience. You bring a love of furry creatures and a willingness to learn, and we’ll tell you what needs doing.

            No smokers, please. I just quit.

             

            Okay, readers! Record your vote below:

            
	Bat shit

               	Llama shit

            

>>Vote now!

         

         Merry took her fingers off the keys and sighed. Forget the exotic animals. She was the one full of shit. Her chipper, gung ho attitude? Lie. Her balls-out dedication to her new mandate? Phony as a three-dollar bill. “Care and forethought” my ass, she thought, finishing off the entry and hitting “Publish” only with the greatest reluctance. But there’s no going back now. Her new job was officially a reality.

         And perhaps, for someone with her physical limitations, an impossibility.

         She’d never dream of letting her editor—or her readers—know how daunting she found the idea of charging into these so-called adventures Joel had cooked up, but…yikes. Joel thought tossing her into the pit with the lions for the amusement of Pulse’s snarky audience would create buzz, and he was probably right. He had no idea how ill equipped she was to actually fight those lions. He knew she’d been injured—the whole world had witnessed her near-fatal wipeout—but she’d kept the long-term repercussions of those injuries to herself. Partly, it was self-preservation—a competitor since early childhood, her instinct was always to hide her vulnerabilities. And in the Manning family, weakness had not exactly been welcomed with an understanding hug. But the rest was pure pride.

         Because if there was one thing Merry Manning hated, it was being bad at shit.

         It wasn’t a side of herself she showed many people—in her skiing days, she’d shrugged off her rare losses with a laugh and a wink—but inside, it rankled to be anything but the best. If she couldn’t do something well…she didn’t do it.

         Lately, Merry didn’t do a lot of things.

         “Don’t Do What I Did”? she thought. How about “Don’t Make Me a Laughingstock”?

         It had been uncomfortable enough learning to write for the magazine this past year. She’d taken great pains to teach herself about finding hidden gems and exclusive, one-of-a-kind events, but honestly, given her upbringing, that hadn’t really been so hard. When her editor had told her of this new cockamamie scheme, however, she’d had no idea how she was supposed to find the kind of missions he had in mind. Nothing about her upbringing or experience had taught her how to navigate, as Joel so charmingly put it, “Shit’s Creek.”

         Her editor had been the soul of helpfulness—as well as brevity.

         He’d pointed to the Wheel o’ Craigslist.

         This jury-rigged cardboard contraption was the Pulse staff’s idea of a great way to procrastinate when they didn’t feel like facing their deadlines. An intern with a couple of paperclips, a bicycle gear, and too much time on his hands had MacGyver’d the Wheel o’ Craigslist, which consisted of an outer ring of city names drawn in Sharpie marker, taken from the many the anything-goes site served, and an inner ring of categories from jobs to housing, casual encounters to garage sales and more. A pointer made from a well-chewed pencil stub determined the result, and whoever was spinning the wheel had to respond to whichever ad was currently at the top of that category.

         The point of this—if there was any point at all—was pure fun-pokery. The variety of human experience exposed by Craigslist was eye-opening, to say the least. Some of the ads they’d found had been laugh-out-loud hilarious. Others had been dubious, even pathetic, and some flat-out sketchy. Don, Pulse’s resident cartoonist (and donor of the masticated pencil) bragged he’d found a half-decent, bedbug-free sofa after one enthusiastic spin. Glenn, the copyeditor, had gotten a date with a woman named Beauregard, about which he had said little.

         But Merry was pretty sure the Wheel o’ Craigslist had never been used to send a reporter into certain career suicide before.

         There’s a first time for everything, I guess. And if Merry didn’t want to be out of a job, she’d be having a lot of first times from now on.

         I’ll be fine, she told herself firmly. Hey, I survived childhood in the Manning household, right? And I’ve turned disaster into triumph—or at least a reasonably satisfying substitute career—once before. Screw the bad leg. I can do rugged. I can do adventure. I’m the Millennium Falcon.

         Her mind flashed back two years. The mountaintop in St. Moritz. The time trials. “Don’t worry,” she’d told her coach as he taped her knee that fateful day. “She’ll hold together.” It was an old joke between them.

         “Please, baby,” Jim had said, putting his mouth close to the joint in question and doing his best Han Solo, “hold together!”

         It hadn’t. But Merry would. She had to. She’d rub some damn dirt on this situation and make the best of it, faking fun for her fans, grinning and bearing whatever came her way. Because unless she wanted to go crawling home to Gwendolyn and Pierce, she had no other choice.

         And speaking of choices…which would be worse? she wondered. Spelunking into the pestilent, guano-caked caves of the steamy Central American jungle, or hauling hay and shoveling manure at the back-of-beyond farm laborer gig? Squeaky, rabid flying rodents, or playing zookeeper to a flock of fuzzies? Fuzzies to whom, not incidentally, she was sure to be allergic. Merry and wool were a toxic combination.

         Well, it was out of her hands. Within an hour of her posting, she had more than enough comments to seal her fate.

         
            Tony Bored-anus: ’Bout time you took it to the peeps, Miss Merry! Love the new format. Get down ’n’ dirty! I vote llama-love.

            Travelbiatch: Make with the fluffies, Merry!

            Troll-lolz: No batz, plz. I read a post-apocalyptic vampire novel that started that way.

            Snark442: That’s why she should do it.

            SniffyKazoo: Totally. Zombie vampire brain-eating Merry would be a trip.

            GrlyGrl: Oh, please, please, please pick the ’packies!

            HomerSimpleton: Farmer Merry FTW!

         

         It went on like that for several scrolls of her mouse.

         Alrighty then, Merry thought, popping three maximum-strength Tums. Wild and woolly times, here I come.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Yel-lo,” said a voice that sounded as if it had been dredged from the back of Harvey Fierstein’s closet. “Last Chance Llama Ranch, can I help you?”

         “Oh, um, hello, sir,” said Merry with all her customary grace. She glanced at the ad for the contact information she’d deliberately left off her blog. “I was looking for Dorothy Cassidy. Is this her husband?”

         “I knew I shoulda given up smoking sooner,” said the voice, resigned. “No, honey, this is Dorothy her own damn self. Who’s calling?”

         Shit. Way to win friends and influence people. Now, just ask her how many months along she is and when the baby’s due, and you’ll have this one in the bag.

         “Well, ah, my name is Merry Manning. I’m calling about your Craigslist ad?”

         “Are you asking me or telling me?” The gravelly voice was amused.

         “Telling you,” Merry said with a laugh of her own. “Sorry about that. I’m just never sure what to expect when responding to a Craigslist posting.”

         “Uh-huh. You do this a lot?” Dorothy’s voice grew a bit less friendly. “I’ve already had about six calls from Nigerian banking magnates this morning, and I’m neck-deep in marriage proposals too. Some for me, some for my animals. Not sure if I need a shotgun or a secretary at this point, but I sure’s shit am second-guessing this Craigslist crap Jane got me into. So don’t be a scam artist or a goat-fucker, okay?”

         Merry snarfed her Diet Coke. “Ow,” she muttered, rooting around for a napkin in her bag. Her shirt sported cola-colored spots and her nostrils stung. “No, no goat-fucking here!” she assured Dorothy. “I’m a travel writer.”

         Silence.

         “I assure you, it’s a step up.”

         “And you wanna be a ranch hand?” The skepticism was strong in Dorothy’s voice.

         “Well, for a little while, anyway,” Merry acknowledged. “From your ad it sounded like you’re just looking for someone to fill in.”

         “Right. My regular hand Luke’s getting married and his gal Rosie wants him to spend a few weeks with her family down south. But the fluffies won’t feed themselves, and I ain’t as nimble as I used to was, if you know what I’m saying.”

         “Ah…sure,” Merry said. “What exactly do you need done?”

         “Mucking, fence mending, hay and regular rounds. Welfare checks, scan for bear or mountain lion scat in the far pastures. The usual.” She sounded surprised Merry should have to ask. “Plus, help my nephew Sammy with his side of the business—that’s the llama tours.” Dorothy sounded proud, and Merry had a vision of a younger, cowboy-hatted Harvey Fierstein riding the range with a string of llamas in tow. Maybe the beasts would be doing a chorus number, she thought—high kicks and all.

         “You strong enough to haul a forty-pound bale of hay?” Dorothy asked, bringing Merry out of her surreal suppositions. “Muck out a barn?”

         It was a good question.

         Am I strong enough? Frankly, Merry wasn’t at all sure her leg was up to a lot of heavy farm work. For the past year, her adventures had been more “interested observer” than “derring-doer.” She’d happily skydive—if she was strapped to someone who could take the brunt of the landing. She’d drink in Hemingway’s dives in Pamplona, but she sure as hell wasn’t running with any bulls, before or after boozing it up. She didn’t like to think of herself as a wuss, but she knew her physical limits.

         Now, if she wanted to keep her job, she’d have to challenge them.

         “I’m sure I can manage,” Merry said heartily. My readers will relish my attempt, anyway. Or so said Joel. As far as her editor was concerned, the more shit she stumbled into, the better. They’ll eat it up, kid, he’d assured her. This is the Internet. There’s nothing these people love better than watching other people land on their fannies—even their heroes. Hell, especially their heroes. So be a good sport. And he’d handed her a kit bag containing bug spray, sunblock, and half a tuna sandwich she suspected he’d forgotten from his lunch.

         She’d accepted it without comment, too proud to share her misgivings. Because Merry Manning was a good sport.

         “Mrs. Cassidy, what I’d like to propose is a kind of a work exchange,” Merry continued. “You let me experience ranch life firsthand, and I get to write about it for my online magazine.”

         “You mean you don’t even want to be paid?” Dorothy’s voice rose to a practically feminine pitch in surprise.

         Merry would, indeed, like to be paid. But despite what she’d said to her readers, she couldn’t very well ask the rancher to provide wages when she’d undoubtedly be far less qualified than the other applicants for the job. The per-piece fee she earned for her columns would have to carry her through to the next assignment. Somehow. “Well, your ad did mention something about room and board,” she said. “Would that be okay, Mrs. Cassidy?”

         “Call me Dolly. And I just have one question, honey.”

         “What’s that?” Merry found herself smiling despite herself. Dolly the Llama Lady? Her readers would have a shit. She could picture Joel rubbing his hands with glee as he told the editorial board what she was up to.

         “When can you get here?”

         Wow. That was easy. But then, Merry hadn’t gotten to the disclaimers. Dolly might have second thoughts when she learned what her column was all about. The name “Don’t Do What I Did” kind of said it all. “Well, I can leave pretty much anytime, but before you agree, I think you’d better take a look at the website and decide whether you’re comfortable with the kind of exposure it’d bring. Oh, and my editor will want you to sign a release.”

         “It ain’t some kinda porn site, is it?” Dolly asked warily. “I’ve heard porn’s kind of a thing on the Internet. I don’t have much truck with it—the Internet, that is—but that goes for pornography too. I don’t want none of it going on at my ranch. We pride ourselves on running a family-friendly operation.”

         “Oh, gosh no! What I do is like a cross between Dirty Jobs and No Reservations,” she explained, pitching it to Dorothy in almost the exact words Joel had used a couple of days earlier when cajoling her not to quit the magazine. “Except on a website instead of cable TV.”

         There was a silence. The kind of silence that said either “dropped call” or “I have no idea what the ever-loving fuck you are talking about but I’m too polite to tell you so.”

         “Anyhow, take a look at my website and get back to me,” Merry reiterated. “If you’re sure this is what you want, email me and we’ll get the ball rolling. Sound good?”

         “Sure, honey. I’ll think it over. But I’ve got a good feeling about you, Merry Manning. I expect we’ll be seeing you real soon.”

         “Oh, well, that’s great! Incidentally, what would you recommend I bring?”

         Dolly gave another laugh—surprisingly appealing despite sounding dredged from a riverbed. “Just the basics, child. Your Carhartt, your shitkickers, big ol’ hats in both winter and summer weights. It’s December overnight and July by midday here. Oh, and lots of layers, from flannels to woolens. Tourists never do take that seriously, no matter how many times I tell ’em.”

         My staple wardrobe, in other words, Merry thought, looking down at the ballet flats, Lululemon yoga pants, and Ralph Lauren silk top that was supposed to be a thigh-length tunic but didn’t quite cover her butt. Her mother had sent the clothes, and Merry, strapped for cash, hadn’t seen the sense in refusing Gwendolyn’s latest “care package,” despite the strong odor of reproof that, as always, permeated the clothing.

         Don’t disgrace me. Keep up appearances.

         Gwendolyn would have blanched to the roots of her expertly colored hair if she could see how poorly the outfit fit Merry’s outsized frame. God only knew what she’d say if she saw her daughter in the kind of getup Mrs. Cassidy was describing. I’ll probably look like the Marlboro Man in braids in that getup. Or…crap. Willie Nelson.

         Sorry, Mother, Merry thought. I’m about to embarrass you. Again. She scrubbed a hand over her face. “Got it. Basics it is. Oh, one last thing,” Merry said before Dorothy could hang up. “Do you mind if I bring my pet turtle? He’s really very well behaved.”

         A sound suspiciously like a cackle tickled Merry’s ears through the phone. “Honey, with the zoo we’ve got, I doubt anyone will even notice he’s here.” And with that, Dolly disconnected the call.

         Merry picked up the sturdy little box turtle and stared him in his beady black eyes. “Ready for New Mexico, Cleese old boy? It’s so sunny there, it’s practically sunny at night! You’ll be nice and toasty, soaking up those rays.” It might have been Merry’s imagination, but she thought she saw the little fellow nod. “Good. It’s settled then. I think you’re really gonna dig this one,” she told the turtle with over-the-top enthusiasm.

         No sense letting her loyal reptilian buddy know how little she was likely to dig it.
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