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For all the women who know exactly who this is about.







ONE KATHERINE


“Come on, it’s eight-thirty,” I called upstairs.

Halfway into the school year, you’d think mornings would run smoother, but no. The kids inherited their father’s talent for lateness, no matter how many times I tried to drill it into their heads in my mother’s singsong: If you’re not early, you’re late.

I opened the dishwasher and groaned at the chaos inside. Bowls stacked where glasses should go, utensils pointing dangerously upward. Someone had shoved a cutting board in sideways as if physics were negotiable.

Everyone’s version of “help” always left me irritated, and lately, I fixated on these petty things because they felt manageable.

“Your mom is a planner,” Shane would say, defending me against their teasing. “She knows how to get things done.”

But dishes could be rearranged. A marriage couldn’t.

The kids trampled down the stairs in a wave of noise and damp hair.

“Quick breakfast, and then you need to get on the road,” I nagged. Elliott and Ethan shuffled to the table. They shoveled food into their mouths, shoulders broadening before my eyes. They were so much smaller back when Shane entered our lives, even though it was only a few years ago.

“Emma,” I said, watching my daughter drown a waffle with syrup. “Don’t get on the highway without stopping because you’re already past empty, and the light is on.”

“I know, Mom.” Emma rolled her dark brown eyes, lined with black, and made more dramatic by her new eyebrow ring. I wasn’t the biggest fan of the face piercing, but I feigned approval and had to admit it fit her personality. “God, you act like I’ve never driven a car before.”

“The last time you ran out of gas, you called me at midnight from the side of I-5. Remember?” Their commute was thirty minutes each way, and I was the only one who appeared to care. Fail to plan, and plan to fail was another mantra my kids failed to pick up on.

“That was one time.”

“Elliott,” I said, ignoring my daughter. “Jackson's mom will give you a ride home after Robotics. You can meet us at Ethan’s basketball game if you’d like.”

“Or you could just get your driver’s license,” Emma added. “Oh, wait, I forgot. You failed the test like four times.”

“Shut up, loser.” Elliott threw a muffin wrapper at his sister and missed, his aim as poor as his parallel parking skills.

“Okay, that’s enough.” I made a mental note to schedule him for an eye appointment. “You should get on the road. Gas station, Emma, and do not forget.”

“Mom, God, I got it.” She picked up her bright pink tote bag, and the boys shuffled behind her.

I passed out bagged lunches, complete with little notes. Though the kids acted embarrassed, I knew they appreciated it. And I’d never stopped because it was the one small way to reach them before the world did.

“Love. You. Three.” I leaned in to kiss each cheek. Ethan was the only one to accept my smooch.

“Current favorite,” I whispered, earning a half-smile.

Choosing favorites was off-limits in theory, but it was our family joke, their standings changing by the day, sometimes the minute.

I waved as they climbed into Emma’s SUV and drove away. As the Puget Academy Cheer bumper sticker got smaller in the distance, my anxiety returned, automatic as breath.

The house fell into a silence that once felt peaceful but now only emphasized how alone I was with my thoughts. I turned off the stove, plated my breakfast, and waited for my husband. A fresh cup of coffee sat on the counter, ready for him.

I pictured him upstairs doing what he always did before a big day: putting on the version of himself the world expected. Polished and steady. And that was the problem.

When you marry steadiness, you believe you can finally breathe—you can relax into the drumbeat of security. Yet I was crawling out of my skin.

“Morning, babe!” Shane rushed downstairs, close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair still slightly damp. He pulled a tailored jacket over a slim-fitting Oxford shirt, a blue that brought out the color of his eyes. I smiled at him. Some things were better left unsaid.

Somebody once told me that if you put a penny in a jar every time you had sex as a newlywed, and then, on your first anniversary, started taking a coin out each time, you’d never empty the jar. I’d proved the theory right in my marriage to the kids’ dad. We didn’t even sleep in the same room after a few years. But I was sure it wouldn’t be true with Shane and me; we would have emptied the jar halfway through the second year, no question. We burned through the honeymoon stage like we had something to prove.

Then the proving stopped.

“Morning,” I said, breathing in his fresh, out-of-the-shower scent as he wrapped his arms around my waist, kissing me on the forehead. It felt good, warm, a habit, easier than standing there with space between us. I let myself have the moment. I needed it.

“Do you want breakfast?” I gestured to the extra egg I’d made, just in case, trying not to seem like too much of a pushover, though I knew he’d say no. Intermittent fasting was his newest health craze, following the celery juice phase that ended a few weeks ago.

“Thanks, this is good.” He raised his mug and took a sip, then shifted his eye contact from me to his phone.

“The McFadden campaign needs some repositioning.” He didn’t look up, and I was grateful. “Damage control.”

“You coming to Ethan’s game tonight? Seven?” I kept my voice light.

He gave me the broad, charming smile I fell for. The one that made everyone trust him. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

That was the Shane I loved. The man who cheered on the sidelines of Ethan’s games and remembered my mother’s birthday. The man whose steady confidence was solid ground after years of instability. He’d made me feel seen when I was invisible, secure when I was deep in debt. Falling in love with him was easy.

Which is what made everything since feel so hard. Maybe I was the one who had gotten it all wrong. Again.

I looked down to see a text from Emma.



K, fine u were right, I ran out of gas…





Crap. I called, and she picked up immediately.

“Don’t tell me you told me so.” Emma had one of those voices that instantly gave a visual of her facial expressions.

I clicked my tongue. “Where are you?”

“By the Starbucks off MLK. I’m not dead. Yet.”

“Very funny,” I said. “Put your hazards on and wait for Triple-A.”

Shane looked up, always listening even when he pretended not to. “Out of gas?”

“Yes,” I said, irritation spilling from my voice.

“I can go.”

“What about your meeting this morning?”

He smiled, no lecture, no frustrated sigh. “It can wait.”

I’d spent so long doing everything alone that help still felt like a shock. Like I was taking something that didn’t belong to me anymore.

I moved to the sink so he couldn’t see my face, the questions rising to the surface, the doubt swirling behind them.

“Thank you.” I turned back to him, but he was already grabbing his keys.

“See you tonight,” he called as he headed out the door, reversing his too-flashy-for-my-taste Porsche down the driveway, speeding off to help Emma.

I sent a message to Puget Academy to let them know the kids would be late again and checked the clock. Then I heard the familiar sound of teeth on fabric.

“Where did you get that, you rotten girl?” I asked, high-pitched, pulling the chewed-up tube sock from my dog’s adorably guilty mouth.

Piper loved socks so much that we’d had one surgically removed from her, but she hadn’t learned her lesson. I never thought I’d be one of those people who paid for sock-removal surgery, let alone own a dog. I remembered Ethan saying in a tiny kindergarten voice when we got her, “But mom, you don’t wike dogs.” But that wasn’t exactly true. I simply never understood “dog people.” Then I divorced their dad, and my desire to please the kids was so strong that I caved to their request while visiting a neighbor fostering puppies.

I picked up the smallest girl of the litter, with a funny white spot over her left eye that looked like an angry eyebrow, and overnight, I became a dog person. I was pretty sure I liked dogs more than people.

“We will go for a walk after lunch, okay?” Piper wagged her tail as she followed me to my office, taking her rightful place on the plush bed at the foot of my desk. Specks of dust from her wagging tail danced in a sunbeam, rare for January, streaming through the panoramic window.

I sat and admired the expansive Seattle skyline. This house was a monument to Shane’s success with soaring ceilings, imported marble, and custom everything. When the kids and I first moved in, it thrilled us. I’d tiptoed like an impostor through rooms that belonged in a magazine spread. Perhaps that feeling was intuition, rather than insecurity.

From this height, the city looked ordered and manageable, with ferries tracing paths across the bay and traffic flowing in patterns. Up here, I could pretend my life had the same structure. If I squinted, I could almost see our small two-bedroom across the bay on Alki Beach with the temperamental heater and forever-broken washing machine, where the kids and I lived before moving here. I’d sunk into self-pity back then—broke, divorced, single, with three little kids—focusing on what we lacked instead of appreciating the happiness we had.

My fingers absently twisted my wedding ring. “So, you’ll always remember you’re mine,” Shane had whispered when he slipped it on. I found it romantic then. Lately, I’d woken from nightmares where it tightened in my sleep, cutting off circulation until my finger blackened and fell to the floor.

Stop spiraling, Katie. I pulled my hair into a bun and scanned my calendar for the day. I opened a spreadsheet, each cell color-coded and cross-referenced. Organizing was calming, giving everything a place. Even things that didn’t want one.

This afternoon, I needed to finish details for a graduation committee meeting, a class party, emails to vendors for the Sutton Stars charity auction, and hopefully make it to the gym in time for my noon class. Every January, I felt the crunch of all the things I’d said “yes” to at the beginning of the school year, and year after year, I kept saying yes.

My phone lit up, and a Google alert for Sutton Strategy filled the top of my screen. There were more and more of them lately.


Moderate Republican McFadden and His Not-So-Moderate-Takes—Smart Strategy, or Selling Out? – By Anna Dollarhide



A side note in the piece made my scalp prickle: murmurs that Sutton Strategy was “positioning for higher office.” Whose? No one said.

I’d always ignored politics; what was the point in a blue state like Washington and an even bluer city? But Shane had dragged politics into our home, our dinner conversations, and my children’s classrooms. My eyes were wide open, and I couldn’t close them.

I’d watched him strategize and shift beliefs long enough to learn an important lesson: getting what you wanted sometimes meant playing by rules you hated.

Piper huffed like she’d heard enough and hopped down from her bed, trotting to the door.

“I surrender,” I told Piper, who jumped up after me, knowing I’d again given in to her furry charm when I grabbed the leash. “The party planning can wait, I suppose.”

It was silly of me to resist a rare sunny day during Seattle’s most extended season: a nine-month winter. I grew up here; I was used to it. I didn’t even own an umbrella. That’s how Pacific Northwest I was.

I walked past Shane’s office on the way out the door. Locked, as always.

It was such a small thing, but I knew better than anyone that in a marriage, small things could mean so much more.

We hurried down the driveway. “Wait, Piper, wait,” I begged as my impatient dog pulled my shoulder practically out of its socket, and another text popped up. It was Shane.



Got Emma gas. But going to be a late night with the McFadden team tonight, will miss the game, be home late. Don’t wait up. Love you.





A standard, responsible text, the kind of message a decent man sent so his wife wouldn’t worry. Before I could respond, another text.



Don’t forget to take your medication today. You seemed off this morning.





I glared at the screen. I thought I had things handled, but I was wrong.

I was running out of time.







TWO ISABELLA


I didn’t have an orgasm until I was twenty-six years old.

I am twenty-six years old.

Outstanding timing, truly. Like discovering your favorite restaurant the week before it closes, or getting a text right as the battery dies. Or, in my case, finally understanding what all the fuss was about roughly five minutes before deciding to weaponize it against the man responsible. Because everything changed when I met a man who’d mastered the art of making people feel exactly what he wanted them to feel—in the bedroom or at the ballot box.

My body count isn’t low, so it wasn’t a lack of experience. I’d been with enough mediocre men to write a field guide on PacWest Fuckboys in their habitat. You don’t know what you don’t know, you know? But then it happened. Oh, did it happen! The warm build between my legs, spreading to my thighs, deep in my belly, and then EVERYWHERE ALL AT ONCE AND OH MY JESUS CHRIST, IS THIS WHAT I’VE BEEN MISSING?

The first time, I almost cried. Not from the pleasure, though that was fucking incredible, but because I’d found his weakness. And he’d found mine—a loop we’d both exploit, repeatedly.

Like three nights ago, his breath hot against my neck as he whispered things that should have felt romantic. Afterward, lying in the tangle of hotel sheets, he checked his phone with the same intensity with which he’d focused on my body, and I remembered it was a transaction, just not the kind he thought. He thought he was buying my loyalty with orgasms. Cute. I was collecting evidence and getting off at the same time. Multitasking.

“Isabella, we will be in the conference room. When the team arrives, do you mind bringing them in?” He flashed the smile that had been working magic on me since I started working here in September. “And give these to Davis and Tim, please.”

He handed me two stacks of files, fingers brushing mine longer than necessary.

Today’s meeting was crucial. McFadden’s campaign was at a crossroads. His rhetoric was getting more extreme, but his fundraising numbers were surging. The team was convinced they could push further to the right and still win the general gubernatorial election.

“Will do.” My skin flushed as his hand slyly grazed my hip when he walked by. His eyes told me he’d noticed the lack of a panty line. It was our little game.

Except my body’s response wasn’t a game; heat bloomed where he touched me, muscle memory overriding common sense. I hated that he could make me want him even as I plotted against him.

An office romance was iconic. An office revenge? Shakespeare.

“Here you go, Neil.” I heaped a stack of papers onto our data director’s desk.

“Thanks, Isabella.” Neil gave a thumbs-up. I liked Neil. Easygoing, half-retired already in his head. His endless motivational quotes—“Failure means you’re one step closer to success!”—were more sitcom laugh track than strategy, but harmless. Smart in his own way, the kind of man who’d survive any regime change by being useful but unmemorable.

My phone lit up again.



I love it when you don’t wear panties to work, Bells. How am I supposed to focus during our meeting?





The truth? I never wore underwear. Branding, not foreplay. Panty lines were the enemy of a good silhouette, and looking expensive was half the battle when you were broke as hell. But I was happy to let him think it was for his benefit. A lie by omission, something I perfected long before him. Men love believing everything women do is for them. Sure, buddy. It’s all for you.

I slouched in my chair and returned a text without looking:



Not sure, but I can’t wait to see you try.





Sexting was its own drug. The pet names, the thrill of typing things I’d never say to his face. Every text was another hit of dopamine. The lows were traumatic, but the highs? Inject that shit directly into my veins.

“Have something for me?” Davis’s voice startled me as he sidled up to my desk. His shoulders were tight from another day of directing a campaign he clearly hated. I closed my text messages and redirected my thirsty thoughts.

“Here you go.” I handed him his stack, a different kind of electricity sparking through me. “Two o’clock with the McFadden team.”

“God, I hate this guy,” Davis muttered, flipping through pages.

I rolled my eyes. McFadden was a tech bro-turned-wannabe governor. Rich, smug, no political experience, but plenty of arrogance to think he deserved power. Every meeting with his team was a masterclass in why men shouldn’t be allowed to run shit.

Davis lingered a little too long, and I didn’t mind. He was one of the few people my age in a company full of Xers and boomers. We’d become the kids’ table cousins, side-eyeing and sharing looks across meetings that said, Can you believe this shit? His presence was comfortable, not consuming like my boyfriend’s, who took up space like it belonged to him. Davis touched my arm before he walked away, which I didn’t hate.

“Thanks, Iz. I’m grabbing a coffee downstairs. Want one? I need to escape before I have to listen to McFadden blabber on about how climate change is overblown.”

Oooh, a caffeine jolt would be great before the meeting. Keurig swill didn’t compare to a seven-dollar latte from the lobby cart.

“Meet you down there in a sec.”

On the way to the elevator, I passed the glass-walled office the CEO used when he wanted to be seen, with sweeping views of Elliott Bay and the Space Needle. Framed headlines of old electoral victories lined the walls, dating back to the firm’s progressive heyday and ending with centrist sellouts and an orange-tinged presidential hopeful. His laptop sat at an angle away from the door, as always.

It was a stage, set to impress, intimidate, and control. And it worked, even on me.

I never expected to be the cliché assistant girlfriend. Yet here I was, living every HR violation in the handbook.

I’d played hard to get for a few weeks after I started, just long enough to seem professional, not long enough to lose him. I’d planned the timing down to the day when he pinned me against a cold parking structure wall three months ago.

What I hadn’t planned was how my knees would actually buckle. How my breath would catch when he whispered that I was different from the others.

Past the strategy room, where Patrick, our compliance and loyalty director, led a brainstorming session, I paused at the whiteboard and read the bullet points: parental rights, curriculum transparency, and protecting children’s innocence, which was all coded language to appeal to McFadden’s growing far-right base.

“Perfect demographic overlap,” Patrick was saying, circling a region on the map. “Parents in these districts are primed for the message.”

My eyes snagged on two words: medical freedom. The exact phrase my mom used to justify never taking us to the doctor.

I’d seen that freedom up close—my dad coughing blood in our living room while my mother gave him herbs, refusing to take him to the hospital. I was twelve. Young enough to believe her but old enough to know something was wrong.

Now, here I was, helping market the same fear-mongering BS. But unlike my parents, I knew how the sausage was made. And I was going to use that knowledge to take what was rightfully mine.

I walked away before anyone could notice me there or imagine what I was thinking.

Davis let me cut in front of him in the longer-than-usual line at the coffee cart, gently touching the small of my back as he gestured me forward.

“Thanks.” I was hyperaware of the space between us.

We made small talk about local music venues. Shocked I hadn’t been to Neptune, he promised to take me “as friends.” We both knew what that meant.

Back in October, a few weeks after I took the job, Davis had invited me out with the team. Karaoke at Yen Wor—a.k.a. the Young Whore. Classy. I was sure they were pulling a prank on the new girl, but no. Neil sang a version of “Can’t Help Falling in Love” that Elvis himself would have wept over. Davis and I kissed that night, too. One drunken, stupid kiss outside the bar, rain misting our faces while we waited for our Ubers.

For three seconds, I was a person instead of a conquest. Then I’d pulled back, laughed it off, made some dumbass joke about tequila, and spent the next month avoiding him. I regretted it. All of it. But sometimes I wondered if he still thought about that kiss. I did. More than I should. Especially during nights staring at hotel room ceilings, wondering how I’d ended up there. But I still never questioned my reason why.

A group of navy-suited men marched toward the elevator bank. “Think they’re McFadden’s guys.”

“Or finance bros. Either way, white old boys’ club,” Davis said.

He wasn’t wrong. As the lone Black person in the office, he’d told me about how he’d been tapped for his expertise in 2020 when equity suddenly mattered—fitting for a company where I was one of only two women. Neil once suggested we put out a press release bragging about how we’d “doubled female hires” when I arrived. Not a joke. These guys were sweet, competent, and clueless about why that was horrifying.

“I hate this new direction,” Davis groaned. “The latest ad was embarrassing.”

“You don’t believe in McFadden’s tough love approach to homelessness?” I held my hand to my chest in false outrage.

The latest ad featured Bruce McFadden striding through a homeless encampment, disgusted, promising to clean up the streets of Seattle with threats of mass arrests.

“Compassion has failed,” the voiceover intoned. “It’s time for accountability.”

If not for this job, I might have ended up in the encampment he wanted bulldozed. We’d been a paycheck away from that reality more times than I cared to count.

Davis smirked. “I believe in data and compassion. Two things McFadden seems to have a troubled relationship with. But what I believe doesn’t matter. We go where the money is right now.”

“Right now? You see this changing?”

He didn’t answer, just checked the clock, his jaw tight. Whatever he was thinking, he wasn’t ready to share it, not with me.

“Shit, they’re going to beat us.”

“They’re early. Tammi can stall.” I had zero guilt in letting another group of basic dudes wait; they could use the practice in patience.

“If this meeting goes badly, Whistler is going to be a bust.”

“Ah, right, the wiener roast ski weekend. I’ve heard about this,” I said. “Isn’t the boss a little out of place with you and your college buddies?” Tales of Davis and his frat brothers’ annual ski weekend were office legend, some male-bonding ritual that apparently couldn’t be missed, and I found it odd a dude pushing fifty would want to tag along.

“Yeah, well, I don’t have much of a choice,” he said.

“True.” Our CEO tended to insert himself into things, despite the outcome, taking up space, demanding attention to center himself, and taking any “no” as a personal slight.

With a few minutes to spare, we collected our drinks—a tall flat white for Davis and a triple Americano with cream for me—and hurried to the elevators.

Davis’s lips curved. “How do you sleep after drinking that?”

“Like a baby with a weighted blanket.”

He continued side-eyeing me. Is there something in my teeth? Is my dress unzipped?

“What?”

“You’re not as sneaky as you think, Bells.” His eyes locked with mine when he said it. Bells.

The door opened on our floor. He leaned close. “Be careful with him.”

Then he disappeared into the conference room, leaving me cold with his warning.

What did Davis know about danger?

Also, if he knew the nickname, he’d seen the text. Embarrassing. Erotic. Both.

“Psst…Izzy.” Tammi peeked out in the hallway, breaking me from my hot embarrassment. “Waiting area. And they’re all doing that thing.”

“What thing?”

“You know. The alpha-male, check-our-watches-simultaneously thing.” She mimicked their movements.

I snorted. “God, men.” I smoothed my skirt. “How do I look?”

“You could sell sand in the Sahara.”

“Thanks.” I laughed. “I think.”

I took two long chugs of coffee, gathered my files, and strode into the waiting area.

McFadden’s team stood in their carbon-copy suits with American flag pins, polished shoes, and the enthusiasm of men compensating for, well, smaller things. They’d arranged themselves in a loose semicircle, each one trying to take up more space than the next.

“Right this way, gentlemen.” I led them through the office toward the conference room. My strut was extra. Let them think I’m a decoration. Let them underestimate me; that was the real power. People revealed things to pretty faces they’d never tell their equals. Why stay mad at it when I could use it to my advantage? To survive, I had to use deception to escape a world built on it.

Inside the conference room, his voice was clipped: “I don’t care what the polling says. Make it happen.” But the second he saw me, he softened and sold the illusion.

“There’s my secret weapon.” His tone was professional enough for clients who all pretended they hadn’t been staring at my ass.

No wonder Davis had figured us out. The question was, who else knew?

I smiled, all charm and teeth, and slid into my chair at the back of the room. I pulled out my notepad, like the perfect, dutiful assistant, taking minutes.

He dove into the presentation, commanding the room with the same confidence he brought to everything. The men hung on his words. He was selling them a path to victory, painting a picture of Washington State turning red.

Soon, I could leave this world of spin and manipulation behind. All the lies, late nights, and moments of selling my soul would be well worth it.

And what a fun climb to the top it would be, watching Shane Sutton fall so hard he’d never see the ground rushing up to meet him.






THREE KATHERINE


“Mom, they killed my article,” Emma’s voice cracked as I circled Pacific Place for the third time, hunting for parking. “Principal Morris said we can’t publish it.”

My hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Wait, slow down. What article?”

“The one I’ve been working on for weeks! About school funding and where the money goes.” Her voice climbed higher. “Morris said it’s too controversial right now.”

I could picture her, curled behind her locker door, phone clutched like a lifeline, hair swept in front of her face.

“Emma, honey, I’m sorry. That’s unfair—”

“Mom, I did everything right.” A wet, miserable sob broke through. “I cited my sources, and I used public records. But big-mouth Brock blabbed to his mom, and she complained it wasn’t appropriate for a student paper.”

I swallowed hard and pushed down the urge to tell her uncomfortable conversations were how people learn, then realized I’d been avoiding those same conversations myself. I found a parking spot on the third level and pulled in carefully, letting Emma cry. Moments like these were rare, and I tried to hold on to them.

Interactions with my daughter had been icy lately, and, at times, even combative. I’d been told it was part of the process, when children were ready to spread their wings, pushing your buttons to the brink of “good riddance, kid,” and if so, she was right on schedule.

She continued. “Mr. Carlisle told me to dig into it, that it isn’t okay for them to silence journalism, even if it’s a school paper.”

I heard the echo of every woman who’d been told to be quiet and accept things as they were, including myself. Then I heard the words my mom would have told me: let it go.

“Em, listen to me, okay?”

She was crying hard.

“Mr. Carlisle is right. Your article being killed doesn’t make it wrong; it makes it important.”

“But no one will see it now. No one will know what I found—”

“Then find another way to tell the story,” I said. “You did the work. Truth doesn’t change because someone is uncomfortable with it.”

A sniffle. “You think so?”

“I mean it, Em. The hardest things are almost always worth it.”

It was the advice I wished my own mother had given me, instead of the lifetime of lessons in nodding, smiling, and swallowing my anger.

She let out a shaky breath. “You’re right. Thanks, Mom.”

“Do you want me to come home? We can skip the movie?”

“No, have fun.” Another sniffle. “I want to be alone. Bridget and Dad said they were going to bring me some ice cream.”

Times like these made me grateful for loving bonus parents and the village we’d built around our kids despite the messiness of divorce.

“Okay, Em. Snuggle with Piper. Maybe take a long, hot bath. I’ll be home in a few hours, but call me if you need me, okay?”

“Thanks, Mom, you’re the best. I love you.”

Aww, current favorite. “Love you, too, sweetie.”

It never got easier listening to my children cry. The bigger they grew, the more their pain mirrored my own, and the more I grieved being unable to shield them from it. But Emma would endure. She always had.

With Emma, everything was a first first. The boys’ milestones would come too, but never with the same sharpness. What undid me wasn’t the firsts but the lasts. I couldn’t recall the last time she asked me to braid her hair or read her a bedtime story. The last time she smiled with braces or begged me to cuddle. Those moments slipped away quietly, only recognized once they were gone. Parenthood was a series of invisible thresholds, each one breaking your heart.

Pacific Place stretched before me, nearly empty on a weekday afternoon. The place Shane loved to showcase in his ad messaging, proof of “radical left decay.” I walked past a boarded-up spot where a kids’ shoe store used to be. Yes, it was quieter these days, a casualty of the pandemic like countless other shopping centers, but nothing that the exaggerated photographs Shane’s firm circulated, with overwrought captions about crime and despair.

I looked around at an older couple walking hand in hand, teenagers at the boba shop, and a mom pushing a stroller past the Apple store. Not thriving, but certainly not destroyed. Adapting.

The truth, as always, was more complicated than Shane’s narrative allowed.

“Katie!” Claudia waved me over. I picked up my pace, and she pulled me into one of her signature bear hugs the moment I was close enough.

“Your tits look amazing in that blouse.”

“That’s why I wore it,” I said.

At five-foot-one to my five-foot-ten, her head pressed directly against my chest, making crude jokes inevitable. Our humor had never grown beyond eighth grade, perhaps a rebellion against the perfectionist mothers who raised us. We were daughters of Dexatrim and SnackWell’s, of Buns of Steel and Victoria’s Secret catalogs. I had always assumed that by my forties, I would stop counting calories and cursing the mirror, but here I was, still negotiating peace with my reflection. My mother, well into her sixties, still refused ice cream, lest she “get fat.” There was little hope of my accepting body positivity.

“If you’ve still got it, flaunt it while the world burns.” She linked her arm through mine and steered us toward the concession stand, and I ordered our usual: large popcorn, extra butter, two Diet Cokes, Sour Patch Kids for me, Milk Duds for her. The teenage clerk rang us up with indifference.

“Hey, before I forget, I need to talk to you about Chris’s firm and the Sutton Stars Fundraiser…”

“Did they settle on the vacation package donation?”

I’d been counting on the week in Cabo valued at five grand, the kind of prize that drove bidding wars at silent auctions. I’d already designed the display card and planned where it should go in the lineup.

Claudia grimaced, avoiding my eyes. “That’s the thing. They’re pulling out entirely.”

“What? Why?” I asked, flinching, not out of anger but disappointment. I stopped mid-step, forcing a couple behind us to swerve out of the way.

“Chris says they can’t be associated with Sutton Strategy anymore. Not with this—” she lowered her voice, even though no one was listening, “pivot.”

My mind raced. I’d sent out the programs already, promised sponsorship recognition. Chris’s firm, Davidson & Associates, was listed as a Gold Level donor.

“They’re a progressive firm, Katie. It was one thing when McFadden decided to run as a Republican, but now? With all his anti-vax nonsense?”

I deflated. The dog-eared copy of The Real Anthony Fauci that had appeared on our bedside table last week suddenly made sense.

“I know. I get it.”

And I did. I wasn’t a MAGA wife. That wasn’t what I signed up for. Sure, I’d traded Doc Martens for ballet flats somewhere along the way, and the girl who used to date hackers and sneak into warehouse shows was long gone. But I had never swung to the other political extreme either. I was happy to be in the middle. The middle was supposed to be safe. Yet here I was, apologizing for Shane’s politics to my best friend, watching sponsorships evaporate because of choices I never made.

“Chris feels terrible. He really does. But he can’t have the firm’s name associated with someone pushing McFadden’s agenda, even if the event is ultimately for a good cause.” She squeezed my arm. “I’m sorry.”

“I know. It’s okay. I’ll figure something out.” I took the popcorn from the counter. “I always do.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will. You’re a pro,” Claudia reassured me, with the faith I rarely had in myself.

Truthfully, I was no professional, merely a talented amateur with a lifelong compulsion for planning. For as long as I can remember, I loved planning events. My Barbies and My Little Ponies were in a perpetual celebration when I was little. I always volunteered for the prom planning committee in school, and my kids’ birthday parties may have been more fun for me than for them. Orchestrating beauty had always soothed chaos. Control over small things helped me ignore how much of the big picture was slipping through my fingers. Like a formal career. A marriage that lasted. My general self-respect.

“I just don’t get it,” Claudia said. “When you and Shane first met, I thought we were all aligned. I loved how he championed hybrid schooling during COVID. He seemed so reasonable.”

I clenched my teeth. Reasonable was not a word that belonged anywhere near Shane’s politics anymore. The speech he gave back then may as well have come from a different man.

“What I don’t understand,” Claudia went on, “is the strategy. McFadden can’t possibly win. Washington hasn’t elected a Republican governor since 1980. I was an embryo.”

“1981,” I said. That was back when Shane’s father ran the firm. When Sutton Strategy had principles.

“Whatever. The point is, why align with a losing candidate? Especially one this extreme?”

“Shane would tell you Sutton Strategy has always been bipartisan.” I was so tired of rehearsing these lines with our circle of progressive friends. “But I do wonder if there’s something bigger going on.”

Claudia’s face softened. She had read me like a book since the YMCA childcare over a decade ago, when we were both pregnant and exhausted, clinging to the sanctuary of those two allotted hours of kid-free bliss. One day, she declared, “Facebook told me we should be friends.” And that was that. I told her everything. Almost everything. Some things still felt too shameful to admit, even to her.

“Well, if you think there’s something bigger going on, you need to find out.”

“And how am I supposed to do that?” I pretended to focus on the popcorn.

“Break into his phone.”

I choked on a kernel. “What?”

“I’m serious, Katie.” She didn’t flinch. “Remember when Chris was acting weird about that ‘business dinner,’ and I found out he was planning my surprise party?”

“Yes, and you told me you overreacted and felt like a psycho.”

“Because it turned out to be innocent.” Her brow was raised. “Are you getting surprise party vibes from Shane?”

Was I?

No. The vibes I was getting were much worse. And they weren’t just vibes. But I couldn’t tell Claudia what I knew. Not yet, anyway.

“Shane’s private, especially about his phone.”

“Red flag.” Claudia sipped her soda. “Katie, you’re too good at making excuses. You are the ultimate Virgo.”

Was that what I was? Devoted? Or afraid? Maybe both. “Everything’s fine” had been my motto for as long as I could remember.

Claudia opened the theater door. “Katie, peek at his phone. Maybe it isn’t some grand master plan. It could be a change of opinion. Or maybe he’s too obsessed with testosterone supplements and dirt biking to make rational decisions.”

“Mountain biking,” I corrected. It was one of Shane’s many outdoor activities.

“Same thing.” She flicked her fingers dismissively. “Oh, speaking of stupid-ass hobbies, did I tell you Chris bought a sixty-year-old truck last week? Orange of all colors! Hideous!”

“Boys and their toys,” I deadpanned. Our sports shed was already crammed with gear I couldn’t describe or understand, each hobby more like an excuse to escape than a joy. He used to bore me with every detail of his adventures, but lately he offered vague summaries when I asked.

Claudia plopped down in the seat next to me. “Maybe they’re all having midlife crises. Chris can’t accept that Josie’s about to leave for college.”

I arranged my face into what I hoped was a commiserating smile while mentally calculating how much money I’d need if I had to support three kids on my own. My savings wouldn’t last a month. Thank goodness I had some college money saved, at least enough to get the kids started.

My Emma and Claudia’s Josie were inseparable besties, both awaiting college acceptance letters, which was part of the stress my daughter often took out on me. Emma dreamed of California, while I hoped for the University of Washington, so she’d be local. I didn’t tell her my opinion since it would likely cause her to find the farthest school possible out of stubborn spite. Perhaps even overseas or on a different planet.

The thought terrified me more than I wanted to admit. Emma would be gone come fall. My first baby. The house would be so empty.

If it was even still my house by then.

I opened the Sour Patch Kids and tossed a few in my mouth, letting the sweet-sour burst distract me.

“What does Linda think? Have you told her?”

“My mother?” I laughed. “Shane could burn down her house, and she’d ask what I did to provoke him.”

Claudia knew. She’d been on the receiving end of Linda’s judgment enough times through the years.

But it was more than disappointment. My mother had taught me to doubt myself. I used to call her, back when the kids were little, when Eric and I would have petty arguments about nothing, as married couples do. Back then, I believed mothers were supposed to take their daughters’ sides. She’d listen, but then judge instead of actually hearing me, and then redirect. Had I considered his perspective? Was I being unfair? Ungrateful?

Eventually, I stopped calling, hoping she’d say the words she’d never said her entire life: You’re right, he’s wrong, you deserve better.

And every constant dismissal of my reality had taught me that I was on my own. Always had been.

“You know, I wonder if Shane might be concerned about Fred,” Claudia suggested. “Men don’t always know how to process family health stuff.”

I chewed slowly, momentarily confused by the change in topic. “Shane’s father, Fred? What about him?”

“Oh…” Claudia’s eyes grew wide. “Shit. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Claudia.” She was a nurse at the heart clinic.

“You know I can’t.” She cleared her throat. “Patient privacy and all that.”

I gave her a pointed look. “Well, you already said something, so spill it.”

She sighed and leaned closer. “Dr. Clark thinks Fred’s not taking his prescribed medication. He mentioned some new supplements he’s on instead.”

“What kind of supplements?”

“I don’t know. Something his wife’s been giving him, apparently.”

Of course, it was Nancy. Shane’s mother, with her essential oils and distrust of Big Pharma, the endless parade of wellness products.

But I pictured Fred a few weeks ago, at Christmas, nodding off in his chair and excusing himself early from dinner. Perhaps there was more to it.

“I shouldn’t have told you,” Claudia said, concerned. “I could lose my job.”

“I won’t say anything.” I promised. “But I’ll keep an eye on him.” Though I wasn’t sure that was true. They were Shane’s parents, not mine. It was out of my hands.

The lights dimmed, and the triumphant music swelled through the theater. My thoughts were everywhere but on the big screen. Emma’s heartbreak, my event procurement, my marriage, and now Fred’s health. What else could happen?

The opening credits had barely finished when my ringtone cut through the silence. “Damn it.” I fumbled with the volume button, knocking my candy onto the sticky floor. The theater was nearly empty, with an unbothered elderly couple seated far below us, but I still flushed with embarrassment.

It vibrated again. And again.

I looked at the screen.

UW HOSPITAL

The letters glowed, and my jaw locked. Hospitals never called with good news. Not repeatedly.

“Oh, no!”

“What is it?” Claudia clutched the armrest as I jumped up and shuffled down the aisle. Every horrible scenario entered my mind as I raced toward the exit. Emma got in a car accident on her way home, Ethan fell on his skateboard, or Elliott had an allergic reaction. An eternity of worries compressed into seconds until I pushed through the theater door into the empty corridor. I took a deep breath.

“Hello?” My voice sounded panicked, as if it belonged to someone else.

“Katherine Valentine? I’m afraid there’s been an accident.”






FOUR ISABELLA


Davis shuffled to my desk again, stressed to the max, as rain hammered the office windows like it was trying to break in and drown us all. Seattle’s atmospheric river, which sounded low-key fake, had everyone on edge.

My third cup of coffee sat cold on my desk. I’d been staring at the same email for twenty minutes. I was barely functioning, but Davis couldn’t sit still for more than thirty seconds.

“Iz, can I get your help? Again?” He braced himself like he expected me to hit him.

“I’m having trouble tracking down the details for the latest mailer messaging. Did Shane talk to you about them? Text you anything?”

I shook my head. Shane and I texted constantly, but usually about when and where to fuck, not campaign strategy.

“Shit. I’ve been trying to get Shane’s voicemails from his phone, but maybe it’s dead or something. I need to check in with Katie about it.”

Katie. Katherine. Shane’s wife. The one he swore for months he was leaving. The woman he claimed was ruining his life, making him miserable, driving him to seek comfort elsewhere. All the talking points from the cheater’s playbook.

I glanced toward the flooded window again, where I could make out the Four Seasons through the downpour.

When you’re the secret, date nights mean hotel rooms. Neutral ground. An affair hiding inside a hundred others. Fun, reckless, intoxicating.

Water streaked down the glass like tears the building was crying for all the shitty decisions made inside it, including mine. Room 1847. I could still remember the number, which was pathetic. Shane had ordered champagne I couldn’t pronounce and told me Katherine hadn’t touched him in months. The sheets were Egyptian cotton, and the lies were bargain-bin cheap. That day was unforgettable because, hello, Four Seasons, but also because he’d promised me that he was leaving his wife. Exactly what I’d needed to hear.

“Can I help? I can stop by the hospital and find the phone myself?” The words were out before I realized how dumb they sounded.

“And who are you going to say you are? His coworker? His mistress?” Davis snapped.

The word hung in my head. Mistress. Like I was some corset-laced paramour waiting for my married lover to return from the war. Why wasn’t there a similar term for single men who boned married women? Besides “lucky,” apparently. Shane was the one with the obligation, not me. I was young, single, and nobody’s side piece in my narrative.

Mistress felt like another word for victim. And I wasn’t here to become just another one of Shane Sutton’s victims. I was here to make him mine.

“Don’t call me that.”

Davis studied me with those dark brown eyes that saw too much. “What would you prefer? The other woman? Girlfriend? Future Mrs. Sutton?”

I glared, deciding if he was being cruel or brutally honest. Probably both. Davis had a talent for delivering the truth with enough gentleness that you couldn’t hate him for it.

“You know nothing about us.”

He softened for a fraction of a second—not with concern, which I could have handled, but with something worse: pity. The same look people gave me as a kid when my mom begged on the street, and they’d drop a quarter in her cup and glance at me with those sad eyes. Oh, poor thing, and you deserve better, but I’m not going to do anything about it personally. I hated it then. I hated it now.

“I know more than you think, Iz.” He lowered his voice.

“What does that mean?”

Davis straightened and rubbed the back of his neck. “Nothing. Forget it. I’m stressed about this whole thing.”

But the seed was planted. He knew about Shane and me. What else did he know?

“Yeah,” I said. “Same.”

Davis gently placed a hand on my shoulder, and I tried to ignore the warmth it sent down my arm. “Sorry, Iz, not trying to be a dick. I appreciate you wanting to help. This is not ideal.”

“You say that like we’re handling a bad Yelp review and not a nearly dead man.” My mouth moved faster than my filter. “But yeah, totally, we’re fine. Everything’s fine.”

Nothing was fine. Nothing had been okay since that call from the mountain.

“I wish this were all over,” Davis mumbled before walking away.

Shane’s life was on the line. He’d taken tumbles before on his wild adventures; his body was a scrapbook of scars, each one with a story he loved to brag about. But this time was different. Backcountry skiing in a restricted area triggered a slough, a mini avalanche, nearly suffocating him. Poor Davis witnessed the whole thing in horror, and by the time the ski patrol found him, Shane had been buried for almost twenty minutes. CPR kept him alive in Vancouver, and they medevaced him to the UW Medical Center, where he’d been in a medically induced coma for the past week.
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