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			1.

			Liv danced with abandon. 

			Her silhouette pulsed electric blue in the nook she carved out to move unbothered: strategically positioned between a platformed go-go dancer and a stoic bouncer. It was almost midnight, and Liv was celebrating with her friends at High, a nightclub everybody who was anybody or anyone who wanted to be a somebody knew was the most exclusive spot in Hollywood. 

			Liv let the music and erotically-lit darkness rid her of any cogent thought or worry. Right now, the last thing Liv wanted to do was think—especially about why she was celebrating. A martini had also been immensely helpful in that regard. Not that Liv drank all that much. For the last few years, she couldn’t afford to mix too much alcohol into the chemical cocktail that kept her breast cancer from returning.

			Just be fuckin’ happy to be alive, she insisted to herself as her body swayed effortlessly to the beat, her arms twisting in the air. Liv was glad she’d finally let Marie and Yasmina convince her to come to High, even if they’d left her to dance alone while they were pulled to a table crowded with men in Prada suits. Liv had no interest in assholes who made a competition of throwing black American Express cards at their bottle service waitresses.

			And Liv never minded dancing by herself. Among her favorite memories was dancing alone on the dusty, neon-lit Playa at Burning Man. Liv liked to label herself a “happy introvert,” even if her friends teased her for being a hermit. She liked her own company, she liked silence. She didn’t need a man or dozens of friends to feel whole, even if it was sometimes frustrating to be basically celibate for three years. Disregarding a fling here and there that hardly amounted to more than heavy petting, of course. 

			To Liv, the only thing worse than being alone was feeling alone when she wasn’t.

			

			Tonight was Liv’s first time at High and the place wasn’t disappointing—the live tree in the middle of the dance floor that seemed to sprout up right from the concrete, the impeccably mixed DJ set, the throngs of beautiful people shouting over the bass to connect. 

			When Marie and Yasmina begged Liv to accompany them to High before, she had always objected to the obnoxious process required for admittance. At most clubs, women as beautiful as Liv breezed past doormen, but High required an online application: a forum to send in a short bio and a link to her Instagram. She’d been approved within an hour—all doors open when you have over a million followers regularly gawking at you in swimwear and lingerie. 

			That alone was a miracle, thanks to her decision almost two years back to have her breasts reconstructed during her mastectomy. Blue Shield had balked at that, explaining that it was safer to have reconstruction months after the mastectomy, but Liv had done her homework and knew that a top-notch Beverly Hills plastic surgeon could safely save her skin and nipple. It had cost most of her life savings, but the fact that people nowadays constantly asked if her breasts were “real” was testament to her self-advocation.

			Liv didn’t quite attain the rank of supermodel. She might have, had she grown taller than five-foot-six. But at thirty-one, she carved out a comfortable lifestyle as a model and influencer through hard work, networking, and a near-magical understanding of how to angle her limbs and torso for the camera. And even if Liv had been graced with height genes, modeling had never been Liv’s chief ambition. Liv dreamed of singing since she could remember. 

			But that dream’s demise and her pivot to influencing, was pushed from her mind tonight. She was on a cloud after yet another of her quarterly scans showed no signs that her cancer had returned. She wouldn’t think about the toll cancer took on her life.

			Tonight was a celebration.

			Damon gauged the crowd below with dread.

			Am I being alarmist? he asked himself. Maybe he’d been consuming too much news lately. So what if today the World Health Organization declared the Coronavirus outbreak a pandemic? Nobody Damon knew was sick, and not a single one of his employees at the club had called off work. But two days ago, Italy had placed itself on a nationwide quarantine, the Dow Industrial Average plunged a couple thousand points, and the NBA, MLB, and NFL were suspending all games indefinitely. And really, it seemed that the only reason Covid had come to America’s attention was because Tom Hanks and his wife recently tested positive for the virus.

			That’s America, he rankled. If someone famous gets sick, there’s a problem.

			But how much of one? From his office overlooking the dance floor behind blackened glass, the light of dozens of security monitors flickering shadows on his angular face, Damon couldn’t see anybody worrying. Down there, it was a typical Wednesday night.

			Damon wished he hadn’t picked up that book at the airport several months ago. He couldn’t remember the exact title—The Coming Plague, The Next Plague? He hadn’t even finished the thing, having forgotten it on the plane, but what he could recall scared the shit out of him. The writer had predicted everything that was happening, and if the projections continued, everything would shut down for God knows how long. People could die by the millions. 

			“What’s on your mind, man?” asked Jay, his manager, taking his eyes off the monitors he sat in front of. “You don’t look happy.”

			Damon didn’t want to scare anyone else. He could be wrong. After all, plenty of news pundits insisted that the virus was merely a flu, maybe like that bird which had fizzled out. Hell, even Asian countries who wore masks as a habit didn’t seem to be overreacting or quarantining.

			“Nothing,” Damon said with a forced smile. “Hey, it’s almost midnight, don’t forget to shut down the drive. Just keep on the live feed.”

			“Of course.”

			Jay knew the deal: at midnight, the club lights dimmed, and Damon didn’t allow taping. Sometimes things got very sexy in the booths. Damon charged male members a small fortune and in return assured privacy. He even required everyone who entered High to check their phones at the door. Few complained about the policy because it drew in movie stars, recording artists, and famous athletes—every breed of celebrity could cut loose without fear of ending up on TMZ.

			And Damon was proud of the rule for another reason: people actually spoke to each other at High, in lieu of beaming for selfies one moment and sulking over lack of “likes” the next. Inside Damon’s club, people connected.

			The thought distracted Damon for a moment—some nagging cognitive dissonance he often tried to shake with good company and fine spirits. Even if people here were momentarily parted from their phones, could nights like these that Damon so often attended really be mistaken for solid human connection? At thirty-six, with women often comparing his likeness to Tom Cruise, he thought he might be married by now, more settled…

			Well, if that plague book was right, it’s moot, he contemplated.

			Damon hated the idea of dying alone, even if he seldom let himself dwell on it for too long. He hated being alone. He knew that people thought he had it all, but for all his successes, the hollowness of the life he had made for himself was beginning to cast a pall over the glitz and glamor of the whole operation.

			“There she is!” Yasmina cried out as Liv arrived at the booth her friends had abandoned her for. 

			Yasmina stood to hug Liv, her tight black curls sticking to Liv’s glistening cheek as they embraced. A fellow model of too many ethnicities to count who hailed from France, Yasmina had swiftly befriended Liv at one of her first photo shoots upon moving to Los Angeles. Yasmina had joined forces with Liv to walk off set together, following more than a few inappropriate remarks from the photographer’s lecherous assistant. Soulful and sweet, a modern hippie who favored shrooms to alcohol; tonight she’d had a few too many cocktails and was wavering in her six-inch heels. 

			“These gentlemen invited us to sit with them!” shouted Marie, holding up a champagne flute and pointing out the three men in suits, sans tie. Curvy but not thick, and blonde—who knew what color her hair had been at birth—Marie wasn’t a model but commanded plenty of male attention. And Liv couldn’t understand how Marie was perpetually smiling, considering by day she was a harried ER nurse.

			“We’re just talking about crypto!” explained one of the men.

			Liv couldn’t help herself. “Of course you are!”

			“Sit with us!” another demanded. 

			Liv knew sitting was a waste of time—her friends would table hop all night, getting twisted on champagne and teasing men until settling on someone hookup-worthy or going home complaining about the quality of men in “this town.” Liv didn’t judge her friends’ antics, but if her body was her temple, she knew abusing it till two a.m. was an unhealthy prayer.

			“I’m going girls,” Liv said, tightening the vintage Chanel purse that had been hanging across her shoulders all night, “but this was sooo much fun!”

			

			“Not yet!” whined Yasmina.

			“We were supposed to go home together!” Marie added.

			“I know, but you’ll live,” Liv chastened affectionately.

			“We were just about to party…” added a Crypto Bro as he pulled out a silver bullet and indiscreetly poured lines of cocaine on the table.

			Liv hated having to be polite to such an inebriated asshole. “Not for me, thanks. I’m going to the loo, then getting my phone.”

			“Ladies room!” called out Marie as she rose to her feet.

			“We just ordered more Veuve…” complained a suit.

			“We’ll be right back,” chirped Marie.

			“Promise?”

			“Absolutely!”

			Liv looked to Yasmina, but she seemed content, accepting a rolled-up dollar bill from the suit. So Liv shook her head and put her arm through Marie’s to lead her away. 

			“Fuckers could at least have the manners to stand,” Liv grumbled.

			Marie cracked up. “You are extremely antiquated.”

			“Maybe. But who needs men, anyway?”

			“Um, me!”

			Damon sipped mineral water as he watched Jay turn off the monitors.

			“Hold on,” Damon interrupted, leaning in close to one of the monitors to study Yasmina, bent over the table seductively, the bill halfway up her nose. “Get security to table twelve.”

			Damon watched and frowned as Jay ordered as much into his headset. He knew perfectly well what happened in the bathrooms of his club and discreetly in the throng of the dance floor, but he couldn’t afford the risk of having people pour it on his tables in the open. As he waited for security to appear in the frame, something else caught his attention. As Yasmina rose to dance with one of the men, another passed his hand suspiciously over two champagne flutes on the table.

			“He’s roofying them!”

			Damon slammed his drink on the table and threw the office door open.

			

			Liv and Marie returned from the ladies’ room just as Damon was pushing through the crowd to the suits’ table.

			“Hey…” Marie whispered to Liv. “That’s Damon. He owns the club.”

			Damon’s face showed calm wrath as he yanked the collar of the pill dropper. “Get the fuck out of my club!”

			Pill Dropper rose defiantly. “What’s your problem, man?”

			“Nothing. You and your buddies just pay the bill and go, and I won’t call the cops.”

			“You know who the fuck we are?” challenged the other suit.

			Damon hazily recalled vetting the man and the word “father’s billions” came to mind. “I don’t give a shit how much money you have,” he yelled. “Matter of fact, forget the bill. Your money’s no good here.”

			“What’s going on?” Marie asked with alarm.

			Damon barely glanced her way. “This asshole slipped drugs in your drinks while you were in the bathroom.” 

			“Bullshit,” lied Pill Dropper. “And I’m not fucking leaving.”

			Jay and a bouncer were now coming up behind, but Damon didn’t wait—he reared back and punched the man squarely in the jaw with his free hand. The man reeled, and suddenly his buddies were jumping in. Damon dodged fists as the bouncers took over, subduing the men and, after a struggle, binding zip ties to their wrists.

			Liv felt the crowd, hungry for a spectacle, close in around them. Yasmina was laughing and Damon spun on her. “You need to go too.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Because you’re doing blow on the fucking table! All I need is to get closed down because you can’t even party in the toilet stalls like every other idiot.”

			“Hey, don’t pick on her because you’re all spun up,” Marie retorted.

			“Fine.” Damon waved at all three of the girls now. “You’re all gone.” 

			“Hold on,” Liv objected, fighting to calm the situation. “Look, I really appreciate you letting us know these assholes spiked our drinks. That was amazing of you.”

			Damon blinked, adrenalin easing as the crypto trio was hauled off. “You’re welcome. But I’m not losing my liquor license because of shit like this.”

			Liv nodded. “I understand.”

			Damon jutted his chin to a bouncer. “Get them their phones and call them Ubers—on the house. Make sure the guys don’t leave till the cars are gone so they’re not followed.”

			

			“But we were celebrating Olivia!” Yasmina couldn’t help herself, clinging to Olivia for piteous effect.

			Olivia shot her a look. “Yasmina. Leave now and we might be allowed back another night.” She turned to Damon. “Right?”

			Damon hesitated. He didn’t need problematic women who couldn’t take “no” for an answer harassing his staff, but they had nearly been drugged in his club. And, he had to admit he was caught somewhat off guard by this lithe woman soberly taking control of an escalating situation. Even the crowd was taking the cue and turning their attention away from the squabble.

			“Absolutely,” he answered.

			Liv smiled at Damon. “Thank you. This was my first time here. And up until all of this, I was really enjoying it.”

			Damon finally got a good look at Liv. Sure, he noticed she had silken skin, naturally high-arched brows, and wide eyes that hovered somewhere between green and blue. But what impressed him was her graciousness. He was throwing her and her friends out, but she wasn’t throwing a drunken fit.

			“Olivia, is it? I’m Damon. Give me your phone ticket and my guys will make sure you all get home safe.”

			“Thank you,” Olivia said as she fished out her phone check tag from her purse. “You’re a decent human being.”

			Damon took it and handed it to a bouncer. “You got me on a good night.”

			“I got you?” she teasingly repeated.

			He laughed at her wit. “Figure of speech.”

			“I know. Take care.”

			“You too.”

			The ladies started away, followed by a bouncer. 

			Olivia felt the urge to glance back over her shoulder to see if Damon was looking at her. Don’t do it, don’t do it.

			So she did it.

			And he was.

			They shared a quick smile before the crowd crossed between them.

			Settling back in the office, Damon sat beside Jay again, this time nursing a short glass of scotch to ease the hypervigilance he still felt.

			

			He was pleased to see the people below had completely moved on from the skirmish. Damon opened High three years prior, and though it was an instant success, he still felt heavily protective of its reputation and his bottom dollar. Before High, Damon lived in Bali for a decade, starting as a surfing instructor and then promoting discos for tourists on the beach. By the time he was ready to return stateside, Damon had saved enough money to partner with a few silent investors and open High. His ample experience as a curator of the hottest parties propelled High into the success that helped him to pay cash for a phenomenal home in the Hollywood Hills. He’d also was invested his High profits in real estate and was slowly becoming what they called “on paper rich.” 

			His secret, he’d once explained during a rare interview, was that his club was meant for people to “get high on life.” The interviewer had burned Damon, leaving out the words “on life,” so it was also his last interview. But he had to admit that even sordid press made the place more successful, to the point where he’d had to begin the online application process. People thought it was snobbish, but Damon had no choice. If he allowed just anybody in, his members wouldn’t feel special.

			Damon felt a buzzing in his pocket and took out his phone. Naturally, he allowed himself the privilege of a phone, though he followed the intent of the rule and never took pictures of guests.

			He checked his messages—as always, there were too many to count. He tried to be a generous friend, but it annoyed him that those “friends” always seemed to want a last-minute table. He was acutely aware that not many of them would remain friends if he didn’t have a nightclub where his buddies could meet the most beautiful women, or his female friends could find a rich husband.

			He went to the club’s Instagram page. The club followed zero people but had twenty thousand followers. Damon himself had no social media and only used this account to check profiles when people applied. He saw that it had been tagged in dozens of pictures. Damon scrolled through them to make sure no pictures from inside had slipped through the policy cracks—they hadn’t. Then he blinked: High had been tagged in a picture by one OLIVIA “LIV” MATHERS.

			Damon tapped the profile…

			A million followers, he noted. Impressive.

			And Liv’s photos! Jesus. Seeing her in lingerie and bikinis reminded him he was a man.

			He tapped on the story she’d tagged High in. It was a selfie of her and Marie, only slightly disheveled in the back of a car. 

			

			Somewhere special tonight, celebrating three years cancer-free! she captioned the story. 

			Damon’s breath caught. Celebrating three years cancer free?

			He suddenly felt like shit. This woman had come to celebrate something miraculous, and he’d kicked her out. Had he known this information, he certainly would have let her stay. He would have given her a private table and all the champagne she could drink. He’d have politely sat down and talked with her, gotten to know her. 

			He swallowed hard and returned his attention to his phone. Liv’s next story popped up, clearly taken earlier in the day. Liv sat in a sterile gray chair, dressed in sweats, hair down and messy, while a blue-scrubbed Asian man pulled back a needle’s plunger, filling it with blood. Hate needles, she’d written.

			He was overcome with the desire to message her. He could invade her DMs, or even her email on her application. But what was he going to do? Write her and say, “Hey, I see you have cancer, sorry I kicked you out of my club!” And besides, Damon was proud of the fact that he’d never “slid” into a girl’s direct messages. He’d never needed to—he met more women a night than most men do in a year. They slid into his inbox!

			The story ended and Damon was once again faced with hundreds of pictures on Liv’s profile. He felt a rush of shame, as if it were rude to take a second look at her in lingerie now that he knew she was a cancer survivor.

			What a fucking night, he thought. A girl with cancer, would-be date rapists…oh, and a fucking pandemic around the corner.

			Then Damon’s thoughts were interrupted as his phone pinged with a message. The contact read ALYSSA.

			My group is heading out. Should I go with them or…

			Damon smiled at the “or.” 

			I’m leaving, too. Come up to the office.

			Already outside the door.

			He pocketed the phone. “I’ll see you tomorrow night, Jay.”

			Jay’s face formed a knowing grin. “Who is she?”

			Damon shrugged. “Not important.”

			“Man, I want your life.”

			“I’d rather be happily married like you.”

			Jacy chuckled as Damon turned and opened the door to find Alyssa, a soaring model with platinum blonde hair, standing expectantly. 

			

			“Hey, you,” she purred.

			Damon felt a stir in his loins if maybe not his soul. He wondered if he should go home alone, read a book, go to sleep before 4:00 a.m.? But the cavernous maw of his loneliness called to be fed. 

			It wasn’t that he was a sex addict—he would eschew one-night stands in favor of a month or two with a woman where he did try to connect, but it only resulted in more heartbreak. Damon studied the beautiful, smiling creature waiting for him, and allowed himself to give in to the fantasy that maybe, with just one more fuck, she could be “the one.”

			He smiled back and said, “Hey, you.”

			“What a night,” Marie slurred sleepily, resting her head on Liv’s shoulder in the back of a black Mercedes with tinted windows. They’d dropped Yasmina off first; though she lived out of the way in Venice, Liv never let her girlfriends go home alone in an Uber when inebriated.

			Liv didn’t respond to Marie for a beat, her attention on her phone. 

			“Liv? What’re you doing?” Marie prodded. 

			“Nothing—I posted something on Instagram. The account for High already watched it.”

			“So? They probably have a social media manager or something that keeps tabs on everything.”

			“Yeah, maybe…” Liv demurred. 

			Marie sat up straight, suddenly alert and sobered.

			“Oh my God, Liv. Are you hoping it was Damon that watched it?”

			Liv felt her face grow hot. “No! I mean, maybe. He was…interesting.”

			“Girl. Interesting doesn’t even begin to cut it.”

			Liv shot a look at their driver in the rearview mirror. She assumed it was just an Uber Black that one of the bouncers called for them, but on the odd chance he worked for High, she elected caution. 

			“We’re almost home,” Liv whispered. “Let’s wait.”

			“You’re a fucking weirdo,” Marie rested her head in Liv’s lap. “But I love you.” 

			The Mercedes completed its last turn up the winding road of Beachwood Canyon, passing the official designation where the neighborhood became North Hollywood, and came to a stop in front of Marie’s house. 

			

			Although Marie’s bungalow, purchased by her parents as an investment when housing prices were cheap following the ’92 earthquake, would easily command two million dollars today, it was one of the smallest on the block, sandwiched between two puzzlingly dilapidated mansions. But because the home was small on its lot, it contained a modest guest house in the backyard—a studio apartment with an efficiency kitchen. 

			Liv considered finding the place when she’d moved to Los Angeles from Florida five years back a blessing, not just because it was so cute. How lucky that her landlord would also end up being her BFF.

			“Right here, thanks,” Marie said to the driver as it pulled to a stop, and they slid out.

			Liv and Marie climbed the five steps to the front door, entered the living room and plopped on the couch for the evening debrief.

			“Okay, wait,” Marie said as she slipped off her heels. “What were we talking about?”

			Liv held up her phone. “You said interesting doesn’t begin to cut it. About Damon.” 

			“Oh yeah!” Marie said groggily. “Well, he’s got a bit of a reputation. I know a couple girls who have hooked up with him. Fell in puppy love, got excited about maybe getting to have a rich, handsome boyfriend, and then got dumped, yada yada yada,” Marie waved her hand in the air for emphasis.

			“Oh,” Liv’s heart sank a bit. “So you just mean he’s a player?”

			“Well, I don’t know. He just seems to get around. But the interesting part is how little real information there is about him.”

			Liv raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

			“Okay, so like, guy’s obviously loaded, right? And he runs the most successful nightclub in Los Angeles. And he’s totally fine. So you think there’d be like, press on him, social media, GQ’s most eligible bachelor or whatever. But nothing. And he has these wild parties at this house in the hills but stays in his room all night like he was Leonardo in that Gatsby movie.”

			Marie paused thoughtfully before continuing, and Liv was surprised at her cogent train of thought through the champagne haze.

			“Like. Look at my family,” Marie continued. “If anyone wanted to know how a nurse my age owns a house on Laurel Canyon, all they’d have to do is Google my name, and they’d see my family is loaded. And then probably think I’m just some dumb trust fund baby. Which, like, I am a dumb trust fund baby, but I’m also a dumb trust fund baby who saves lives and shit.”

			Liv laughed at her friend’s self-awareness. “Okay, okay. Boy’s bad news. I won’t give him a second thought.”

			“Good,” Marie said. “Let’s go to bed. But first, vitamins and water for everyone!”

			Liv smiled at her best friend. Even if she was decidedly drunk tonight and did party quite hard when the opportunity was afforded to her, Marie was typically the mama bear of their friend group, doling out sage advice and love.

			Liv closed the door of her back house and looked around her room. Most of her friends, and especially Marie, kept their living spaces clean on the off chance they’d bring a man home at the end of the night, but Liv knew that she left the mess to ensure she wouldn’t. 

			She collapsed on her bed and glanced at the window facing the rolling hills of the canyon, speckled with gorgeous homes she knew she could never afford. Taking up nearly the entire wall and encircled by smaller stained glass panes of green, blue, and red, the window was her favorite part of the apartment. At sunrise and even more at sunset, the panes created a near rainbow of colors. All of this made Liv feel like she lived in the early 1970s, a time of her favorite music and clothing. Although tonight she’d worn a tight black dress that one of her fashion labels had sent in exchange for a few tagged selfies, her closet was mainly filled with vintage wear that she loved to find in thrift stores.

			Liv laid there, delaying the annoyance of having to wipe off her makeup. Despite Marie’s warnings, she couldn’t shake the thought of Damon. She so rarely found anybody interesting. Liv met both Marie and Yasmina not long before Christopher had broken her heart, and they both took any opportunity they could to tease her about her disinterest in men in the years since. Maybe you’re a raging lesbian and you just don’t know it yet, Yasmina had suggested more than once.

			But it was all in good nature—Marie and Yasmina had more than proven their love for Liv. They’d been so supportive when Liv received her cancer diagnosis, even putting up with how Liv went MIA for months at a time, preferring to hide away like an injured animal. Her girls knew her well. They had her best interests at heart. 

			Liv buried her face in her pillow, the voice of reason and the voice of desire quibbling with each other in her head.

			

			She sat up. She grabbed her phone.

			She went to Instagram and typed High nightclub into the search bar. 

			She found High’s profile, which was sparse, just blank spaces where pictures might usually be posted and a link to their website. Liv had already been to the site when she’d applied for entry, so she knew that was just a black page with instructions.

			She switched to Google and typed in High nightclub owner Damon…Lautner. Google filled out his last name.

			Then she stopped herself. Liv had always made it a habit not to Google men before she dated them. She wanted to get to know them in person. Hear their life stories from their mouths. And Marie had already told her she’d find nothing anyway, so why was she doing the deep dive?

			Who am I, the nerdy schoolgirl staring at a yearbook quote from the popular boy?

			She chastised herself as she put the phone away for the night. Even if it was technically morning. 

			The cavernous bedroom was dark, lit only by lights twinkling through the window, a massive wall of glass seemingly without support. Beyond was a canyon overlooking all of Los Angeles. 

			Damon leaned over the edge of his bed, a massive thing fitted in crisp white sheets, and retrieved his crumpled T-shirt from the floor. He turned it right side out and pulled it over his head.

			Fuck, that hurts, he sighed to himself as the T-shirt slid over the blemish on his otherwise handsome backside—a misshapen patch of pink in between his shoulder blades that still didn’t quite match the tone of the rest of his back and a six-inch scar from his tailbone up.

			“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that,” Alyssa spoke gingerly, curled up beside him, hair mussed, idly scrolling through her phone as if to say she was interested, but not too interested.

			Damon looked over his shoulder to study her. “Crashed a bike a few years ago. You hungry or anything?”

			Alyssa shook her head and smiled politely.

			Damon stifled a sigh and walked to his dresser to retrieve a blue glass hand pipe, its bowl already packed with a bit of weed. He retrieved his jeans from the floor and dug from their pocket a small yellow lighter. He lit the pipe and inhaled deeply. 

			“Is that for pain?” she asked.

			He nodded and gestured the pipe at Alyssa. “You want?”

			“No, thanks.”

			He sat the pipe back down on the dresser and crawled back into bed, planting a kiss on Alyssa’s forehead.

			“I’m gonna call a car,” she said.

			Damon leaned back against the headboard. “Really? I thought we could watch a movie or something. You could stay over if you want.”

			In truth, whatever fantasy Damon had briefly indulged in when he made the impulsive decision to leave High with Alyssa—that she might be the one if only they slept together just one more time—had been dissolved by once again finding a lack of connection in their sex. But even if this tryst wasn’t going anywhere real, he really preferred not to spend the night alone with his own thoughts. And, his back hurt, or if it didn’t quite hurt yet, he was sure it would soon. The distraction of some company—a warm body and a mindless movie—would have been welcome.

			Alyssa stood up and began to gather her clothes. She turned to face him as she zipped up her dress. “I really do like your company, Damon. But let’s be real. You’re not the relationship type.”

			Damon squirmed a bit. He knew Alyssa was right. She might be a good-time-girl model, but she was keen enough to understand the situation. He knew he should just acknowledge the truth of her words, level with her, and part amicably. But he felt that familiar gnaw at his stomach—the panic of being left alone. He couldn’t help himself.

			“Yeah, maybe you’re right. But if we just, I don’t know, gave it a shot—I mean you’ve never even spent the night. Let me make you breakfast in the morning,” he said, trying to keep his voice more casual than pleading. 

			But Alyssa narrowed her eyes. “Damon. I was trying to be nice but get real. I’m looking for a husband. You’re fun, but I need someone ten years older and more stable. I’d be great second wife material. Pop out a child and be set for life.”

			Damon sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. He knew Alyssa’s read was accurate, if annoyingly so. “Okay, let me at least call you a car—”

			“Don’t bother. I’m a big girl,” she cut him off. Then, a bit more gently, “It was really nice getting to know you. I’m sure I’ll see you around High at some point.”

			

			She leaned over the bed to kiss him on the cheek. Damon said nothing. Then she turned on her heel and walked out of his bedroom.

			Damon heard her pad down his foyer in bare feet, knowing her heels were still clutched in one hand. Then he heard her close the front door, and the rattle of its frame seemed to echo through the cavernous mansion. 

			“Goddamnit,” Damon murmured aloud. She’d left so fast he hadn’t even had a chance to walk her out.

			He knew he had embarrassed himself with that final plea. On some unconscious level, he knew that Alyssa would have been collateral damage in his constant need for company, the need to fill the void. After all, he’d tried many times over their dates to converse with her but found her uninterested in politics or current events. He’d mentioned the coming pandemic at one point as he’d driven them here to his home, and she’d looked at him like he was speaking Chinese.

			Damon whipped open a drawer on his bedside table to retrieve a prescription bottle of Tylenol—six hundred milligrams each. He took three and hoped it would be enough to do the trick and not add any physical agony to the emotional turmoil he was already experiencing.

			As he swallowed, a face formed in his thoughts.

			Liv.

			He found himself smiling. Besides her beauty, she intrigued him, and he wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was her life experience? His own mother had died of cancer when he was a child, so there was that. And there was the way she’d handled the situation at the club.

			Message her, idiot. So it’s late. She’ll see it in the morning.

			He found his phone on the bedside table, glanced at the time. 3:40 a.m. He pulled up Liv’s Instagram.

			He tapped on the “Messages” icon on her profile.

			Hey, Troublemaker, he typed out, It’s Damon, from High obviously. Any chance I can take you to coffee tomorrow to apologize for bouncing you and your friends?

			And then he hit “Send.”

			He groaned and massaged his temples. Wow, Damon. You couldn’t sound like any more of a fuckboy if you tried.

			

		

	
		
			2.

			Morning light shot rays of blue and red from the stained glass across Liv’s bedroom as she read Damon’s message with a mixture of giddiness and anxiety. She briefly wondered if someone were playing a trick on her—after all, was there really any way to know if it were actually Damon messaging from the club’s account?

			Liv wasn’t sure how she would explain to Marie if she was meeting up with Damon after having promised she would let it go. And yet—what were the odds that she had fallen asleep agonizing over this stranger and woken up to a message supposedly from him? Surely, that was a bit of serendipity worth exploring.

			It was only nearing 8:00 a.m., and Marie would surely still be asleep. Liv knew Marie had a twenty-four-hour shift the next day and would only emerge from her bedroom for sustenance before crawling back into bed. Liv could avoid having to answer questions.

			She responded to the message, Hi, yeah, I think I deserve a coffee and maybe a scone, too, for that one. But how do I know this is Damon? This account is basically anonymous.

			She was surprised when a response came almost immediately.

			Call me, he wrote, followed by his number.

			Suddenly, butterflies erupted in Liv’s stomach, forcing her to pace the length of her studio and wring her hands. Okay, okay, okay…

			Liv cleared her throat and uttered a quick vocal exercise, trying to shake the groggy morning from the sound of her voice. She called the number.

			“Hey,” Damon answered, making no effort to hide his own first-words-of-the-morning voice.

			Liv’s stomach flip-flopped at the gravel of his voice that made it easy to imagine him reclined in bed.

			“Hi,” Liv returned, and then laughed self-consciously.

			“So…it’s me, obviously. Coffee?”

			

			Reason briefly took hold of Liv. “I mean, I’ve heard your voice for all of about five minutes. Can I really be sure it’s you?”

			Damon paused for a moment before returning gamely, “Well, I’m not sure where you live, but I was going to suggest Alfred Coffee if that’s not too far from you. I haven’t heard of many abductions taking place in broad daylight at Alfred in WeHo, so why don’t you take a chance and come see? I’ll leave now and sit on the patio so you can see me when you pull up. If you don’t see me there, you can run.”

			Liv spoke before her brain could catch up. “Okay, I’m in North Hollywood, so I think I can make it there by…eleven thirty?” 

			“That’s not too far for you?” Damon asked.

			Liv held her phone to her ear with one shoulder as she began rummaging through her closet. “No…I can make it if I start getting ready now.”

			“Great,” Damon said, and Liv was sure she could hear the smile in his voice. “I’ll send you an Uber.”

			“What!” Liv squawked. “Don’t be ridiculous. The Mercedes last night was enough. I know how to drive.”

			“Well, I won’t fight you,” Damon acquiesced. “I’ll see you soon.”

			Liv hung up, froze for a beat, and then began the harried dash to ready herself.

			Damon idled a metal chair on the patio of Alfred, a coffee shop made locally famous for no reason other than its great moniker and solid coffee.

			Across from an empty chair at the small table, he made a sincere effort to appear nonchalant, but every few moments stole a glance up to see if Liv had yet turned the corner. Today was Saint Patrick’s Day, so it was oddly festive with green ribbons and bows and young women carrying out green foamed lattes.

			He spotted Liv walking up the street, and immediately the “cool” jig was up; he leapt from his seat and leaned over the patio’s iron banister to greet her. 

			“Hey, troublemaker,” he said as he gave her a quick hug over the rail. 

			“It’s actually you,” Liv laughed.

			“Or maybe it’s an elaborate disguise and this really is an abduction,” Damon joked, then cringed at himself. “Come on in, let’s hop in line. I haven’t ordered yet.”

			Damon re-entered the coffee shop to meet Liv at the entrance, and they took their place as second in line.

			

			“You first,” Damon prompted as they arrived at the counter. “Whatever you want, obviously.”

			Liv bent slightly over the counter as to not compete with the voices of the busy shop. “Tall Americano with a splash of oat milk, please.”

			Damon did his damnedest not to admire the curve of her arched frame. He did, however, notice her outfit. Though she was every bit as gorgeous as he remembered her being in the dim light of High (and in the scantily clad images on her Instagram), her choice of garment was a far cry from the little black dress of the prior night or her bikini pictures. She wore waist-high pinstripe bellbottoms and a flowing beige blouse with a built-in neck scarf, looking more like a seventies babe than a bikini-model-influencer of 2020.

			Realizing Liv and the barista were staring at him, he quickly rattled off, “Same.”

			“Do you always order an Americano?” Liv asked while Damon offered up his credit card.

			“I’m unpredictable. Why do you ask?”

			Liv pretended to be disappointed. “Would have been uncanny if we always got the same coffee.”

			Damon silently chastised himself for being honest and missing an opportunity for her to see him as having the same however small taste.

			“Oh,” said Liv. “And whatever that thing is,” Liv added to the barista, pointing to a green flaky pastry in the baked goods window.

			“Of course. For here?”

			“Yup! Thank you so much,” Liv said effusively.

			“You wearing something green?” Damon asked Liv.

			“What?”

			“It’s Saint Paddy’s Day.”

			“Oh, that’s right! As a matter of fact, I am.”

			Damon looked her over. “I don’t see it.”

			“Just because you can’t see it, doesn’t mean it’s not there.”

			He laughed. “True.”

			“And you?” she asked.

			Damon thought a moment, then pulled out his wallet, and held up a green twenty-dollar bill. “There you go.”

			Liv laughed. “Fast thinking!”

			Damon handed the barista the bill to pay. “Keep the change.”

			

			She handed them a number place card, and the two returned to the table Damon had left his sunglasses on.

			“So, first of all,” Liv said with mock indignation, “How have I already got the nickname of ‘Troublemaker’ when I was definitely the polar opposite of a troublemaker last night?”

			Damon laughed. “You’re right. I guess it doesn’t make a ton of sense. I think I was just trying to be suave.”

			Liv arched an eyebrow at his candor. He certainly seemed more vulnerable and authentic than the bad boy that Marie had made him out to be. Either that, or he could put up one hell of a façade.

			“Okay, to be fair, I guess I’m guilty by association. I’m really sorry about my friends. I promise they’re not obnoxious—they were just cutting loose,” she explained.

			“No, I—” Damon paused, searching for the right words to not sound like a creep. “Listen, I mean, this is awkward, but I messaged you from the High account obviously, so of course I looked at your profile…”

			“Sure, I would have looked at yours, too, if there was one to speak of,” Liv quipped.

			Damon laughed heartily, interrupted only by a barista who breezed past their table to set down two giant white mugs of coffee and collect their order placard. 

			“Yeah, I know, there’s not a lot of me to stalk. But listen. I want to apologize for kicking you and your friends out when you were just trying to celebrate being cancer-free. Cancer is something I’ve been very close to in the past, and I was sorry to have learned about it—and I’m really sorry, and congratulations on your remission, and…shit.”

			Damon cursed himself at how flustered he sounded. He was typically a smooth social operator, but the presence of this woman seemed to completely disarm him of his typical competence. 

			But Liv was enjoying his struggle. She was even starting to wonder if Marie, typically an intuitive reader of personalities, was full of shit about Damon. 

			“It’s okay, I appreciate the sentiment,” she smiled. “And I’m sorry to hear that you know cancer well. It’s honestly something I don’t like to talk or think about too much. It’s mostly in the past, anyway. I’ve had several cancer-free screens now. It’s no big deal.”

			This surprised Damon. He thought of the story she had shared, needle in arm, showcasing her struggle to a million followers.

			

			“Really?” he prodded. “You don’t like to talk about it? I mean, I just thought…”

			“Because of my Instagram? Yeah. I do post about it. But my online presence is very different from my real life.”

			“Of course. That’s something I understand,” Damon said earnestly. “But why broadcast something so personal to a million strangers if it’s not something you talk about in real life?”

			Damon had her there. But she did have an answer that was truthful—on the surface. 

			“I know what you mean. So obviously, I do make my living as an influencer. Typical,” she rolled her eyes at herself, and Damon smiled at her self-awareness. 

			She went on, “So when I first started chemotherapy, started to lose my hair, the whole thing, I stopped posting for a little while. I started losing sponsors, which I sorely needed. I was getting emails about missed posting deadlines. Really stressful stuff while I was dealing with everything else. So I decided, to hell with it, I need to keep doing my job somehow. If I let the whole world see me half-naked, I might as well let them in on my struggles too.”

			“That sounds…really hard,” Damon sympathized. 

			“I mean, it didn’t feel great to feel so exposed online, but I’m glad I did it. Suddenly, I was getting a different kind of response—people messaging me who were going through the same struggles, sponsors who were more about wellness and self-help than just bikinis and lingerie…it was basically a good thing for my following in the end.” 

			“Sounds like you ended up helping a lot of people.”

			Liv shrugged. “Yeah, you’re right, and that does make me proud. But now that I’m in remission, my hair is back, and I can pose for normal photoshoots again, I’m pretty relieved to not have to share so much about my personal life anymore. I still post occasionally about the cancer to…I don’t know, I guess, honor the people who started following me because of it, but I’m a pretty private person.”

			Liv grew suddenly self-conscious, having monologued much more than she would typically. Perhaps Damon’s apparent nerves around her were putting her at ease.

			But Damon nodded emphatically. “I’m private, too, so I get it.”

			Now Liv sat up straight, determined to uncover a piece of the mystery of Damon.

			“Okay, so, make that make sense,” she demanded. 

			Damon sipped his latte and looked at her quizzically. “How do you mean?”

			“Well, like I said last night, you’ve got this reputation…”

			

			The word reputation stung Damon, and he felt himself clench in anticipation of whatever Liv was going to say next. “What do you mean by reputation?”

			Liv laughed. “I’m sure it’s not news to you. Marie—my friend—said you have these lavish parties, break a lot of hearts, you know…a bad boy.”

			“What’s that quote? ‘Whatever people think of me is none of my business,’” Damon deflected.

			“Sure, and that’s all fine and well. But if all that’s true, and you’re this notorious club-owning playboy, why aren’t you on the cover of GQ or something?” Liv asked, quoting Marie. 

			“I’m a people person, that much is true,” Damon spoke honestly. “But I find it best to fly under the radar. I’m loath to give interviews…”

			Liv cut him off. “Oh yeah, like that one interview I read…”

			Damon groaned. “God, that thing is going to haunt me for the rest of my life. That reporter did not quote what I said correctly. At all. What I actually said was—”

			“Damon!” a feminine voice rang out from the street in front of the coffee shop. 

			Liv and Damon looked up in unison to see a girl with dirty blonde hair bounding down the street toward them, Tiffany-blue leash in hand and small white terrier in hot pursuit.

			Damon laughed and called out, “Lindsey! You’re up early. Didn’t you close last night?”

			Lindsey landed in front of them and removed an ear bud. Barely five feet tall, squat and curvy with a beautiful round face and a wide smile, she panted slightly as she spoke. 

			“I did close. But Coconut wouldn’t let me sleep.”

			The small dog stuck her nose between the bars of the banister, and Liv leaned down in her seat to oblige the pup with a scratch. 

			“Too bad. Good to see you, though. Are you on tonight?” Damon asked casually.

			“Uh-huh. But hey, I’m so sorry to like, interrupt your little daaate…” she glanced at Liv apologetically.

			There was no malice in her phrasing of “little date”—her voice was sweet and honest, and she ended each phrase with an authentic Valley girl upspeak that made Liv feel unthreatened. This girl was clearly not one of Damon’s alleged conquests. 

			“No problem,” Damon sat back in his chair, the vulnerability that had been on display in Liv’s presence giving way to his typical competence. “What’s going on?”

			

			“This is really awkward,” Lindsey prefaced. “And I know this is like, probably, totally not the right place to ask this, but am I like, in trouble, or on probation, or something?”

			Damon furrowed his brow. “No…not that I’m aware of. Why? Did some-thing happen?”

			Lindsey mopped a sweaty tendril from her forehead and bent down to pick up Coconut, who had begun to sniff an errant piece of scone on the ground. 

			“No, nothing happened, I don’t think…but like, I haven’t got my schedule for next week yet, and when I called Jay this morning to ask what was up, he said that you would let everyone know what’s up. And I thought that was like, really bizarre, cause obviously you don’t make the schedule, so I wondered if I was in trouble or something. I did serve those creeps at their table last night, but that was super early in the night, and they weren’t like, drunk or anything…”

			“Oh God, Lindsey, no. You’re perfect,” Damon interjected. 

			He leaned forward in his chair, his forearms resting on his thighs, fingers interlaced—confident, reassuring. 

			Liv couldn’t help but enjoy a glimpse of the white knight she’d witnessed the night before, the one who landed a solid punch square in the jaw of one of the creeps Lindsey was referencing.

			Damon went on. “Listen, there’s just some things we need to sort out at the club for next week. Some nights are a bit up in the air. But nothing to worry about. You’re fine, the club’s fine, I just wanted to get involved in scheduling this week. You’ll have your schedule by tomorrow night. You’re good,” he added for final measure. 

			Lindsey seemed confused. “But what about the quarantine?”

			“Quarantine?” Liv asked.

			“Yeah, Los Angeles just announced starting at nine tonight a complete lockdown of all businesses. We’re not even supposed to leave our houses.”

			“Shit,” Damon said as he pulled his phone out. On his screen was a citywide alert: “Los Angeles County announced curfew and lockdown…”

			“Don’t worry about tonight, Lindsey. Jay will contact everybody and cancel.”

			“Okay,” she said. “I’m really sorry to have interrupted. I really couldn’t help myself. I was really freaked!”

			“Alright, Linds.”

			“Byeeeee,” Lindsey called as she released Coconut back onto the ground and almost skipped away.

			

			“One of my cocktail waitresses,” Damon gestured apologetically after Lindsey as he sat up and turned his attention to Liv again.

			“I figured,” Liv said. “No problem. She was sweet.”

			“Yeah.”

			Damon put away his phone. “Well, since it might be a while before we get another chance to talk, might as well make the best of today…”

			Liv nodded. “I hope it doesn’t last long. But my roommate, Marie—one of the girls I was with at your club—she’s a trauma nurse. She says they’re already running out of beds in the hospital.”

			Damon nodded, trying to put the news out of his mind.

			“That reminds me,” he said, “I really admired how you handled last night. A lot of people would be hammered, or indignant about being thrown out…and you actually had reason to be indignant…”

			Liv looked at the creases in his palm and briefly wished she could read them. She felt a twitch in her shoulder—the desire to reciprocate and take his hand—when a loud phone ring startled them both.

			“Shit. Sorry,” Damon reached into his pants pocket to silence the phone, but then registered the name on the screen.

			“Shit,” he said under his breath, almost aghast at the way the interruption.

			“I’m so sorry, Liv,” his eyes pleaded with hers for understanding. “This is so rude of me. I have to take this.”

			“It’s okay…” Liv offered, feeling deflated herself, as Damon pressed the phone to his ear.

			For the second time in minutes, Liv watched him furrow his brow. Her fingers absently fed her bites of the pastry, which kept her from looking like she was studying Damon.

			“Mmm,” is all he said to the caller on the other end of the line.

			“Yeah,” he said, a full minute of listening later.

			“I was worried about that too. I’ll meet you in thirty,” he finished finally, and hung up the phone.

			Damon looked at Liv with chagrin. “I’m so sorry, Liv,” he said for the second time. “That was my main investor. If it wasn’t an emergency, I wouldn’t go, but it really is.”

			“Emergencies happen…” Liv said, but she was unable to conceal her disappointment.

			

			“Truth is, I think we’re going to have to close the club until this Covid thing clears up.”

			“Really?”

			“I don’t want to be all doom and gloom, but the truth is it’s just a matter of time before everything shuts down and we’re all wearing these…”

			With that, Damon slid a white surgical mask from his pocket.

			“Especially me,” Liv answered. “I’m on a cocktail of drugs that keep me alive but kill my immune system. If I get a cold, it turns into pneumonia.”

			“I bet,” Damon said with a shake of his head. “Anyway…”

			Damon collected his book and stood up; Liv rose with him.

			“Hey…” Damon said softly.

			Liv looked at him.

			He stepped toward her. “I’d really like to see you again.”

			“I would, too, if your investor permits,” she allowed herself a bit of snark. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe him, but rather she couldn’t let the first man to give her butterflies in five years get off of abandoning a date that easily.

			“I promise,” Damon leaned in. “If you give me a second chance, I’ll never let an investor come between us again.” 

			“I’ll hold you to that,” Liv said playfully.

			He brushed her hair behind her shoulder to move in for a hug, only the second time they had touched since that quick moment at the shop entrance. Liv’s breath caught for a moment with her head on his shoulder. 

			“Alright,” she said as she pulled away,

			He walked one way to his car, she the other to hers. And with that, Damon watched the second woman in twelve hours walk away from him. But this time, he felt…different. He actually cared about this one.

			

		

	
		
			3.

			“I’m scared to death,” Liv admitted through one cough, then another, deeper one. She was lying on her bed in a T-shirt and sweats, her mother’s sympathetic but ill-framed face staring back at her on FaceTime.

			“I’m sure it’s not Covid. You haven’t even left the house since it began,” replied Beth. Optimism was this fifty-eight-year-old’s strong suit, even when a more grounded sense of reality might be more prudent. Widowed when Liv was six, Beth raised her daughter and kept food on the table by the skin of her teeth with a hodgepodge of working-class jobs (and a spending habit not always commensurate with her salary).

			Beth drifted off Liv’s screen—she was even less knowledgeable about technology than politics. All Liv could see now was the mosquito netting on the porch that defined the South Florida home she’d spent her first nineteen years in before going away to college.

			“Mom, I can’t see you.” Liv couldn’t disguise the frustration in her voice. 

			“Oh, these stupid rectangles. Sorry, I’ll hold it this way.”

			Beth’s forehead appeared on Liv’s screen. 

			“Mom, you gotta move the camera b—” Liv’s instruction was interrupted by a massive hacking cough that nearly sent her abdominals into spasms. She sat her own phone down to catch her breath.

			“How would you have gotten Covid?” Liv heard her mother’s voice through the speaker.

			She picked her phone back up. “I’m not sure. I haven’t left my apartment in three weeks. Marie strips down her PPE at the front door, and we’re never in the same room together. I get my groceries delivered, and I wear a mask and gloves while I spray down the bags and boxes. I guess some germs could have lingered from Marie, but she’s not sick…”

			“Can you get tested?”

			

			“My doctor says his office doesn’t even have test kits yet. Marie’s hospital has been testing people who come into the ER with respiratory problems, but there’s none to spare, and she doesn’t think I should risk going in. I can’t believe how unprepared our country was for this thing.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t worry so much. President Trump says it’s no worse than a flu.”

			Liv wrinkled her nose with surprise. “President Trump says? Mom, the man’s full of shit. Watch the news.”

			“Okay! Okay. Do you have a fever?” Beth changed the subject.

			Liv sighed, too exhausted to interrogate further. “I don’t think so.”

			“That’s a good sign! See? Everything is going to be fine. You might even be making yourself sick with worry, doing all that extra stuff with the masks and the gloves and whatnot. What good are the masks anyway? You can still smell a fart through your underwear, can’t you? So how would a little piece of fabric protect you from the China virus?” 

			Now Liv sat upright, alarm and disgust overriding her fatigue. “Seriously Mom, what the hell are you on about? You don’t sound like you. Have you been watching Fox or something?”

			“Relax, sweetie. I’m just saying. You gotta be able to see people smile! Not a lot of people are wearing masks around here.”

			Liv felt a pang in her heart. She had called her mother seeking comfort—but whatever this was made her feel even lonelier than she had before. Venom sprang from her mouth before she could stop it.

			“Well, you had better hope that everyone gets on board, puts on their fucking masks, and does their best to stop this thing soon. Because I have no photoshoots right now. None. Nada. Zip. Just a few sponsorships for what little I can shoot by myself at home. And you know what that means for you?”

			Beth was quiet.

			“That means I won’t be able to send your rent check soon if this goes on for much longer,” Liv finished, already regretting the tirade she had unleashed on her mother. But she was stressed and didn’t appreciate her mother not taking the situation she, and the world, was facing.

			“Okay, honey,” she relented quietly. “I just don’t want you to worry yourself sick. Maybe you should come home for a little while? Maybe the isolation is getting to you.”

			

			Liv sighed, but her regret wasn’t enough to make her apologize quite yet. Instead, she said, “Yeah, Mom. I’d like that. It’s just not safe for me to take a plane right now. When it is, I will.”

			Liv hacked again.

			“Okay, sweetie. Sounds like you should have some chamomile and get some rest,” Beth said, the cheerfulness already returning to her voice.

			That somehow annoyed Liv more, but she bit her tongue.

			“Okay, Mom. Love you. Bye-bye.”

			“Bye, sweetheart.”

			Liv hung the call up quickly to spare her mother from having to hunt for the “End” button. 

			But Liv knew her mother was right about one thing: the isolation was getting to her. Even if Marie sometimes annoyed her by bursting through her door, Liv had come to miss it over several weeks of being unable to be in the same room with her. She could barely even speak on the phone with Yasmina, who had flown to France to be with her mother as soon as Los Angeles shut down. They tried to stay connected, but the ten-hour time difference made it nearly impossible. 

			Of course, Liv knew that many people were creating “social bubbles”—visiting with small groups of people that they trusted to keep each other safe. But to fight her breast cancer from returning, Liv took tamoxifen, an estrogen-moderating medication which also wreaked havoc on her immune system—she couldn’t trust a “bubble.” She had observed too many social media stories of friends in these supposed groups who had nonetheless come down with Covid. If one friend slipped, Liv could be looking at a death sentence: a trip to the ER, where she’d be put on ventilator, a device that only prolonged the inevitable. Marie always returned from work with harrowing stories of people on ventilators, who never lived long enough to have them removed, reports that she relayed over the phone from the other house. 

			Adding to Liv’s anxiety was that her words to her mother about her income weren’t just deployed to hurt Beth—Liv was already dipping deep into her savings account. Her saving grace was that she had always been a spendthrift, wary of becoming like her mother, who sometimes blew an entire week of diner tips on unnecessary clothes and jewelry. 
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