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PRAISE FORANNA BRIGHT IS HIDING SOMETHING






“This page-turner . . . [is] an entertaining suspense yarn about complicated, success-driven women.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“A fast-paced chess match between a hungry young journalist chasing the story that could make or break her career and a ruthless female founder who believes the rules do not apply to her. For fans of The Dropout, this is a smart and satisfying novel about ambition, delusion, and stubborn pride.”


—LEIGH STEIN, author of Self Care


“Thought-provoking, sharp, and propulsive, Anna Bright Is Hiding Something is a modern take on female ambition and the lengths young women will go to in their quests to prove themselves. Readers will be captivated as Schnall forces her characters to walk the tightrope between integrity and opportunism. This gasp-out-loud read had me holding my breath to see who would be the first to fall.”


—LYNDA COHEN LOIGMAN, author of The Two-Family House and The Matchmaker’s Gift


“Timely and immersive, Anna Bright Is Hiding Something captures the Silicon Valley icon on the verge of an IPO, and the up-and-coming journalist prepared to bring her down. Fast-paced and tautly written, Schnall deftly exposes the mercurial world of female ambition and the lengths one goes to succeed. An unputdownable read!”


—ROCHELLE B. WEINSTEIN, author of What You Do To Me


“Anna Bright Is Hiding Something is a fun and fast-paced ride through the wild and sometimes wicked world of female founded start-ups, that is both endlessly entertaining and strikingly insightful. Schnall turns an unflinching lens towards the complexities of female power and what it takes to ‘make it’ as a woman in the workplace, keeping the reader on the edge of her seat from the first page to the last. Clear your day, once you start this on-point, smart, and compelling novel you won’t be able to put it down.”


—SAMANTHA GREENE WOODRUFF, Amazon bestselling author of The Lobotomist’s Wife


“Fans of Hulu’s The Dropout about Elizabeth Holmes will love this timely, gripping, and meticulously researched novel that knocked my socks off. It’s that rare story where you cheer for the hero and the villain in equal parts and, in the end, feel completely satisfied.”


—ANNABEL MONAGHAN, author of Same Time Next Summer


“Anna Bright Is Hiding Something is the perfect page-turner! This is a story that is so timely and telling! I want to see more deliciously complicated women like Anna Bright on our pages.”


—JO PIAZZA, author of The Sicilian Inheritance and We Are Not Like Them


“Grifters! Tech bros! The horrors of Palo Alto! A whip-smart, ripped-from-the-headlines plot! Anna Bright Is Hiding Something has all of that, and more. In her latest, Susie Orman Schnall writes with a satirist’s eye about our society’s obsession with genius and success, and the sacrifices we’ll make in the name of ruthless ambition. Get ready for a wild ride.”


—GRANT GINDER, author of Let’s Not Do That Again


“Engrossing, smart, and unforgettable, I loved Anna Bright Is Hiding Something, an intriguing cat-and-mouse game filled with crackling dialogue and characters so vibrant they practically leap off the page.”


—FIONA DAVIS, New York Times bestselling author of The Spectacular


“An engrossing novel of two ambitious women that takes an unflinching look at the role of women in the male-dominated tech industry but also at the sexism that exists in the world of journalism. So timely, I devoured this riveting story in one sitting.”


—AMY POEPPEL, author of Musical Chairs and The Sweet Spot


“Excellently written, well-researched and so much more than I expected, this page-turner had me on the edge of my seat. I could not put it down! Five stars.”


—READERS’ FAVORITE REVIEWS
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For the bold women who are female founders . . . for inspiring me with your ambition, grit, and relentless pursuit of your dreams.
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JAMIE
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FRIDAY, APRIL 7


NEW YORK CITY


On that sunny, hopeful morning of the Vanity Fair Female Founder Conference, Jamie Roman didn’t suspect the truth about Anna Bright. No one did.


No, that morning, as Jamie watched from the wings of the stage, the tiny microphone already attached to her shirt, she still thought Anna Bright, the brilliant, high-profile founder of biosensor innovator BrightLife, was the absolute embodiment of success and integrity. Anna was the type of person who got her own hedcut in the Wall Street Journal. Anna had achieved everything Jamie’s father had convinced her was important to strive toward as she herself pursued the American construct of careerism. Anna embodied everything Jamie stayed up late at night yearning for in her cramped East Village studio apartment with a lone window that led to a rickety fire escape.


Jamie tore her eyes away from Anna for a moment and looked toward the audience, toward the women who stared at the stage in awe: Women who wanted someday to be the next Anna Bright, and women who thought they already were. Women who’d taken a MasterClass in How to Write a Business Plan but still couldn’t scrounge up a friends-and-family round, and women who’d already scheduled appointments up and down legendary Sand Hill Road to close their Series C. Women who were dressed in vintage 501s with their arms covered in tribal tattoos, and women who were wearing black Issey Miyake turtlenecks in homage to Steve Jobs’s I-don’t-want-to-have-to-make-any-decisions-about-my-wardrobe-to-save-brainpower look. Women who had bought every magazine that Anna had graced the cover of, and women who had taped those same Forbes/Fortune/Time/Vogue covers onto their bathroom mirrors so they could look at them every morning while they repeated their affirmation mantras. Women who thought their brilliant innovation in wearables or online dating or femtech was going to kill it, and women who knew, deep down, that they didn’t have a fucking chance.


They were female founders and female-founders-in-training. And they were quaking in their lug sole boots, mostly because the thought of being a female founder is terrifying and fraught with land mines, a dangerous pursuit akin to trying to cross an interstate blindfolded—but also because they were watching Anna Bright. In person.


To be this close to Anna elicited a jolt deep inside of Jamie. Not nerves. Not inadequacy. A fiery thrill. This was an opportunity to prove to her boss, perhaps even to her father, and certainly to herself, what she was capable of.


Jamie’s panel was next, and she waited in the stage’s wings with the other three panelists she’d sit alongside. Normally she’d never be invited to speak at Vanity Fair’s annual Female Founder Conference as she hadn’t yet reached that professional tier. It was Veronica Harper-Klein, the multihyphenate and well-regarded female founder of BusinessBerry, the online publication where Jamie worked, who had originally been asked to speak on the Female Founders and the Media panel—whose headshot had been cropped into a circle by the Vanity Fair art director tasked with creating the conference assets. But, alas, Veronica had eaten a bad clam the night before and was too unwell to attend.


Jamie had already been twenty minutes into her walk to the office that morning when Veronica had called asking Jamie to take her place, convincing Jamie that yes, the people at Vanity Fair were okay with her substituting. Of course, Jamie knew they just needed a body to fill the empty stool and it was too late to find someone else, but she also hoped that being there would confer legitimacy upon her. Reputation by association.


When they’d hung up, Jamie studied the email Veronica sent with the conference’s agenda and what Veronica’s, now her, panel would be discussing. Jamie had quickened her pace, and she’d smiled as adrenaline began coursing through her body. She loved this feeling, wished she could conjure it whenever she wanted. It wasn’t nerves. It was excitement. Anticipation. Vanity Fair might not consider someone at Jamie’s level worthy of their panel, but Jamie knew she could hold her own, and she would.


There’d been no time to go home and change her outfit before she needed to be at the hotel in midtown, no time to run into a boutique, if she could even have found one open that she could afford at that hour. So, while the other three panelists now adjusted their chic pantsuits and towered over Jamie in their heels, Jamie decided her jeans and faux leather jacket, her typical work uniform, made her feel fierce and relatable.


Onstage, Anna Bright, currently being interviewed during the opening breakfast, talked about her company’s latest round of funding as Jamie downed the last of her latte and adjusted the credentials around her neck. Without a printer, the Vanity Fair production assistant had improvised with the name tag, crossing out Veronica’s name with a Sharpie and crudely writing in Jamie’s. Not exactly what Jamie had envisioned for her first prestigious speaking gig, but she wasn’t going to belabor insignificant details like her outfit or her unofficial name tag. It didn’t matter that she was there instead of Veronica. It only mattered that she was there.


Jamie laughed to herself thinking of the tantrum Harrison would throw at the office when he found out why Jamie wasn’t in the nine o’clock editorial meeting. He’d complain that it was unfair that Veronica chose Jamie over him and that just because he was a man he shouldn’t be denied opportunities. And he would not be joking.


Now, with only a few minutes left until her panel began, Jamie tried to restrain herself from busting out of her skin in excitement, knocking over her co-panelists like well-coiffed, well-dressed, well-heeled dominoes, and storming the stage to announce to that audience of strivers that she, a striver herself, was there. And she would be more than happy to tell them everything they needed to know.


“What advice would you give aspiring founders?”


Jamie looked toward the stage as the Vanity Fair editor interviewing Anna Bright posed her final question.


Anna paused, an inscrutable expression on her face. She was known for being enigmatic, and Jamie found her fascinating. Jamie tried to look at Anna with the journalistic skepticism she’d been trained to have, but she couldn’t help being impressed by what Anna had achieved with BrightLife, how she’d charmed journalists and venture capitalists and investors with her intelligence, her vision, her charisma. How she’d disrupted the $20-billion-plus global biosensor market by inventing an invisible-to-the-naked-eye intraocular lens implant that would soon be available to the public and would revolutionize the way people lived their lives.


As anyone who’d had access to a newspaper or the internet over the last few years knew, that lens, called BrightSpot, would interface with a subdermal microchip implanted below the eye that would, in turn, communicate with a companion website and smartphone app to enable a robust suite of functionality in seven main categories: Vision (i.e., augmented reality, correcting to 20/20, night vision, etc.); Information (news updates, mapping, etc.); Recording (video capture, QR code scan, 300 MP camera, etc.); Entertainment (data-enhanced e-books, television and movies, recipes, etc.); Health and Wellness (biometrics, telemedicine, medical records, etc.); Identification (access to homes and automobiles, driver’s licenses and passports, etc.); and Other (third-party app opportunities).


And Anna had accomplished all of that by the age of thirty-four. So what if people thought she was a narcissist and a workaholic? Look where it had gotten her.


“Do whatever you need to make your vision happen,” Anna began. “You’ll have to make sacrifices—sleep, relationships, hobbies—and if that’s unfathomable to you, if those things are nonnegotiables, then you’re in the wrong business. But, if you dream about your startup idea every night, if the air you breathe is laced with the potential of what you could build, then give it absolutely everything you have. Run as fast as you can toward that vision. Freaking sprint as if every other entrepreneur in the world were chasing you—because they are.”


The audience was quiet for a moment before exploding into applause. The editor thanked Anna, and the two stood, shook hands, and looked out at the audience, smiling. Then, Anna strode confidently off the stage toward Jamie and her fellow panelists, who all stared directly at her, trying to catch her eye. Trying, Jamie assumed, to absorb a bit of the Anna Bright magic.


But Anna either didn’t see the women, who were now jockeying to introduce themselves to her, or she pretended not to as she took her phone from her assistant and scrolled through the texts and emails that had accumulated while she’d been onstage.


Jamie didn’t have as much time for the in-depth study of Anna as she would have liked; her own panel was being introduced and shepherded onstage by the Sharpie-wielding production assistant from earlier.


As Jamie and her co-panelists took their seats on the slick white leather stools, crossing and uncrossing their legs to get comfortable, close-lipped smiling at the audience and at each other, the applause died down. Though the din had settled, there was still a voice projecting. Everyone looked around to see who in the audience was speaking so loudly, so angrily.


Jamie recognized Anna Bright’s voice immediately.


“That woman was a complete fucking idiot. Whoever gave her that job should be fired,” Anna’s disembodied voice projected. “She knew absolutely nothing about advanced ocular technology—”


Jamie bolted from her stool, ran off the stage, and lunged at Anna, yanking the mic off her blazer.


“What the hell?” Anna, startled at the contact, shouted at Jamie.


“Your mic,” Jamie said, holding it up before handing it to the sound tech who had approached them, “it was still hot.”


“Shit,” Anna said, seemingly trying to remember what she had just said that had been projected to the thousands of people in the audience.


“Sorry I charged at you like that, but I didn’t think you’d—anyway,” Jamie said, motioning toward the stage where the other panelists were standing and watching Anna and Jamie, “I gotta go.”


“Right,” Anna said. “Well, thanks again,” Anna paused and looked at Jamie’s name tag, “Jamie Roman.”


“You’re welcome, Anna Bright.”


Jamie smiled at Anna, lifted her chin, and walked purposefully back on the stage. The audience erupted in cheers, and Jamie looked out into what felt like a million iPhones staring back at her.













Chapter Two

JAMIE
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FRIDAY, APRIL 7


NEW YORK CITY


After the panel ended and the sound techs removed their mics, Jamie and her co-panelists headed to the ersatz green room to collect their belongings and the swag bag that had been promised to the speakers. The green room was actually a small hotel conference room that had been outfitted for the occasion with comfortable couches, a plentiful display of pastries and cut melon, a coffee and tea service, and a glass-fronted refrigerator that resembled the beverage section at Whole Foods, stocked as it was with every brand of seltzer, iced tea, cold brew, and kombucha the conference talent could ever hope for.


As the other panelists entered the room, Jamie watched in fascination and envy as their respective assistants handed their bosses their drink of choice in one hand and their iPhone in the other. Jamie grabbed a Spindrift, powered on her phone, and, as she waited for her life to load and the promised swag, she put her hair up in a messy bun and thought about how the panel had gone.


At first, when she was introduced by the moderator, incorrectly, as Veronica Harper-Klein’s assistant, Jamie worried that the whole hour would follow a similarly heartbreaking trajectory. And when the moderator deferred to the other panelist and didn’t give Jamie the opportunity to answer all the questions, Jamie knew she’d need to stand up for herself and prove her value. So she did.


The next time the moderator didn’t address her question to any panelist in particular, just left it out there for whoever wanted to take it, Jamie decided not to engage in the polite, “You go ahead and take it,” “No, that’s okay, you go ahead,” absurdity that women always engaged in on these panels. She just fucking took it.


And then she went ahead and nailed it. The question: “How can journalists help level the playing field for female founders, especially when it comes to venture capital funding?” Jamie was actually current with the trends and nimble with the numbers on this particular topic. She delivered a cogent and concise answer that established her as being just as knowledgeable on the subject and professional in demeanor as the other panelists, despite the significant gap in their ages and résumés. From that point on, the moderator included Jamie equally. As the session wrapped, the moderator asked Jamie specifically what her advice would be for younger journalists.


Now, as Jamie entered her passcode, she was shocked to see how many new texts she had. As she scrolled through the video clips accompanied by “Oh my god”s and “Is this you?”s from friends and associates, she was not surprised that the incident of her saving Anna Bright from that hot mic moment—or rather saving her from worsening her hot mic moment—had gone viral.


How could it not have? Many of the women in the audience had been recording Anna Bright’s entire interview so they could post it on Instagram and brag about how they had seen Anna Bright. In person! At a Vanity Fair conference at a chic New York City hotel!


So, it was only natural that they were still recording when Anna left the stage and when everyone in the audience realized what was happening and when Jamie leapt off her white leather stool and rushed offstage to gracelessly rip the mic off Anna’s blazer as if it were a bomb about to detonate and destroy Anna’s life, which, in reality, it was.


Next on the viral recording were a few seconds of fumbling as people reacted to what had happened, reacted to what Anna had said. Then the video showed Jamie walking, no, striding, confidently, no, resplendently, back onstage toward her stool.


“You’re viral,” Daniela Yvanova, one of the panelists and the founder of a startup industry newsletter, now said to Jamie with a half-smile, looking up from her phone and placing her bottle of green juice on a side table.


“I know,” Jamie said, lifting her phone, “I’m getting—”


“Figures,” CeCe Sanders, another panelist who was the leading business reporter for the Wall Street Journal, interrupted Jamie. “It would be something like that and not our actual panel that’s getting attention.”


“To be honest,” Daniela said, “I was surprised they even had you on the panel, Jamie. The three of us could have handled it.”


“That’s not—” Jamie began, stunned at the woman’s arrogance.


“Let me finish,” Daniela said. “But you did well. You held your own and you knew what you were talking about.”


“Yeah, well done,” CeCe said.


“Thanks,” Jamie said, relieved that Daniela had interrupted her before she’d said how rude the woman was. “It was really nice meeting you all.”


“Please tell Veronica we hope she feels better soon.”


“I will, thanks,” Jamie said as she went around the room and shook hands with each of the women. Then, needing to get back to the office, she started toward the exit.


“Oh, Miss Roman, good, you’re still here.”


Jamie looked up to see the harried production assistant rushing into the room, slightly disheveled, slightly out of breath, her short bangs looking less hip-Brooklyn-girl and more kindergarten-picture-day-scissor-accident.


“Anna Bright asked me to give you this,” the young woman said, handing Jamie an envelope.


“Anna Bright?” Jamie asked, confused, curious, excited. “Thanks.” Jamie took the envelope and inspected it.


Jamie walked toward the hotel lobby and found an empty couch. She realized her heart was racing. An hour ago, Anna Bright hadn’t known Jamie’s name, hadn’t even known she’d existed. Now Jamie was holding an envelope that Anna Bright herself had touched and had designated for Jamie specifically.


Jamie took a deep breath and ran her thumb under the flap. She pulled out the notecard with the hotel’s logo on top and sat back into the plush sofa.


Jamie Roman,


Thank you again for saving me earlier.


I have an interview scheduled with Veronica for next week as you may know. I’d rather do it with you.


My plane leaves from Teterboro for Palo Alto this afternoon at one. We can do the interview during the flight. My assistant Ian will book you on a flight back to JFK from SFO tonight.


Text Ian at the number on the back of this note to let him know you’re coming so he can give you the FBO and tail number.


Anna Bright













Chapter Three

JAMIE
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NEW YORK CITY


Jamie walked from the hotel to the BusinessBerry office holding Anna Bright’s note and considered the implications of Anna’s invitation to join her on her private plane for an interview. And what the hell even was an FBO and a tail number? Jamie pulled her long brown hair out of its messy bun, put it into a ponytail, and two blocks later, changed it back to a messy bun. That was Jamie’s “tell,” her sure sign that she was conflicted: fussing with her hair.


Foremost was the fact that Anna wanted to pull her interview from Veronica and give it to Jamie. How could Veronica see that as anything but a colossal insult? How could Jamie agree to the interview and do that to her boss?


But Jamie interviewing Anna Bright? That could be career changing. It would certainly be useful when applying for a job at the New York Times or the Washington Post, more prestigious media entities than BusinessBerry—or so her father insisted on telling her. Anna Bright was notorious for rarely giving interviews, and when she did, it was only to the magazines and newspapers that were household names. The only reason she was giving one to Veronica at all was because she’d agreed to be the keynote speaker at BusinessBerry’s first Women in Tech Conference the following Friday, and this interview would be part of the editorial package for the conference. Anna and Veronica had known each other at Harvard Business School, and Anna’s acceptance of the keynote was apparently in return for some favor Veronica did for her back in the day—information about which Veronica hadn’t shared with her staff.


“There she is, Miss Hot Mic Moment,” Harrison said loudly as Jamie made her way through BusinessBerry’s open-plan office. The idiot even started to clap, drawing attention to himself and Jamie as the rest of the office couldn’t help but look on and join in the applause.


“That’d be Ms. Hot Mic Moment, and go fuck yourself, Harrison,” Jamie said, walking toward her desk. That got a round of applause too. There were no secrets in an open-plan office.


The office spaces of typical up-and-coming female founders tended toward a clichéd and recognizable aesthetic. Influenced by a combination of Pinterest, Instagram, the West Elm catalog, and Domino.com, there was often an abundance of pink: coral, blush, rose, orchid, and the MVP pink of them all—#girlboss millennial. Simple white desks from Ikea—the Micke or perhaps the Alex, most often assembled by the founder’s fiancé or during an employee pizza Saturday—lined the open space, and each was topped with a simple green succulent in a white ceramic pot. The biggest wall in the office was always reserved for the company’s logo in custom neon letters or a you-go-girl quote by Maya Angelou or Audrey Hepburn. A bookshelf wall held court either in the reception area or the main room with books organized by color starting with white, continuing through Roy G. Biv, and ending with the less attractive browns and blacks in the bottom right corner. Being able to locate an actual book was not the point. It was all about appearances. And the female founders had that part down.


The BusinessBerry office, however, did not follow that rubric. The interior designer had not only completely disregarded the traditional pink + white aesthetic but had gone a step further by taking even the next level of office decor—sleek, aspirational, conspicuously expensive, typically found at places like Condé Nast—and had, well, disrupted it.


The BusinessBerry aesthetic was New York City loft meets wabi-sabi. Veronica had spent time traveling through Japan during a gap-year program and had fallen in love with the minimalist wabi-sabi aesthetic, which revered the imperfections in the natural world and celebrated unique defects as beauty. The desks were live-edge wood, the colors were muted greys and creams, and the space was dotted by relaxed couches covered in charcoal linen as well as plants and trees growing out of handmade pottery. Jamie had been floored by the office when she’d first arrived for her job interview a couple of years earlier, and she’d absolutely loved working in that environment every day since.


Jamie sat down at her desk and was surprised to see Harrison, holding a book and file folders, plop down into the one chair she kept opposite her desk.


“I’d love to hear all about your weekend plans,” Jamie said sarcastically, “but, as you are aware, I spent my morning speaking at a very prestigious conference and having my name bandied about by the business elite and Anna Bright herself, so I’ll need to chitchat with you later. I have a lot to catch up on.”


“‘Bandied about.’ That sounds naughty,” Harrison said, smirking.


“I don’t know why you insist on being a stereotype. You’re too intelligent to be so reductive.”


“Thank you.”


“That wasn’t a compliment.”


“You said I was intelligent.”


“Seriously, Harrison, don’t you have to read that book, whatever it is, or do some work on your promotion articles, or put a call in to your stylist to discuss your weekend wardrobe?”


“This book, for your information, is a much-coveted early copy of the new Julian Ritson memoir,” Harrison said, holding the cover up to Jamie.


“Lucky you.”


“He looks like you,” Harrison said, looking back and forth between the cover and Jamie’s face.


“No, he doesn’t,” Jamie said, dismissively.


“He does, but whatever. I’m done with my promotion articles, and I spoke to my stylist this morning. She’s delivering a rack to my apartment at five.”


Jamie looked up at him. “I was kidding.”


“As was I.”


“About the promotion articles?”


“About the stylist.”


“You’re done with your promotion articles already?” Jamie asked, the kick draining out of her shoulders. She still had so much work to do on what they were calling their “promotion articles.”


At BusinessBerry, Jamie and Harrison were both editors for the Startup content channel—what they called a vertical. They reported to Allison Avery, who was the senior editor of Startup, and who, exceedingly pregnant with her third child, could, these recent days, more often be found in the waiting room at her obstetrician or working from her bed than at the office. Allison wasn’t planning on returning to BusinessBerry after her baby was born, despite the generous maternity leave and flexible working situations for parents, so Veronica had told Jamie and Harrison that she would promote one of them. And to make things more interesting, she’d asked them each to prepare a package of articles as a bit of an audition. Those articles were due two weeks from today, and Jamie, despite having been working on them during and outside of business hours, was nowhere near finished.


She presumed at this point that she had taken on too large a topic. She had set her expectations too high for the number of sources she wanted to use, the number of research reports she wanted to cite, and the number of statistics she wanted to include to report on the fact that male founders typically “failed upwards” while female founders didn’t have that luxury.


But she couldn’t limit her project now. She’d already submitted her proposal to Veronica.


If Jamie didn’t get the senior editor spot, she’d either have to report to Harrison or move laterally to another vertical. Neither was a palatable option.


As for the former, Jamie did not want her professional future to be in Harrison’s hands. Allison had been fair, doling out assignments equally to Jamie and Harrison, and she’d always let Jamie run with her ideas for articles and interviews. Jamie imagined, based on Harrison’s reputation and what she’d observed over the years, that he wouldn’t be so open to Jamie’s independence.


As for the latter, Jamie had zero interest in any of Business-Berry’s other verticals: Finance, Marketing, Technology, Healthcare, or Careers. Startup culture, and especially the world of female founders, was what made her pulse speed and what she loved to write about. Plus, getting this promotion was critical for her ultimate goal—leaving BusinessBerry to work at the New York Times or the Washington Post. Her other goal was receiving a much-needed jump in salary.


“Yes, Jamie, I’m done with my articles,” Harrison said, snapping Jamie out of her thoughts.


“Have you heard from Veronica?” Jamie asked, standing up and looking toward Veronica’s office.


“She’s feeling better but working from home. I guess she wants to rest up for our big night tonight.”


“Oh, shit.”


“Don’t tell me Miss Ambitious has forgotten about our very important dinner tonight.”


“That’d be Ms. Ambitious, and I have not.”


“So why did you say, ‘Oh, shit’?”


“Again, I’d love to chat, but I have much more important things to deal with,” Jamie said. She smirked at Harrison and walked away toward Veronica’s assistant, Claire.


“Hey, Claire,” Jamie said when she’d reached Claire’s desk.


“Hi, Jamie,” Claire said cheerfully. “How did the panel go?”


“It was great, thanks. Is Veronica coming in at all today? There’s something I really need to talk to her about.”


“She’s working from home, and I’m not to disturb her.”


“Okay, but—”


“She moved dinner a half-hour later, so seven thirty. Not sure if you saw my email.”


“I did; sorry I haven’t had a chance to respond. Please let Veronica know I really need to speak with her.”


Jamie walked back to her desk, texting Veronica that she really needed to talk.


“Damnit,” Jamie said when she saw that Veronica’s notifications were turned off.


Jamie sat at her desk and dialed Veronica’s home number.


“Hey, Danny, it’s Jamie Roman from BusinessBerry,” Jamie said when Veronica’s husband answered the phone. “How is she feeling?”


“Definitely on the mend. It passed through her quickly, but she’s wiped.”


“Can I speak with her?”


“She’s sleeping.”


“Can you wake her? It’s really important.”


“Sorry, Jamie. Not waking her.”


“How about if I come over to talk to her?”


“Jamie, honestly,” Danny said, sounding annoyed and tired. “I’m letting her sleep the entire day if she wants to. Send her an email. If she’s up to it when she wakes up, she’ll get back to you.”


So that was it. Considering Anna’s plane was taking off soon, Jamie would have to make the decision on whether to accept Anna Bright’s invitation on her own. Either:


Get on the plane for the biggest interview of her career and (1) piss off her boss; and (2) miss the dinner that night with Veronica and BusinessBerry’s board where she’d be given the opportunity to charm them to help secure the promotion to senior editor.


Or . . .


Don’t get on the plane and (1) potentially anger Anna Bright who, being the capricious woman she is, might decide not to even give Veronica the interview; and (2) miss out on a tremendous interview opportunity that could mean more to her chances of getting the promotion than any article ever could and could help her make a name for herself.


A wise person, probably a woman, once said something about asking for forgiveness, not permission. And since Veronica was making it very difficult for Jamie to do the latter, she’d have to do the former.


She had a plane to catch.













Chapter Four

ANNA
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FRIDAY, APRIL 7


NEW YORK CITY


Anna sat in one of the forward-facing grey leather chairs on her jet and stared at her phone. She was reviewing yet another draft of the website design overhaul that would launch when BrightSpot became available to the public. Anna still didn’t like the way the designer was illustrating the array of functionality.


“Ian,” Anna said, turning toward her assistant at the back of the plane, “set up a meeting with the website design team so I can go over, again, what I’m envisioning for the redesign. I cannot understand why these people are so incapable of getting it right.”


“Got it,” Ian said, typing a note into his phone.


“And I need an update from marketing about their strategy for the post-implantation bruising issues.”


“Yes, Prisha already reached out about that, and she has time blocked on your calendar next week.”


“And it’s ten til one. If that journalist isn’t here soon, we’re leaving without her.”


“She’s four minutes away, Anna,” Ian said, with a bit of a tone. “She’s been texting me every fifteen minutes with her traffic updates. Trust me, she wants to get on this plane.”


Anna finished her triple cappuccino and allowed herself one quick moment away from her phone to stare out the window at the cold, bright sunshine illuminating the tarmac. She took a deep breath and tried to feel the sun energizing her, tried to feel the calm filling her lungs—anything to get rid of the headache that had been worsening over the last hour. In and out. In and out. She closed her eyes, trying to figure out what all the fuss was about with meditation. In and out. Nothing. Fucking mindfulness.


“Anna.”


Anna opened her eyes to see Ian standing in the aisle next to her.


“What?”


“Sorry. Were you . . . meditating?” Ian asked, a look of disbelief, or maybe fear, on his face.


“I was trying. It doesn’t work on me.”


“Jamie Roman just pulled up.”


“Can you get me some Advil?”


Ian walked to the lavatory, where they stored different medications, as Anna looked out the window and watched as Jamie, getting out of a cab next to the plane, looked around stunned, impressed. Clearly her first flight on a private jet. Anna hoped the girl wouldn’t be so crass as to pose for selfies.


Ian returned and handed Anna a few Advil packets along with a selection of mini liquor bottles from the galley to wash the medicine down: Casamigos, Tito’s, and Jameson. And a bag of Peanut M&M’s, Anna’s favorite.


“You’re the best,” Anna said, giving Ian a small smile.


“Yes, I am,” Ian said, holding up his own little bottle of Casamigos as Jamie Roman, the “hot mic savior” herself, walked onto the plane.


“Hi, I’m so sorry,” Jamie said, appearing a bit frantic. “I had to go downtown to my apartment before I could come here, and then I couldn’t get a cab at first and Uber was on surge pricing and—”


“It’s fine, Jamie. You’re here. No worries,” Ian said, smiling down from his six-foot-two frame.


“Hi, Ms. Bright,” Jamie said, sounding ridiculously nervous.


“Hi, Jamie. And call me Anna.”


“Okay, and I’m so sorry again.”


“It’s fine. We would have waited for you however long it took,” Anna said, smiling and rubbing her temples.


“Come back here with me,” Ian said, directing Jamie toward the set of four large seats, two facing two, in the back of the plane. “Once we’re in the air, you can sit up front with Anna and do the interview.”


Anna was relieved that Ian was leaving her alone at the front of the plane. She was a nervous traveler and preferred to sit alone for takeoff rather than suffering the small talk of whichever colleagues she happened to be traveling with.


One of the pilots came back to do the quick safety briefing and soon enough they were in the air. Anna was happy to be returning to the West Coast. She hated doing those conferences. Complete waste of time, in her opinion. But her publicist, Meena, thought she should do at least a few each year and had hand-selected the ones that would result in the most favorable press coverage.


Still, they were mostly bullshit sessions.


The moderators were always the same: beseeching but trying to act nonchalant as if they weren’t freaking delighted they’d been chosen out of all of their colleagues to be the one to sit onstage with her, the most innovative biotech mind of her generation.


The sets were always the same. For the firesides, it was two armchairs that, from the audience, appeared to be cushy grey velvet but up close were itchy, a little bit stained, and had been sprayed with so much Scotchgard they’d almost become crunchy. And for the panels, three, sometimes four of the same white leather stools stood there as if it were okay to let two people sit in armchairs, but once there were more than three people on the stage, hurry and bring out the stools! A coffee table always appeared, looking like a tree stump, covered with water glasses and books, whose titles reflected the theme of the conference. And the damn plants all over the stage. Anna wondered if the set design people hauled those same plants with them from Vegas to San Francisco to Austin to Manhattan and then back to Vegas to start all over again, or if they bought fresh ones in each city.


The audience questions, too, were always the same: “What advice would you give other founders?” “What’s the best advice you got when you were starting out?” “If you could have dinner with three other founders, who would they be and why?”


Meena should just post a recording of Anna on YouTube giving a generic fireside interview and answering all the common questions, and then maybe she wouldn’t have to travel all over the damn place, taking valuable time away from her company.


“Are you ready for us?”


Anna looked up to see Ian standing behind her seat, with Jamie behind him. “Sure, come on up.”


Ian directed Jamie to the seat facing Anna, and he sat in the seat across the aisle.


Marie, the flight attendant, dressed in a uniform of black slacks and a black cashmere sweater, approached to open their tables and take drink orders: a cabernet for Anna, a water for Jamie, and a Diet Coke for Ian.


Despite the two Advil, Anna’s headache wasn’t subsiding. She rubbed her temples more firmly, hoping that might help, and she took two more Advil for good measure.


“What did Veronica think of you doing the interview with me instead of her?” Anna asked, once Marie had walked back to the galley to prepare lunch.


“I actually didn’t speak with her,” Jamie said. “She was sick last night, which is why I did the panel in her place, and when I called her to discuss this, she was sleeping.”


“How do you think she’ll react?”


“I honestly don’t know.”


“Do you care?”


“Yes, of course I care,” Jamie said, with a questioning look.


“If you really cared, you probably wouldn’t have come on the plane without her blessing.”


“Well, I had to make a decision and went with what I thought was best at the time.”


“Best for you, maybe, but not for Veronica.”


“Perhaps. But I think she’ll understand.”


“You sound ambitious,” Anna said, taking a sip of the red wine Marie had set down before her.


“I am. Very.”


“That’ll do you good.”


“Is this the interview? Should I get my phone so I can record it?”


“No, let’s just chat for a bit. I have a terrible headache, and I’m waiting for it to subside before we dig into an actual interview.” Anna wished she’d already had BrightSpot implanted so she could have her biometrics measured and sent to her concierge doctor back in Palo Alto for analysis.


“I have some Tylenol in my bag, do you want some?” Jamie asked, rising from her seat, interrupting Anna’s thoughts.


“No, but thanks. I took something.” Anna noticed Jamie smiling to herself. “What’s so funny?” Anna asked.


“No, nothing, never mind.”


“Go ahead, say it,” Anna said, gesturing for Jamie to proceed.


“I was thinking I’d like to ask you a question, but I figured I’d hold back and not be so impulsive for once in my life,” Jamie said, smiling.


“I like impulsive. As long as the question isn’t what’s the best advice I got when I was starting out. Or if I could have dinner with three other founders, who would they be and why.”


Jamie laughed. “Get those a lot?”


“All the time,” Anna said, smiling, and starting to feel a bit woozy from the wine and the motion. The edge of her headache had finally dulled.


“I’ve always wondered, for someone like you, when did you start feeling like you were a success?”


Anna sat back in her seat and looked carefully at Jamie, who was taking a sip of her water, probably to give her something to do with her hands. That was a bold question for someone to be asking her. Especially considering they’d just met. But Anna liked bold. “You remind me of myself.”


“I do? How?”


Anna saw Jamie’s eyes brighten and knew she had struck a nerve. “You don’t seem like a wait-and-see girl. You’re more of a watch-me girl.”


“Woman,” Jamie said.


“Right. Woman.”


“A watch-me woman,” Jamie said. “I like that.”


“So, you don’t feel like a success?” Anna asked.


“Ah, I see what you did there, turning my question around,” Jamie said, smiling.


“Typically, when someone asks a question like that it’s a direct reflection of what they themselves are focused on.”


“Yes, I think about success a lot.”


“Is that a bad thing?” Anna asked.


“Not necessarily. But it was drilled into me from a young age that becoming successful professionally should pretty much be the sole purpose of my life. And you are inarguably one of the most successful businesswomen—”


“Businesspeople.”


“Businesspeople, right, in the world, and I just wondered how it felt.”


“Drilled in from a young age, huh? Overbearing mother?” Anna asked, empathetically.


“Prominent father.”


“Ah. One of those. Well, Jamie Roman, I’ll tell you this about when I started feeling like a success. First of all, the only person who truly needs to think you are a success is yourself. But to answer your question, it wasn’t when the idea for BrightSpot became a reality and the world went absolutely bananas excited about the tech. It wasn’t all the magazine articles or when people started recognizing me on the street. It wasn’t getting the big corner office or seeing prominent people sitting around my conference table. It was when I looked at my bank balance and finally felt, finally knew, that for the rest of my life I’d never have to depend financially on another living soul.”













Chapter Five

JAMIE
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SOMEWHERE OVER OHIO


Jamie took a bite of the Greek salad with grilled chicken that Marie had brought them and thought about how much she respected Anna’s answer.


It was critical to Jamie as well—a central part of her operating system, actually—to be financially independent. She had never imagined herself depending upon a romantic partner for money. The idea seemed entirely anachronistic to her. And stupid.


It was a good thing she felt that way because there wasn’t a wealthy romantic partner in the picture—not even an unwealthy one. Jamie, who was twenty-eight, was in the phase of her life that required her to put all her energy into her career. There’d be plenty of time for relationships later, once she established herself, once she became successful.


Financial security was the reason—factoring in her paltry bank account balance and depressing student loan bill—that Jamie really wanted, needed, to get the promotion to senior editor. It came with a significant salary boost along with more shares in BusinessBerry. When Veronica had founded BusinessBerry, she’d structured it more along the lines of a startup than a typical media business, providing employees options in the company as part of the compensation package. This meant that Jamie had the potential to earn more as a journalist at BusinessBerry than she did at a similar publication.


“Is that what you thought I’d say?” Anna asked. “About when I started feeling like I was a success?”


“I wasn’t actually sure what you’d say, but I like your answer,” Jamie said, putting down her fork. “I ask that very question in an article I’m doing for BusinessBerry. It’s interesting the different answers I’ve gotten.”


“Care to share any?” Ian asked. He’d been quiet throughout Jamie and Anna’s conversation, and Jamie presumed that he’d learned that he was better off letting Anna run the show. Speak only when spoken to was the vibe she got.


“You’ll have to read my article when it comes out,” Jamie said to Ian, cocking her head to the side. “Anna, is it okay if I include your answer in my article? I know we weren’t officially doing our interview yet.”


“Is it only female founders?” Anna asked.


“Yes,” Jamie said.


Anna nodded her head and made an expression with her face that Jamie couldn’t read. It gave Jamie a moment to study her. Anna had buttery blonde hair, cut nearly to her shoulders, and large wide-set brown eyes that seemed to take everything in. She was dressed simply, but elegantly, in a navy pantsuit and white silk blouse, a look that put her squarely in between the more fashionable women in New York City and the hoodie/jean/sneaker look so prominent in Silicon Valley.


Jamie also tried to detect whether Anna had a BrightSpot in her eye. Anna had never revealed whether she’d undergone a BrightSpot implantation herself—it was some big BrightLife secret. Jamie knew the lenses were invisible to the naked eye, but still, she couldn’t help staring. It made Jamie wonder, shudder actually, that if Anna did have a BrightSpot, what sort of data she was collecting on Jamie at that very moment.


Jamie had been following (who hadn’t?) all the recent speculation in the tabloids whenever a celebrity—be it from the world of entertainment, business, sports, or government—appeared in public with bruising around an eye. Domestic violence? Plastic surgery? Or perhaps a lucky recipient of a prelaunch BrightSpot implantation? Jamie had read that BrightLife wasn’t performing any prelaunch implantations other than for their FDA approval studies, but who knew? If celebs wanted something badly enough, there seemed to always be a way.


There had been preliminary research reports circulating in the press that one of the minor side effects of implantation—of both the lens and the subdermal microchip—in addition to temporary blurred vision and watery eye, was localized skin discoloration and swelling, which launched a new spectator sport the rags had termed “BrightSpotting.” Jamie imagined Anna loved the designation, despite it denoting a negative side effect; she probably loved that the product she’d invented was moving from the tech and science worlds squarely into the realm of popular culture and emerging vernacular.


Jamie had thought about whether she’d want to undergo implantation when BrightSpot became available to the public. It wasn’t an actual option for her; the cost was too high and the demand would be insane when they eventually launched. It was well-known that ophthalmologists had waiting lists of thousands of people—early adopters who wanted to receive the lens as soon as possible. The idea of being one of the first to be implanted alarmed Jamie. Sure, the FDA had approved it, reporting there weren’t any serious side effects and the minor ones all resolved themselves after a few days post-implantation. But Jamie thought she was better off waiting for the price to come down, the demand to subside, and the kinks to be worked out before she had a foreign object inserted into her eye.


“Want to write down what she said?” Ian asked, handing Jamie a piece of paper and a pen.


“Thank you,” Jamie said, smiling at Ian. What it must be like to have an Ian, she thought. An assistant to help with all the little details. To be proactive about wants and needs. Another aspiration on the road to success, Jamie thought. Add that to the list, right under private plane.


Jamie really wanted to get her pad and phone—she was kicking herself for not having grabbed them from her bag when they first joined Anna—but Anna had said this wasn’t the interview, and Jamie decided to let Anna control the environment. She sensed that would happen regardless of what Jamie wanted anyway.


“So now I have a question for you,” Anna said. “What’s it like working for Veronica?”


“It’s amazing. She’s not my direct boss, at least not yet, but I interact with her a lot.”


“You’re not going to gush about her being your mentor, are you?” Anna asked, derision in her voice.


“Actually, yeah, she has been a mentor to me. Why do you say it like that?”


“I find the fascination with mentorship nauseating, too touchy-feely. I like when people take initiative on their own and don’t need anyone else’s help.”


“You don’t think the two can coexist? Taking initiative and benefiting from a mentor?”


“Perhaps. It’s just not my thing,” Anna said. “Plus, if I were looking for a mentor, Veronica would be the last person I’d want. She’s not someone I remember ever sticking up for herself. I prefer women who are relentless.”


“You and Veronica were friends in business school, right?” Jamie asked. She didn’t know what to do with Anna’s last comment, and it struck her as strange because she thought of Veronica as such a strong woman.


“Is that what she told you? That we were friends?”


“Well, she said you knew each other, so I assumed you were friends,” Jamie said.


“I guess we were.”


Jamie stared at Anna for a beat, struck by how she seemed unafraid to say anything she felt. Jamie was impulsive with some of the things that came out of her own mouth, but Anna had even less of a filter than Jamie did.


“Care to elaborate?” Ian asked Anna, his eyebrows raised.


“Not right now,” Anna said. “I’m not feeling great; the headache and wine and lack of sleep this week are getting to me. Let me close my eyes for an hour or so and then we can do our interview.”


Jamie and Ian both stood up, carrying their half-eaten salads back to their seats. Jamie felt frustrated and disappointed. She had so many questions about BrightSpot, about when implantations would begin, about the company’s plans for the future. Sure, she’d read everything there was to read about the biosensor—from the BrightLife website to articles and everything in between—but to hear it all directly from the founder of the company herself? Jamie felt like a pent-up rodeo bull waiting in the chute for its chance in the arena.


Marie cleared Anna’s salad, closed up her table, and brought her a blanket and pillow. Jamie glanced over as Anna curled up, arranged a sleeping mask over her eyes, and reclined her seat all the way back. Must be nice, Jamie thought.


“What did you mean before when you said Veronica wasn’t your boss, ‘at least not yet’?” Ian asked, distracting Jamie from her thoughts about the interview being delayed.


They were both seated in forward-facing seats across the aisle from each other. Every few minutes Jamie would remember that she was on a private plane—with only two other passengers. There were as many people working on the plane—two pilots and one flight attendant—as there were riding on the plane. It was incredibly ridiculous. Yet, fantastic. She realized no one had even checked her ID. Or put her backpack through a metal detector. Or made her take her shoes off. She’d boarded with a full water bottle for fuck’s sake.


“I’m up for a promotion to senior editor of the Startup vertical,” she said, “and if I get it, I’ll report directly to Veronica and have a team under me.”


“That’s exciting. How are your chances?”


“Well, this morning, before Anna Bright knew I existed, my chances were decent. Excellent, actually. The guy I’m up against can be domineering and immature, and while he’s a good writer, I think Veronica would definitely prefer me over him.”


“And now?”


“Now, I’ve flown off to California without her permission, I stole her interview with Anna right out from under her, I’m missing a dinner tonight with some BusinessBerry bigwigs, which might lead them to believe I’m not committed to the job—”


“Or that you’re very committed, considering you’re currently on Anna Bright’s plane after being personally chosen for an interview.”


“That’s how I look at it, but I’m not sure Veronica would feel the same.”


“Well, hasn’t she answered your text yet?”


“I don’t know.”


“Check,” Ian said, motioning toward her phone, which was sticking out of her bag.
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