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For the women in my Pride.

You know who you are.





The door to Athena’s apartment is open.

I’m both relieved and petrified by this. Relieved because I’d been worrying on the frantic ride over about how I was going to get in without involving third parties—her doorman, the police. And petrified because it means that Athena’s SOS message was real, that something actually is wrong, and she isn’t simply being dramatic.

I stand in front of the open door with my heart beating like a bass drum. Athena’s is one of two apartments on this floor; the other door is firmly shut. I can’t yell—that might result in more third-party involvement, although I’m already on the security footage in the elevator and the lobby. I’d glanced up at the camera downstairs, and then away. The doorman knows me. I catalog all of this and conclude the obvious: there’s no covering over the fact that I’ve been here, no matter what I find inside.

The seconds are ticking away in time to my heart, and Athena needs help. But still I linger. I don’t want to know what’s through this open door. I don’t want my life to change in the way I know it will if I cross the threshold. If Athena requires an ambulance, she would’ve called 911. So it’s bad, what I’m going to find, but final.

My phone buzzes. I’d put on dark yoga pants and a hoodie when I got Athena’s message, dressing for a crime I didn’t know I was about to commit. My phone is in the pouch across my belly, its soft purr a tickle. I don’t have to read it to guess who it is, nudging me through the door.

Karma.

I’ve been thinking about that word a lot lately.

My phone buzzes again and I enter, closing the door behind me gently. Even though there’s no denying I’ve been here, I slip on the pair of surgical gloves I’d grabbed on the way out, moving quietly so I didn’t wake my husband, Dan. I did anyway, and I murmured something about work, the lie slipping easily through my teeth. He turned over and went back to sleep, sadly used to the vagaries of my job.

My heart’s been getting a workout tonight.

Athena’s apartment is shrouded in soft light from a table lamp in the living room. I’ve always loved her home, the product of two classic sixes being knocked together to form something that feels both traditional New York and entirely original—a house inside a building, complete with a full rooftop garden. The downstairs is made up of a large living room, dining room, and a massive kitchen/great room that’s bathed in sunlight during the day and stares at Central Park.

I walk quickly through the rooms, careful not to touch anything despite the gloves, hoping I’ll find Athena downstairs, but with each empty room it grows more unlikely.

I search for anything out of place, my mind logging as I go.


	—There’s a man’s coat laid over the end of the couch, folded neatly.

	—There are two wineglasses on the counter in the kitchen, stained a deep red.

	—The sliding glass doors to the balcony are locked tight.



I walk back to the staircase that leads upstairs, a modern combination of metal, glass, and wood, doing my best to keep quiet. I want to call out, to shout her name, to do one of those frantic, loud searches like you see on film, but I don’t. I’ve been instructed to tell no one what I’m doing. Noise is the enemy. Silence and deliberation are required. It takes effort, though. I don’t want to move toward whatever’s waiting for me up these grand stairs. I want to bolt in the opposite direction, out into the night and the city, and then…

I steady myself against the wall, my hands sweating inside the gloves. There’s a painting at the top of the stairs that I love: a body of water, maybe a pool, that perfect blue of the sea in Antigua. The lines are blurred, so it’s hard to tell, but it’s beautiful.

Blurred lines. That should be our anthem.

I reach the top of the stairs. Up until now, the whole house has been as still as a tomb, only the gentle hush of the central air letting me know that the apartment’s alive, even if no one else is. But now my ears are picking something up—a plinking sound, water dripping, its landing muffled.

The bathroom. There are two of them, but instinct drives me to the guest bath to the left of me, the one right outside Athena’s bedroom. I used it not that long ago, when we had a late night and I ended up sleeping over, calling Dan with my excuses, my lies, like I did tonight.

Work, work. I always blame work. It’s the reason I’ve done all of this, the origin of this moment. Whatever this is. I only need to push open the bathroom door to find out.

My heart is thrumming again. I get another text. Again, I don’t need to read it. Open the door, it will command, and for the first time I wonder—am I on camera?

I push that thought aside. The possibility of cameras leads to a cascade of thoughts that I don’t have time for right now.

I open it. My eyes flit over the room, the collection of data my brain’s focus.


	—Athena, naked, hunched in the corner of the generous bathtub.

	—The water slowly dripping from the rain head shower.

	—The diluted streak of blood still circling the drain.



“Athena,” I say, my voice steadier than it has a right to be. “Are you all right?”

Her dark-brown eyes are blank, her beautiful, famous face unmarred. She follows my gaze to the other end of the tub, watching the water drip into the basin, each drop thinning out the red to pink.

“It’s not mine,” she says in a hoarse whisper. “It’s Jack’s.”
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CHAPTER 1 It’s Not Us, It’s You


Then—June

I blame the points committee.

For those of you who don’t live under the tyranny of yearly evaluations of your productivity and ability to bring in clients being plugged into a mysterious formula that spits out the number of “points” (i.e., money) that you’ll receive each year, perhaps it seems silly to care. But when you’ve worked sixty-hour weeks since you were twenty-six—scratch that, your whole adult life—and you’ve made it, but you still haven’t made it far enough, it’s humiliating. Being a partner isn’t good enough. Being in every “best of” lawyer publication doesn’t cut it. Putting yourself out there in a million ways that make you uncomfortable doesn’t mean shit. If you didn’t bring in the clients and/or the billable hours, your points are cut. Doesn’t matter that you helped build the place. Those years of two-thousand-plus billable hours and no time to yourself—well, thanks, I guess, but what does that have to do with today?

Nothing.

Your points are being cut, you’re taking a step down, you’re now in the loser tier, and if you don’t course-correct, you’re going to reverse lap the new partners in the most pathetic race ever.

Not that they said that exactly, but the sad turn of my mentor Thomas’s mouth when he walked into my office and shut the door to deliver the news said it all.

Without some radical intervention, my days were numbered.

When Thomas left without giving me any advice on what to do other than to say that we’d “just have to wait and see” if my profile turned into files, I sat at my desk and stared at my computer screen as if it might deliver answers. What had gone wrong? Sure, the last year had been less busy, but that was because one of my main clients had gone bankrupt. It wasn’t my fault—I wasn’t their financial adviser. They were the kind of client you didn’t replace in ten seconds, or in ten months. But that hadn’t been taken into account.

I’d done everything I was asked to do and more, and it hadn’t been enough.

What was I supposed to do now?

I needed to get out of my head, so I called Dan.

“Should I be putting pink champagne on ice?” he asked as a greeting, the answer assumed, his anticipation of our celebration palpable.

I felt the sudden need to cry. Dan had sung those words, like he often did, with the confidence of certainty. In thirty-nine years, Nicole Mueller had never failed, so I had to be calling with good news.

I turned my back to the glass door of my office so no one could see when the tears fell.

“Um, no, decidedly not.”

“Wait, what?”

I could imagine Dan sitting in his own office in Jersey City. He was in-house counsel at a bank, changing paths five years ago when he didn’t make partner. I’d supported his choice. We didn’t both need to be working this hard, particularly if his firm wasn’t going to recognize his worth. The bank paid well and let Dan have his weekends. It was an easy decision.

“They put me in the Samuel tier,” I said, naming a partner who was one point away from being kicked out.

“The loser tier? No, you’re shitting me.”

“I wish I was.”

I stared hard at my computer screen, blinking back tears. It was open to Facebook, a place I went when I needed to distract myself for a minute or ten with pictures of cute puppies and smart-alecky kids.

“Why?”

“My hours were down.”

“But AlCorp. went bankrupt.”

“I know.”

“That wasn’t your fault.”

“I said that.”

“They didn’t give you any warning?”

I thought back to the meeting I’d had with the points committee in May. Everything was positive. In January, I’d been named as one of the top 40 lawyers under 40 and had been featured in a prominent lawyers’ magazine. I’d made a bunch of other lists too; the clients loved me, my hours were down, but they were sure that was a blip. I was a model for others to follow, they’d implied—maybe even said—as Thomas nodded along like a proud parent. I’d left the meeting confident.

Getting their decision today felt like being in front of a judge who’s made up her mind but doesn’t tell you what she’s going to do, so you have no way of convincing her otherwise. “No, there was no warning. Thomas seemed so… guilty.”

Dan growled. “Fuck Thomas.”

“Yeah.”

“Seriously, Nic. You should leave.”

I stared at my hands. My nails were chipped and ragged. Was I not polished enough? Was that why? I’ve never been big on personal grooming. That sounds bad. I’m a clean person, I dress well, and my shoulder-length chestnut hair is well-kept, but the extra primping that a lot of professional women seem to find the time to do? I’ve never had the patience for it.

“And go where?”

“Lots of firms would be happy to take you.”

I turned away from Facebook, facing my windowsill. It was cluttered with the plaques they encouraged you to buy when you made all those lists. Best Lawyers, Chambers, Who’s Who. I was in all of them. Future star. Litigation star. Consistently recommended. I was supposed to make full equity partner this year—that was the plan. Instead, I was moving away from that goal. “Not now. I should’ve taken Fosters up on their offer last year.”

“What’s changed?”

“Me. In the eyes of the legal world.”

“You don’t have to tell them about the points.”

I smiled sadly at my own reflection. My dark-blue eyes were tired, and my hair was pulled back too tightly from my face, making me seem severe. I looked like a loser, despite Dan’s optimism. It was one of the things I loved most about him—how naïve he still was, his Ohio earnestness firmly in place despite more than fifteen years in this city. It was why he didn’t make partner. His firm didn’t think he had a killer’s instinct, and they were right.

“They probably already know.”

“How?”

“Because people don’t sit on this kind of information.” My email pinged, dragging my eyes back to my screen. “Goddamn it.”

“What?”

“I just got an email from Albert and Prince.”

“The recruiters?”

“The recruiters for mid-level law firms, yes.”

“It’s a coincidence,” Dan said, but he didn’t sound like he meant it. Dan might be naïve, but he’s not stupid.

“It’s been five minutes since I got the news, and they already think I’m vulnerable enough to move my practice to a firm I didn’t even interview at.”

“Maybe they’d respect you more there? Big fish in a small pond and all that.”

“Maybe.”

“So?”

“I wouldn’t be able to respect myself.”

I hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but it was true. I don’t know when I turned into a law firm snob, but I was. It wasn’t that those mid-level firms didn’t do good work; they did. Lots of smart people I’d gone to law school with had ended up at that level. But it wasn’t where you chose to be. It was where you washed ashore. Until now, I’d only had choices, not inevitabilities. But Dan had been at one of those firms, and he hadn’t even made partner—

God I was awful, even in my own head.

“Sorry, I know how that sounds.”

“It’s okay,” Dan said lightly.

I forgot sometimes, because his ego was so firmly in check, that he still had one. Bad enough that his wife was the star in the family. I didn’t need to rub it in.

“No, it’s not. How about this. Why don’t you put that champagne on ice after all and I’ll leave early, and we’ll order from Kam Fung?”

“I thought you had to work.”

“I did, but fuck it. Fuck them.”

“That’s my girl.”

I smiled. “I’ll see you at six, okay?”

“You betcha. Keep your chin up.”

“I always do.”

We hung up and I kept staring out the window. Midtown lay below—all that buzzing ambition, the striving, the aggressiveness. I’d loved it from the first time I’d visited for interviews in my second year of law school. I was top of my class at Yale, and even though I had zero contacts in the legal world, everyone wanted me. Taking me to dinners I couldn’t afford and providing me with hard-to-get theater tickets. What was not to love?

My computer pinged again. A Facebook notification. I’d tried a thousand times to turn the stupid things off, but I’d never managed it. I didn’t ask the IT department to do it, because those guys were spies who were only too happy to report infractions to the managing partner.

Guess who’s having a baby! my high school friend Tammy had written.

Oh God, another one? Ever since I turned thirty-nine, I noticed a peculiar phenomenon among my high school girlfriends who’d remained child-free until then—they were all getting pregnant for the first time. The Last-Minute Babies, I called them. Getting one in before they were forty. Dan and I had decided not to have kids, but it wasn’t something you advertised, not unless you wanted to get interrogated about why, and told how babies were so wonderful and enriching and who was going to take care of us when we were old? And then everyone just assumed it was because you were too focused on your career.

As if that were a bad thing.

Dan never had to answer these questions.

If men ever wondered why women were angry all the time, they could start there.

Congratulations! I wrote, then turned back to my inbox. Fifty new emails had accumulated in the hour I’d lost to the points committee bomb dropping. I scanned through them quickly. Three recruiters had already reached out, and several of my partners had written short Sorry! or That’s crazy! emails. No other content. No mention of points. Plausible deniability that they were criticizing management. Billings took a 75 percent drop on points day. Usually that pissed me off, which showed my lack of empathy. I probably had some apologies of my own to dole out. I certainly didn’t care about billing today. Instead, I decided to clean up my emails then leave, even though it was the middle of the afternoon.

I spent an hour deleting and triaging emails so I could exit without a black cloud of guilt. When my inbox was finally under control, I stood and raised my hands above my head.

An email arrived. Please join us, read the subject line.

God, another drinks thing. I was already losing one to two nights a week going to networking events. But if I was going to turn this situation around, I couldn’t turn invitations down.

I opened it and sat back down as I read.


Dear Nicole,

Have you ever wondered why your career hasn’t progressed as far as it should?

Why others have continued to climb the corporate ladder while you’ve been stuck in place?

We’ve been there.

Despite years of hard work and all the talent in the world, our careers were stalled too.

Why?

Because the boys’ club still exists. No one wants to talk about it, but it’s true.

So we decided to do something about it, and that’s how Panthera Leo was born. Women helping women succeed the way men have for centuries. Over the past twenty years we’ve become a network of CEOs, managing partners, executives, and money managers—every successful woman you know is probably one of us.

And that’s why we’re writing to you. You’ve been recommended to us, and we’d be delighted if you’d become a member. All it takes is a few minutes of your time to complete our application, which can be found at www.pantheraleo.com.

A few minutes, and everything you always wanted could be yours.

Our next experience is happening soon. Please join us.

Best,

Karma & Michelle








CHAPTER 2 I Have a Bad Feeling About This


Then—June

“You’re not seriously thinking of going, are you?” Dan asked three hours later. We were sitting at our dining room table with the remnants of takeout and champagne. We were lucky to have a place that contained a dining room, although we almost never ate there. We lived in a pre-war building on the Upper West Side in a large three-bedroom apartment that had been in Dan’s family for generations. Back when it was built, a maid occupied the small cell near the bathroom, and families sat down for dinner every night.

“Is it so crazy?”

“Um, yes.”

“Why?”

Dan reached his chopsticks into the container of sesame noodles. We always got a double order, because it was the one dish we both couldn’t stop ourselves from eating until it was done. We’d discovered that on our first date twelve years ago when a friend had set us up. It might’ve been the reason we went on a second one, not that either of us would admit it. What kind of origin story is that? We both love sesame noodles. Is that enough to build a life on?

“Because it’s probably a cult,” Dan said, the accusation serious; but he was laughing.

“It’s not a cult.”

“How do you know?” He sucked up a large mouthful of noodles, something I usually found adorable but that was getting on my nerves that night. Dan was often like a big puppy—with light-brown curly hair that was always too long, big brown eyes that didn’t shield his emotions, and wide shoulders from his days on the swim team. He was loving and sometimes made a mess all over the place because he got too excited.

“I checked it out.”

“How?”

I shoved a salt-and-pepper shrimp into my mouth. “I used my lawyer skills.”

“Ha. I’m going to need details.”

“I read their website.”

It was slick and professional, with an application form and two “experiences” to choose from, one taking place at the beginning of July at a dude ranch in Colorado and another in November. It even had a page of endorsements from women like Sally J., executive. My career took off once I harnessed the power of Panthera Leo! Its Frequently Asked Questions page expanded on the information contained in the invitation: it was a referral network, and membership was by invitation only. There were no annual dues, but the experiences were pricey and yearly attendance was encouraged.

“And?”

“Standard networking stuff.”

Dan pulled the noodle container closer. “Oh, well then, I guess it’s fine.”

“What’s the worst that could happen?”

Dan took a moment to consider, then ticked off a list on his fingers, a smile dancing in his eyes. “Brainwashing, branding, sex trafficking.”

I laughed. “Dan, come on. This is about business.”

“Wasn’t NXIVM called Executive Success Programs when it started?” Dan and I had been mesmerized by The Vow, and he’d done a deep dive on NXIVM after we’d watched it, reading several books by ex-members and listening to endless podcasts.

“I think you kind of want it to be a cult so you can put all that knowledge to good use.”

“It’s possible. But I do worry about you.”

“You think I’m going to end up in a three-way with their leader?”

“Maybe.”

“It’s run by two women.”

Dan cocked his head to the side. “Well, it could still happen. Just don’t give them any money.”

“Don’t worry. Our down payment is safe.”

We’d been saving toward a down payment to buy the apartment when Dan’s aunt Penny died. But it had taken us both years to pay off our student loans—two Ivy League degrees each had produced a scary mountain of debt—so we weren’t as close to that goal as we wanted.

A shadow crossed Dan’s face. “Speaking of which… Aunt Penny isn’t doing so well. She’s in the hospital again.”

My stomach dropped. Aunty Penny had been diagnosed with terminal cancer in March, but she was a fighter and had been responding well to treatment. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I didn’t want to ruin dinner.”

“Dan… You know I love her as much as you do.”

“I know.”

“What happened?”

“Unclear. They found her unconscious in her room at the old folks’ home.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Aunt Penny was my favorite member of Dan’s family, and not only because of the incredible real estate she let us live in for a reasonable rent. Dan’s mother was an uptight WASP, and while I’d grown up around the middle-class version of Louise, I never felt as if I was good enough for “her Daniel,” even though the family business, Rawleigh Pharmaceuticals, had suffered a massive economic setback right as Dan was graduating from high school. Overnight, they’d gone from wealthy to the bank taking over. But that hadn’t changed Louise’s outlook on life. She was as exclusionary as many of my classmates at Yale, dismissing me because I came from a small town they’d never heard of and hadn’t attended private school. Add in that I’d failed to produce any grandchildren and, well… you get the drift.

“We should go see Penny,” I said.

“Don’t worry; she said she spoke to her lawyer.”

“Hey!” I reached across the table and punched him in the arm. “That is not what I meant at all. I’m worried about her. This is the third time she’s been in the hospital this year.”

“I know, but…”

“Yes?”

“You also love this apartment.”

“So do you!”

“You’re right, I do.”

There was a lot to love. High ceilings, crown moldings, wide hallways. We had a large bedroom and our own personal offices. The property was wrapped up in a family trust that was set up so the ownership couldn’t be transferred while she was alive, but Penny had always told us that she wanted us to purchase it when she died, and when she was diagnosed as terminal in March, she’d told us she’d given directions to her lawyer to do what was necessary.

The General Tso chicken had congealed into a sticky mess on my plate. “We should go see her.”

“We will. Over the weekend.”

“We don’t have anything to worry about, do we?”

“No, I don’t think so. So long as we can qualify for the mortgage.”

“I think we can handle it.” It was more of a hope than a certainty, because Dan’s family was the type who’d exact a purchase price that hit the market value to a T. But I was generally a hopeful person. The points committee notwithstanding, nothing had gone seriously wrong in my life.

“Not if you give all our money away to the cult.”

I looked up. His eyes were teasing me, but still. “It’s not a cult.”

“Betcha.”



The next day at my desk, I sat staring at my bank balance, wondering if I had enough to retire. Or at the very least, chuck my job and find something else to do. This was precipitated by the slow drip of continuing emails expressing their condolences at my “situation,” which were meant to be friendly but just rubbed it in. Added to which, Thomas came by to “check in on” me, something he’d only ever done once before when he found me crying in my office after my mother died.

This was not good. I wasn’t the woman in the office who needed consoling. I was the one who told people not to take it personally, while quietly congratulating myself that it wasn’t me.

God, was I that insufferable?

The answer from my bank balance was no—I did not have enough money to retire, definitely not. And no, I probably didn’t even have enough money to cover us for long. Not in Manhattan. Dan’s salary could support us in Jersey, in a house that would take me an hour to get to the city from, or in a Manhattan one-bedroom. That a perfectly good apartment wasn’t enough made me ashamed, but I’d busted my ass since I’d graduated from law school, and it felt like I should have something more to show for it.

I started a line of regret for every expensive dinner we’d had, and the dresses I didn’t need from Theory, some of which were hanging in my closet with the tags still on. I didn’t have a thing for shoes, but I did for a certain kind of column dress—when I couldn’t sleep at night, shopping was my therapy. I didn’t want to know how much it had cost me. More than actual therapy, probably, and certainly too much for someone who wanted to be in a position to tell the partners to take this job and shove it.

Fuck.

Thomas had felt the need to spend ten minutes brainstorming with me about ways in which I could raise my profile. I could try teaching? I was teaching, I reminded him; the semester had ended in May. Oh, right, right. What about writing an article? Ditto, three articles published last year, and editing a book chapter that had taken up all of my free time. For a while there, Dan had started making typewriter noises whenever he saw me. Oh, ha! Thomas said. That Dan, he’s such a cutup! I like that guy. Well, he was sure that if we continued to “put our heads together” we’d come up with something. Don’t give up, that’s the important thing.

I’d never said anything about giving up. It was just expected.

“Should I get my pom-poms?” I said.

“What’s that?”

“Forget it. I’m on it.”

“That’s my girl.”

I gritted my teeth. The #MeToo movement never hit the law profession. Instead, the old guys, the ones who grabbed asses and dated their secretaries, had been sent to the “departure lounge,” a half-abandoned floor where they could wander around and tell their semi-racist and totally sexist jokes to one another. Which left guys like Thomas—men in their late forties and fifties who never crossed the line, but you knew they wanted to. A look, a possessive comment, a fatherly pride even though they were often the same age as you or near enough. Like you were their project. They wanted to help you overcome your main deficit—being a woman in a man’s world—if you played along and didn’t forget your place.

Only they never truly helped you. They never stepped aside and let you run things. When a client said they wanted someone with “gray hair” to oversee the file (thin code for a man, because what professional woman lets her hair go gray?), they never demurred and convinced them otherwise. For women to be at the table, some men needed to step aside, but they didn’t do that, they never did that, and…

Ugh. Now I was ranting. I hated that rant, even though I believed every word of it.

Was it any wonder women were mad? Was it any wonder women were tired?

This woman was. Tired and mad.

And so, when Thomas finally left my office with an encouraging thumbs-up, I did some light googling about Panthera Leo. Besides their website, all I could find were websites about lions, because it was the taxonomic term for the species. In a way, I was happy to find nothing. If it was malevolent, there’d be something about them online. A blog, a negative review on Yelp.

Reassured, I opened up the email I’d received the day before and followed the link to the application form. I took my time filling it out, but when I got to the “experiences,” I hesitated. The cost wasn’t outrageous, about five thousand dollars, but Dan wouldn’t be happy with me spending the money. My points going down meant that my income was going down too, and if Aunt Penny was truly dying, then our expenses were about to go up significantly.

I read through the brochure for the July experience again. Five days at a dude ranch in Colorado. Horses and vistas. A full gym and spa. I rubbed my semi-permanently stiff neck. I needed a massage. A thousand massages. And the firm should pay for them because it was their fault. A year away from forty and I felt like my body was breaking down piece by piece.

The firm. They should pay for it. They could pay for it. I pulled up a spreadsheet and checked. I had five thousand dollars left in my expense account. It was meant for wining and dining potential clients, but that’s what I was doing, right? I wasn’t going there for my own amusement. I needed to up my game, and that’s what this promised. Besides, no one ever checked expense reports. If they did, they’d have to acknowledge the strip clubs and three-thousand-dollar bottles of wine that some of the male partners put on there.

So, no need to worry.

I pulled out my corporate credit card and entered the information, then hit send.

Within a few minutes, I received a confirmation email. I’d made the right decision. I was in.

Your life is going to change, Karma and Michelle promised me.

I sure hoped so.






CHAPTER 3 Assume the Crash Position


Then—July

In all my preparations over the weeks before I left for the retreat, I forgot that I hate flying.

A stupid thing to forget. But with having to wrap up and pass off a couple of files quietly so that people didn’t think I was on vacation for five whole days (God forbid), standing vigil at the hospital for Aunt Peggy, and deciding what I should pack for a dude ranch, I didn’t have much time to think about it. My assistant booked the flights, and she knew my requirements, though not the reason for them—a window seat in the middle of the plane where I could stare at the wing the entire flight so that the plane didn’t fall.

Don’t judge. It’s worked so far.

My departure took so much effort because there were no phones permitted and no internet provided at the ranch. Five days with no phone and no internet connection. Normally when I go away, I take my laptop, my iPad, and my phone. I’m connected the whole time and usually do three to four hours of work a day. Since that’s less than half of my usual day, it still seems like a vacation. But not this time. This time I needed to give in to the experience. I needed to be truly disconnected. I needed to let the outside world fall away. That’s what the material I received in the weeks leading up to my departure said. And even though it had me rolling my eyes, it also had me excited. No one could reach me for five whole days? Like, not even a little?

Sounded like heaven.

But being in heaven required more planning than usual. I gave detailed instructions to the two junior associates I was working with, which included only asking my best work friend, Felicia, for help if they were stuck. On no account were they to tell anyone else that they couldn’t reach me. They both had round eyes of apprehension as I spelled it out to them. Twenty-seven and already married to their jobs (or at least their phones), the associates couldn’t fathom a moment of disconnection. I’d heard one of them say that she even slept with her phone under her pillow so she could answer Thomas’s calls in the middle of the night if required. She’d given him a special ringtone and everything.

I’d heard that one in the bathroom, unseen in the stall. I wanted to tell her not to bother, that Thomas might make her think this type of loyalty was rewarded, but it was the semi-lazy male associate who tried to get you to sleep with him during orientation week who was going to make partner first. But what was the point? She’d learn that soon enough, and I didn’t want to steal her hope. She wouldn’t believe me anyway. Like a woman who married a cheating man, she thought he’d be different with her. She could change him. She could change the whole system.

I knew because that’s what I’d thought myself.

The endless generational fight. One generation always thinks the younger one is lazy and naïve, and the younger one always thinks the people who came before are bitter and ruined everything.

Both of us are right.

But I had files to hand off and things to organize, and so I waited for them to leave the bathroom while I crested the wave of a particularly bad period cramp and kept my lecture to myself.

Maybe if I’d done that more often—held my tongue—I wouldn’t be sitting in a window seat anxiously watching the wing of the airplane that was about to take off. Who can say what changes in your life might make any other thing happen?

“I have Xanax.”

“What?” I turned away from the window. The woman sitting next to me—mid-thirties, dark skinned, and beautiful in a way that made it hard not to stare—was familiar. Was she truly offering me drugs?

She smiled, her teeth perfect and white. “I used to be afraid to fly too. Then I spoke to my doctor about it and—”

“Xanax?”

“Yeah, it works. You want? It will change your life.”

Now I knew who she was. Athena Williams, a thirty-five-year-old recently elected first-time congresswoman, one of only a handful of Black women in the House. She’d taken the establishment by surprise, a candidate who squeaked out a win on election night that no one could believe, even her. Because she’d been a famous model in her early twenties, her campaign had gotten national attention and a lot of derision. But since her election, she’d proven to be an effective questioner in committee and was deft at making her point on Twitter. There was already talk of her running for the Senate when a seat became vacant.

“Um, isn’t that illegal or something?” I asked, trying to keep the judgment out of my voice.

“Definitely.”

“Better not, then.”

“Suit yourself.” She reached into her bag and came out with a bottle of pills. She tapped one out and cut it in half with her fingernail, then popped it into her mouth, returning the other half to the bottle so quickly it was over in an instant. She turned to me, knowing I’d been watching.

“Half is enough for me. A full one and I feel like a zombie.”

She leaned back, closing her eyes. Did Xanax take effect that quickly? Maybe I should have taken the pill. I felt queasy. I’d had my eyes off the wing for the last few minutes, and who knew what had happened in the interim? I stole a glance out the window. The wing was still there, the ground crew shoving the last of the luggage into the hold.

“The wing won’t fall off,” Athena said.

“I know.” It wouldn’t because I’d be making sure the whole flight.

“You can’t keep it from falling off with the power of your mind.”

“How did you—”

“Fellow sufferer, I told you.”

I watched her for a moment as the cabin crew announced that the doors were closing and we’d be taking off in five minutes. Anxiety crept up my neck. I checked my phone one last time and texted Dan an airplane emoji. He sent back a heart and wrote you’ll live. I sent a heart back, then put my phone in airplane mode.

“Have you been to Colorado before?” Athena asked, her eyes still closed, her hands resting on her flat belly. She was wearing a pair of hiking pants and a Lululemon long-sleeved tech shirt. Aside from the very expensive purse, she was dressed as if she was ready to go on a backpacking trip. I was wearing my Manhattan summer weekend wardrobe: black capris, a T-shirt, and a black sweater for the cold airplane. I’d already felt as if I stuck out while waiting for the flight, surrounded as I was by tall, fit people in hiking shoes and wicking fabric.

“No, you?”

She turned her head toward me and opened her eyes. They were a rich brown with small flecks of gold. Eyes that had stared out from dozens of magazine covers, looking like they knew you personally. “A bunch of times. You’ll love Aspen. What are you going for?”

“Oh, I…” I panicked, and not just because we’d pushed back from the gate and were taxiing along the runway. Once my application had been accepted, I’d gotten a glossy PDF that had stressed the values of community, and also discretion. Panthera’s existence wasn’t a secret—they had a website. But it still felt as if I shouldn’t tell anyone where I was going.

“It’s okay,” Athena said, smiling. “I know.”

“You do?”

“Panthera Leo, right?”

“How did you figure that out?”

“Karma and Michelle have a type.” Her eyes were unfocused, the Xanax kicking in. “They know who’ll fit into the group. And that’s important because at its core, PL is a friendship.”

“But for business?”

“Yes. A group of friends working together to achieve a common goal.”

“World domination?”

She smiled at the joke and closed her eyes again. “I’m going to get some sleep if you don’t mind.”

“Oh, sure.”

“You should try to sleep too. The next couple of days will be intense.” She said the word intense casually, as if she were speaking about a workout.

“Not going to happen,” I said.

“Okay.”

She laced her hands in her lap, and I went back to my vigil as we accelerated and lifted off the ground. I tried to focus on the world we were leaving behind getting smaller, to distract myself from the fact that we were defying gravity.


	—The ball field that looked like it was built for toys.

	—The pools in the backyards of the suburban houses.

	—The puffy clouds we were reaching for.



It was going to be okay. Whatever I was heading to, it was benign. Athena Williams was a member, for Christ’s sake. Someone so public couldn’t be involved in anything bad.

Right?



“Hello, folks. This is your captain speaking. We’re going to be heading in for our landing in a few minutes. If you’ve never flown into Aspen before, you’re in for a treat. That being said, there’s also going to be some turbulence. So buckle up and enjoy the view.”

My head snapped up. Against the odds, I’d fallen asleep, but I was awake now.

“Maybe I should’ve taken that Xanax,” I murmured.

“Told you,” Athena said.

“I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“You didn’t. And the captain’s right. The view is amazing.”

I eyed the window. The wing partially blocked the view, but I could still see the mountains, tall triangles capped in snow. I’d seen pictures before, but they didn’t do it justice.

“The first year I came here, we climbed that,” Athena said, pointing to a high peak. “Maroon Bells. Two days.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“It kind of was.”

The plane shuddered and made a loud bump. I cinched my seat belt tighter, feeling sick. I’d never thrown up on an airplane, but there was always a first time.

“You okay?”

“Tell me about the climb.”

Athena shifted in her seat. “You know that book, Into Thin Air?”

“About Everest? Where all those people died?”

“That’s the one.”

“I read that. It was great.”

“Yeah, well—”

The plane bumped again. I gripped the ends of my seat. How long could it take to land? Five minutes at most? We were very close to the mountains now. Surely, we weren’t going to hit them.

“Anyway,” Athena said. “I loved that book too. But it wasn’t great feeling like I was inside it, which was what the climb was like. I was worried I wasn’t going to make it down. I thought I was going to die on the mountain and be some stupid headline. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.”

I forced my gaze away from the window. “Why do it, then?”

“Because it was there?”

“That’s what they say about Everest.”

“I know. I’m joking.” She checked her perfectly manicured nails, a red high gloss that I could never pull off.

“Oh, sorry.”

“It’s fine.” She smiled. “Close your eyes.”

“Why?”

“It’ll be easier, trust me.”

I closed them, not quite sure why I was following along. Athena had that effect on people, I’d learn. It was one of the reasons she was an effective politician. She had a way of speaking that made you want to do what she was asking, no matter how far outside your comfort zone.

She made an encouraging sound, and I squeezed my eyes shut even tighter. It wasn’t instant darkness. Instead, I saw floating points of red light that slowly faded away, as if I’d been staring at the sun.

“So,” Athena said. “One thing I learned on that hike was that I needed to take in the moment. I’d done this thing that was super hard and scary. I’d used up all my energy and then some to get to the top, and the view was incredible, but I couldn’t appreciate it. All I could think about was that there was weather coming in and how were we going to climb down all those steep pitches we’d come up and what the hell was I thinking doing the hike in the first place? There’s even this picture of me at the top, and I’m miserable.”

“You were scared.”

“Sure, but I let my fear defeat the experience. I let the fear win.”

I pressed my fingers against my eyelids. “Why are my eyes closed?”

“Because I want your full attention. It’s this thing we do sometimes, in PL. To make sure we’re listening to each other.”

“Okay, I’m listening.”

“Good. Because it’s important, Nicole. You can’t let your fears govern you.”

“I don’t.”

“Sure you do. We all do. That’s why you spend flights staring at airplane wings.”

“It’s not a big deal.”

“It is, though. Because if you do this for something as innocuous as flying, think about how much it must be affecting the rest of your life. All the small and big ways that you’re letting your fear rule you.”

I wanted to fight back, but I held my tongue. I didn’t know this woman and she didn’t know me, and this whole thing was getting kind of weird.

The plane jolted.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Open your eyes.”

I did, slowly. That same transition from darkness to light, a few red flashes, and oh. “We’re on the ground.”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t notice.”

Athena smiled again. It wasn’t a smile I recognized, not the one from her campaign posters. It was more genuine than that. Closer.

“Was that the point? To distract me until we landed?”

“It was one of them.”

We arrived at the gate and the seat belt sign was turned off. She stood and started to gather her things. She had one of those tech backpacks that was always being advertised to me on Facebook, one that had enough storage capacity to keep your whole life in. It was appealing and organized. I resolved to get one as I turned to check the view. It was incredible. Beautiful mountains and an endless blue sky.

I turned back to Athena. “Is that what I’m going to learn during the next five days?”

“It’ll be one of the things.”

“And the rest?”

Athena’s smile stayed in place, but her eyes shifted back to their public version. She reached up and fiddled with a small pin on her lapel. “Nicole, I couldn’t even explain it to you if I tried.”

The line of passengers waiting to get off started to move, and I watched Athena walk away, then stood to gather my things. As I shuffled off the plane, I replayed our conversation, how she’d lulled me into calm. She was right. My fears did tend to rule my actions. It wasn’t just the flying; it went deeper than that. The whole reason I was on the plane was rooted in the fear that I’d lose my place in my career. Operating from a place of fear wasn’t productive, and I resolved to work on that, pleased with myself about the choice I’d made to join Panthera though it felt like going out on a limb.

And maybe that’s why I didn’t think to ask how Athena knew my name.






Now—October

“Jack’s blood?” I say to Athena in her bathroom.

Athena’s head lolls to the side. Has she passed out? No, she’s just out of it. Drugs? I’ve never known Athena to do serious drugs—just an occasional Xanax—and drugs weren’t something I usually dabbled in. But I could use something tonight, something to blur this reality and make me forget what I’m seeing.

“Athena!” I say sharply, close to her face, my hand ready to slap her into reality if necessary.

It isn’t. Her eyes focus and she turns her head toward me. “Can I have a towel?”

“What?”

“A towel. I need a towel.”

I lean back and grab one off the rack, tossing it to her. She stands unsteadily and tucks it around her body, then glances disdainfully at the remnants of the stain at the other end of the tub. She has bruises forming on her thin upper arms, as if someone’s grabbed her forcefully, maybe to shake her, maybe to hold her still.

She steps out of the tub without saying anything.

“Athena! What the fuck?”

She checks herself in the mirror, fluffing her hair back into place. There are dark rings under her eyes, as if she hasn’t slept properly. “Thank you for coming.”

“Where is Jack? Why is his blood in your tub? What’s going on?”

Athena sits on the thin edge of the tub. Her shoulders sag, and she gets that unfocused look again. If I don’t get some answers in a minute, I’m going to lose my fucking mind.

“I texted you?” Athena asks.

“Yes.”

“I forgot.”

“Athena. Please focus. I need some answers. Quickly.”

Athena holds her hands out in front of her. Her nails are the same signature red as when we’d first met. But one of them is missing, ripped off, and another is cracked. She tucks her fingers inward and curls her hands in her lap.

“I met Jack on Radius,” she says.

She’s not answering my questions, but at least she’s talking. I need to be patient.

“I remember.” I think back to the night she’d connected with Jack. The app was supposed to be exclusive, and I’d marveled at the people I recognized who were members, some of whom were married. Wasn’t it supposed to be a dating app? Was everyone screwing around? Plus, staid, very married Thomas had been there. How picky could they be?

“Did Jack do something to you?” The bruises on her arms. The coat downstairs. The wineglasses in the kitchen. The blood. Jack’s blood, she’d said. “Where is he?”

Athena’s eyes travel to the wall. Behind it is her bedroom. I know with 100 percent certainty that I do not want to go in there. But it doesn’t feel like I have any choice. I’m here to help Athena. I’ve learned that asking too many questions isn’t a good idea. And Athena’s returned to her almost catatonic state, so I leave her and walk slowly toward the door. It’s ajar, a crack of light on the wall.

I stand on the threshold wondering, not for the first time, how I got here. What series of decisions led me to this, about to walk into a room to discover—what? Everything else in my life before this feels like a straight line. I checked this box, and I got this result. Binary. That’s what my life was then. Expected. Even.

Now…

I push open the door. It drags across the thick carpet. The air is still, but there’s a tangy smell. Something metallic.

Blood.

My hand flies reflexively to my mouth as I walk slowly through the room. Again, my brain takes an inventory.


	—The bed is rumpled, but not with sleep.

	—There’s a pile of clothes in the corner, as if they’ve been thrown there.
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