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PROLOGUE


Mia wrenched against the two hands that held her arms over her head. She tried to open her eyes, but the black bandana was pressed taut against her lids. This is a joke. This is a joke. She repeated the mantra to herself, though this was clearly not a joke.


The man mitts encircled her wrists like steel handcuffs. She kicked with every ounce of energy and fury she could find, but two other impossibly strong hands jammed her feet together. Rope wound fast around her ankles, binding them. She jerked her legs but couldn’t bend her knees in this stretched and constrained horizontal position.


With all the struggling and squirming, her phone fell from her back pocket. She heard it smack on asphalt. A trunk creaked open.


“What the fuck are you doing?” she yelled, summoning all her anger instead of letting fear take over.


She was shoved inside a space that felt not much larger than her body, where she was maneuvered like a bag of groceries. The four hands released her, and the trunk hood slammed over her. Two pairs of heavy boots scuffled. One car door shut, then another.


“Let me out!”


The car came to life with the roar of a souped-up engine and growled over her screams. No one who could help her would hear her, because at midnight on the Tuesday after Labor Day, neighbors were ensconced in the heavenly slices of the Shangri-la that was Malibu. As the car lurched forward, she was propelled back—her head smacked on metal. Her heart raced, her breathing was heavy. The smell of gasoline mixed with the sex and sweat on her body and saltwater in her hair. She hadn’t showered. With every bump, her body was jolted—hip against the rough treads of a spare tire, tire iron jammed into her neck.


She lost track of time in the darkness. Her energy and fight waned from punching and kicking, and lack of food. The air grew thinner, hotter, and staler, unlike the cool, fresh lightness of the eucalyptus trees that dotted Pacific Coast Highway and the hillsides—the ones that dropped oily bark and leaves she’d learned could start and spread fires.


The car straightened and accelerated. A distant siren became a deafening blare and the car veered, then stopped hard. Her body slammed back, her head clanking again on metal. The siren screamed by and the car continued on. It curved and snaked upward, keeping her back against the hard, rough spare. The winding road made her queasy.


This nausea was different from the violent wretching that had followed the discovery she’d made on July Fourth the summer before. She had walked into the backyard of Wear National’s Nantucket estate. As a Lyndon Wyld clothing seasonaire, she shouldn’t have been there, but she’d gone to check on her friends, Grant and Ruby. Grant had been on the right team, Ruby the wrong, both equally wasted. Mia had found Grant dead, then Ruby as good as dead, a silver revolver by her side.


Mia’s current situation was a result of what she’d done next . . . or rather what she hadn’t done.


Now, swallowed inside the trunk, she resigned herself to the fact that she deserved whatever she was getting. There was no point in guessing bleak specifics about the future, so instead, she thought of the shimmering Queen’s Necklace view from the bluff and how the coast twinkled with Shangri-la lights. She steered her mind to the beach under the sun, a cool breeze in her hair. The ocean’s silver blue stretched on forever. The image of the calm sea as she had waited for waves during her one time on a surfboard worked to slow her breaths until her heartbeat was like the staggered drips of the hose she’d used to wash the sand off her feet. Eventually the drips would stop.


And then it went black.




ONE


Six Months Earlier


Mia exhaled the air from her lungs and let herself sink. The tepid water weighed against her, keeping her afloat, so she blew out more air. Tiny bubbles rose from her mouth as she descended. She sat at the bottom of the pool, legs crossed in meditation pose, though she couldn’t be paid enough to meditate. But as an escape, it was peaceful there, unlike the ocean, which had a mind of its own. The last time—the only time—she’d been in the sea, she had thrashed and kicked in an attempt to avoid drowning in the Atlantic. She’d coughed up salty mouthfuls until Ruby had grabbed her and swum to shore. Mia had been trying to save Ruby’s life, but Ruby had ended up saving hers. Their karma points would never be equal.


A plunk in the water above. She looked up to see a red plastic swim school fish drop towards her in slow motion. Another plop. A blue fish sunk. Then a running shoe. With her bare feet, Mia pushed off the concrete, its sandpapery surface scratchy against the pads of her toes. She shot up like a bullet, bursting through the surface with a splash. She took a deep breath.


“What the—?” Water spit from her mouth. She turned her head to see her older brother Sean, distorted by the chlorine that burned her eyes. He stood poolside in his Boston College Eagles sweatshirt, track pants, and one running shoe, his white athletic sock damp on the wet edge.


“Are you crazy?” Mia’s voice echoed off the walls, because the Y pool was empty. No one wanted to swim after dark during the remaining chill of early March in South Boston, even though the pool was indoors.


“I spent my free Sundays teaching you how to swim and I come here to find you at the bottom?” Sean’s voice was shaky.


“I taught myself how to sink.” Mia grinned as she treaded water, attempting to get a smile out of him. She failed, but Sean didn’t smile much these days.


“I’ve been trying to reach you,” he said.


“My phone’s in a locker.” Mia slicked back her hair with one hand.


Sean held out a white towel. “It’s time to go.”


Mia hesitated. She never used to want to go in the water. Now, she didn’t want to get out.
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Mia didn’t have the chance to swim again that week. It was a balmy Sunday, and she couldn’t take her eyes off her mother, whose makeup was heavier than usual. Kathryn had always been pretty, yet she didn’t look like herself. Porcelain pale, her face was smooth—almost waxy—which emphasized the rose pink of her lipstick. Her meticulously separated lashes were long and dark, her brows chestnut brown arches that matched her hair, which hadn’t been that silky in months. A shimmer of lavender eye shadow covered her lids. Mia wondered how her mom would feel if she knew she was on display. Mia had been on display, and it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.


“I would have done a kohl smudge instead of the harsh eyeliner,” said a familiar voice, its sweet Southern lilt softening the r. Then the bite. “That look is dead.” Mia turned, expecting to see the pageant smile and long, lustrous hair like spun gold. But Presley wasn’t there.


Kathryn wore the dress that Mia had made for her the previous summer after Nantucket. Mia had sewn lace around the collar—not in a way that was Victorian and stuffy, but lovely and feminine, like her mom. The fabric’s sky-blue hue was cheerful. Her mother was one of those cheerful people, even in the most trying times. Her cheer was authentic—not “fake it ’til you make it.” Mia couldn’t unearth that kind of unconditional cheer, no matter how hard she tried. She loved her mother for it.


That dress had clinched Mia’s acceptance into MassArt, where she would start in the fall. It didn’t hurt that Lyndon Wyld, the founder of one of the world’s most successful clothing lines—her namesake—wrote Mia a recommendation letter. Mia was proud she’d had the balls to ask for one after everything that had happened. She had brandished a pair to apply for the coveted job as a Lyndon Wyld seasonaire, even though she hadn’t been the required age of twenty-one. She’d never traveled anywhere in her life and hadn’t known anything about being a brand ambassador. Social media was a glossy blanket of attention-grabbing influencers tagging clothes, shoes, makeup, and designer water in curated and filtered posts. Most were well paid, but only six made Lyndon’s prestigious pack. The idea of creating a name for herself in the apparel world, plus $20,000 and eight weeks all expenses paid in one of the most beautiful places on earth, had bolstered her courage. Armed with one suitcase and a fake ID, she’d hopped the bus from South Boston to Hyannis and then the ferry from Hyannis to Nantucket.


It had turned out to be a fever dream of seaside brunches and country club fashion shows, vodka-crans in red Solo cups, house music, fast friends, hashtags, and a murder. Like any nightmare, the flashbacks of that night had come hard and fast after it had first happened, then faded in the weeks following. The walks on the beach, sea breeze misting her face, cool tide washing over her feet had diffused the macabre picture like the diluted blood in the pool water. She could finally see her friend Grant’s wide, roguish grin instead of his floating dead body.


Six months had passed since what was supposed to have been the summer of a lifetime. After returning home in August, she’d deleted all her social media accounts despite her huge spike in popularity. The goal: to forget. So her heart had stopped when the blonde woman with the chic bob had entered the thrift shop in February. Slipping behind the rack of vintage overalls she’d been arranging, Mia had drowned again in ugly images. But she’d exhaled with relief when the woman had turned—her face soft, her eyes brown saucers, not sapphire sphinx; her earrings pearl studs, not diamond.


“Do you have any ’80s Reebok high-tops?” asked the woman.


Lyndon would sooner fuck the devil than wear high-top sneakers or purchase anything in a thrift shop, for that matter. And the woman’s accent? Pure South Boston, like Mia’s. Lyndon’s was crisp British.


Mia had been cherishing time with her mom before fall semester started. Sean had pinch-hit for Mia while she’d been away in Nantucket, but he’d become busy again with school and baseball. It was his senior year at Boston College. Major and minor league recruiters would appraise him like a prize show horse. Mia understood his ambition. Like her, he wanted more from life, in large part so they could give their mom more from life . . . which, to Mia, bordered on delusional.


Now Mia stared at her mother. She realized why Kathryn didn’t look like herself. That wasn’t her body. It was an empty shell, the contents stolen by cancer.


Mia didn’t know she was capable of so many tears. She had cried over Grant’s death, but the loss of her mother gutted the depths of her soul. Her heart hurt as if an ox stood on her chest. She wasn’t one for church, and neither was her mom, but her brother wanted to be respectful. Kathryn hadn’t written a will, because she’d possessed nothing to pass down to her kids. She’d never expressed her funeral wishes. It tore Mia’s heart to see Sean weep—her older brother, who’d had his nose broken two different times after being hit in the face with a baseball. He’d powered through both games, bringing his team to victory. At the hospital, when Kathryn had taken her last breaths, Mia had held Sean, whose whole body had shaken with grief.


“We should tell Dad.” Sean’s voice was a hoarse whisper.


Mia swallowed with anger. “Why? He didn’t care about her when she was alive.”


“It’s the right thing to do.”


Sean always did the right thing. And he did it again when he called their father, because Mia had deleted the phone number. A few days later, an envelope arrived from Paramus, New Jersey. In it was a check with a sticky note that said: For a proper coffin and funeral. Mia didn’t believe her mom would’ve wanted to end up in a box. But funerals were for the living. She remembered all the people who had come to Grant’s memorial at the Nantucket Lyndon Wyld store. The #WearAMemory signage in the window with all his photos had made Mia feel sick. But the funeral was important to Sean.


Their dad never showed up. Mia wasn’t surprised or disappointed.


The day after everyone else came to pay their respects, she and Sean roamed around the apartment. There was no hospital to drive to, meds to dispense, or sponge baths to give. They were restless, and the stale smell of long illness didn’t help.


“Are we supposed to just go back to our regular life?” asked Sean.


“What’s a regular life?” Mia touched the Lyndon Wyld cashmere blanket that her mom had been gifted by Lyndon and her sister Grace when Kathryn had visited Nantucket. It was the only cashmere Kathryn owned.


“I have a game, but I can’t stand the thought of people feeling sorry for me,” said Sean.


“I got over that a while ago. I let their pity and awkwardness wash over me.” Mia wiggled her fingers down her head like a shower. “Go, Sean. Your team needs you and you love it. Mom would want you to do what you love.”


After another twenty minutes of pacing, sitting on the couch, in the recliner, and looking out the window at the bright spring day, Sean grabbed his gear and left. The door click echoed more loudly than usual. Mia let herself cry again, then considered her own words: Mom would want you to do what you love. She entered her bedroom and sat at her sewing machine. She had been working on an ankle-length duster coat with jaunty epaulettes. She let the needle’s rapid-fire pokes hypnotize her into some sense of momentary peace. The doorbell rang, causing her to jump.


“Shit!” She rose halfway, then sat back down and pressed the foot pedal, continuing to sew. Maybe they’ll go away, she thought. But the doorbell rang again. She realized it was rude to pretend she wasn’t home when someone may have been taking the time for a condolence call. She breathed deeply and stood, making her way to the front door. She peeked through the peephole and saw a teen boy with curly red hair, whose freckled face was partially covered by a mass of white roses. Mia opened the door.


“Are you Mia Daniels?” The scrawny boy struggled to hold the biggest bouquet of roses Mia had ever seen.


“Yes, uh—” Mia held out her arms.


“I can bring them inside if you like. They’re kind of heavy.” The boy jostled the large beveled vase.


“No, it’s okay. I’ve got them.” Mia took the bouquet. It was as heavy as it looked. “Thank you.” The delivery boy left and Mia pushed the door closed with her foot. Her arms trembled as she maneuvered the mass of flowers across the living room and placed the glass vase on the dining table with a clink. She counted the blooms, which had already started to replace the apartment’s stale smell with a fresh, powdery fragrance. At twenty-four, she stopped counting, then reached through the thorn-shaved stems for the card. She lifted it out of its small envelope and read:


I’m so sorry for your loss. You know I understand how you feel.


Please let me give you another beautiful summer.


Love, Lyndon


A surge of angry heat shot through Mia. How dare Lyndon use my mother’s death as a ploy to get me to come back? It was so like Lyndon to polish a turd to make it her own. With that thought, Mia wanted to throw the flowers out but didn’t have it in her to carry them to the apartment building’s garbage. Plus, that would’ve looked wasteful. No one in her neighborhood received flowers like that.


Sean arrived home. “We won.”


It was early enough that Mia knew he’d passed on going out with the team to celebrate. He eyed the roses. “Wow.” Mia had tossed out the card.


Sitting on the couch, Mia shut the laptop that was propped on her thighs. “It’s not so ‘wow.’ They’re from Lyndon.”


Sean’s brow knit. “How’d Lyndon find out?”


“I texted Jade about Mom,” replied Mia. “She must’ve told Maz, who must’ve told Lyndon.”


“And the chain of gossip continues. I’m surprised they didn’t post it.” Sean affected a teen girl twang. “Hashtag: RIP.”


“I wouldn’t know since I shut down all my accounts. Jade wanted to come to the funeral, but she’s at some new music festival Maz founded in Japan.”


“You know how many shits I give?” Sean made a zero with his thumb and forefinger.


Mia eyed the roses. “I’m sure Lyndon had one of her assistants send them.”


“Well, it wasn’t her sister Grace, that’s for sure,” said Sean, chuckling dryly as he pulled off his sweatshirt on the way to the bathroom. Mia heard the shower turn on. She reopened her laptop. The screen showed the Lyndon Wyld Clothing website. She clicked on the Be Wyld tab to a page that showed a gorgeous, sparkling coastline view from bluffs above. The bold caption:


California Dreamin’! #BuWyld


“Bu Wyld?” she whispered to herself. Reading on, Mia learned that this summer, Lyndon Wyld’s seasonaires would be going to Malibu. Mia wondered which six twentysomethings would win those spots and their $20,000 expense-free payday. Good for them. She closed her laptop and put it on the coffee table. Her arms spiked goose bumps, so she walked to the window and slid it down. She grabbed the only blanket in the room: that Lyndon Wyld blanket. She sat back down on the couch, wrapped the soft, fuzzy cashmere around her, and closed her eyes. Tomorrow, she had work at the thrift shop.




TWO


Manny, the landlord, stood in the door frame, his bulldozer build filling it. For a scary-looking guy, Manny had puppy dog eyes that always made Mia feel safe and comfortable, especially when she was younger and dealing with the initial challenges of her mom’s illness. He helped push Kathryn in the wheelchair while Mia lugged groceries. This past year, when things took a turn for the worst, Manny brought over an extra Thanksgiving turkey he cooked. He pretended it was to show off his skills with the new smoker on his balcony, because he had gotten used to Mia’s pride.


Standing in that doorway, Manny could barely look at Mia and Sean. “I know you’ve both been through a lot,” he said in a voice scratched raw by too many cigarettes. “But you’re thirty days past due on rent.”


Sean shifted on his sneakered feet. “We’re really sorry, Manny.”


“We’ll get it to you.” Mia’s hand pressed against the wall. “We promise. Give us another couple weeks.”


Sean glanced at her.


“That’s about it.” Manny lifted his empty hands from his pockets. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got a stack of applicants who want this place.” He looked past Mia at the roses that had wilted, their petals molting to crispy, curling brown—some sprawled on the table. “Do you want me to throw those out for you?”


“No, thanks, I’ve got them,” replied Sean.


The three stood in awkward silence, which Manny broke. “Well, I have a toilet to plunge. Please, guys, don’t make me evict you.”


“We won’t,” said Mia. Manny lumbered off down the hallway. Mia shut the door and turned.


Sean glanced back at her as he picked up the flowers. “We can’t cover this apartment.” He pulled the vase close to his chest. More crispy petals fell off their limp stems and onto the floor. “Maybe we shouldn’t even try. We’ll figure out a place for you. And if everything goes the way I want, then my new team will pay for my residence wherever I am next year.”


“I say the Padres.” Mia smiled. She thought about how her mom would try and spin Manny’s unfortunate visit into a positive. Mia was bad at it.


Sean moved towards the door with the vase. “I like the cold. Hoping for the Twins. I’m not a sucker for beach towns like you.”


“Ha, ha, very funny.” Mia waited a few beats. She grimaced. “Lyndon has been leaving me voicemails. She wants me to be a seasonaire this summer.”


“In Nantucket?”


“Malibu.”


“Ooh, fancy.”


“Yeah.” Mia rolled her eyes.


“That’s a patronizing eye roll,” said Sean. “You’re considering it.”


Mia flipped him off as she opened the door for him. When Sean tried to return the bird, he almost dropped the vase. He pulled it securely back into his arms, then disappeared down the hall.
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Mia hopped on the Red Line downtown to the Langham Hotel in the financial district. The buildings in her neighborhood were a blur of brick and concrete, then row houses with painted wood slats. Pigeons flew past the bus and into the trees, shrubbery, and tall sea grass that decorated a median. Mia thought of the sea grass border between the huge beachfront estates and the beach in Nantucket. Save for that trip, she never ventured out of Southie.


The bus entered a tunnel lined with two snakes of light over slick tile walls and came out the other side. Throngs of cars maneuvered around the heart of the city, with its businesspeople clicking along the sidewalk in power suits. More would soon spill from the stately buildings when the clock struck five. Mia admired people who worked banker’s hours, though she could never see herself sitting in an office or cubicle. She knew that sounded bratty but hoped that her career would make each day different, like the varying patterns she created.


The bus pulled around a pink vintage taxi with the words Experience The Langham, Boston on the side. Mia disembarked the bus and entered the hotel, with its stone face, round red awnings, and dark glass roof. Clicking across the shiny triangle design of the lobby, massive halo chandeliers above, she asked a bellman where she could find the tearoom. She had never said “tearoom” in her life.


The bellman pointed. “It’s in The Reserve.” Mia followed his direction. When she stepped inside the restaurant, she was met with a cloud of perfume. She couldn’t remember what she ate for breakfast, but she remembered the name of one scent she recognized: White Shoulders. Her grandmother wore White Shoulders but had never sipped tea at the Langham. In the kitchen of her apartment, she would make Mia “coffee-milk,” which meant a smidge of coffee brewed in her percolator and the rest whole milk, plus three heaping teaspoons of sugar—all mixed in a big ceramic cup with a paisley design. Mia still loved paisley. The tea at the Langham was poured by uniformed servers into china teacups painted with English roses.


Mia felt out of place, but she was used to that. She wore a lavender dress she’d bought at the thrift shop with her employee discount but had swapped the plain ivory buttons with white enamel squares she hand-painted with tiny violet diamonds. She’d sewed on a Peter Pan collar that matched a thin raw silk belt, and the burgundy block heel ankle boots added necessary edge. Her ensemble was conspicuously absent of anything Lyndon Wyld.


She glanced around at the mostly middle-aged women who had the time to sip Earl Grey and chitchat while ignoring the tiny scones and tea sandwiches on the three-tiered platters between them. She wondered if they had ever worked a day in their lives when her own mom had worked two jobs for most of hers. Then she overheard a conversation between two of those middle-aged women about a trip to Puerto Rico to help reconstruct hurricane-ravaged homes. She chided herself for judging, especially because she felt judged. Would they consider a summer in Malibu work?


Mia spotted Lyndon across the room, seated at a prime window table, typing on her phone. As she walked closer, she could see her perfectly manicured nails tapping the screen. Mia thought about giving herself a manicure, but she loathed the idea of doing it without her mom. Friday nights had become Girls’ Night for the two of them. Lyndon looked up and smiled. Her honey blonde bob was shorter and blunter, but just as glossy as Mia remembered.


“Mia, my darling.” Lyndon rose to embrace Mia, though she didn’t fully stand, forcing Mia to lean in for the customary air kiss on both cheeks. This power play wasn’t lost on her. Lyndon sat back for an evaluation. “You look beautiful—tired, but I understand. I also understand that it’s fucking irritating when people continue to offer their condolences, so I won’t do it again. But just know you have mine.”


She motioned to the chair across the table. The passing server stopped to replace the white linen napkin that had dropped to the floor. Lyndon’s silence instructed him to leave them alone as she turned her focus back to Mia, who removed her small flower-appliquéd satchel and hung it on the side of the chair. Lyndon was still surveying. She sighed with a tsk. “You’re a little slip of a thing—as if you weren’t tiny already. How are you holding up?”


“I’m fine.” Mia placed her white linen napkin on her lap.


Lyndon gave her new napkin a flick and positioned it. “I’m glad you decided to meet me, since I came in town just for you.” She motioned over another server, who couldn’t get his “Good afternoon” out before Lyndon ordered scones with Devonshire clotted cream, strawberry jam, and lemon curd. She looked at Mia. “I’m a snooty Brit, so I like black tea, but I think you’d like the English Flower here.”


Mia looked at the menu to see that English Flower was a blend of chamomile, rose, elderflower, heather, lavender, and cornflower. “That’s a lot of flowers for tea.” The server nodded politely and ambled off with the order.


When the tea arrived, Mia waited for Lyndon to pour hers, which she did with an elegant dip of her delicate wrist encircled by a rose-gold-and-diamond Patek Philippe watch. Mia followed suit but added three heaping teaspoons of sugar. She stirred it in circular motions until she noticed Lyndon moving her teaspoon daintily back and forth, her clear sapphire eyes on Mia. Mia pulled her spoon out without another whirl and sipped the tea, which tasted like what she imagined a real English garden would taste like, with added sugar.


Lyndon didn’t touch a scone. Mia was starving but too nervous to eat. She felt like she was about to give away something valuable. Lyndon’s gracious, but practiced, smile revealed that she was relieved to see Mia. The sadness in her eyes was impossible to hide, the tiny crow’s-feet more apparent, despite the skillfully injected Botox and fillers. Mia knew that sadness was not for her loss but for Lyndon’s. In the entire conversation that ensued, Grace’s name was never mentioned. Mia didn’t know if it was because Lyndon was refraining or disdaining. After all, Grace had killed someone for the sake of the Lyndon Wyld brand name. The wrong person ended up dead: Grant. Grace’s bullet had been meant for Otto Hahn, the scumbag who’d founded formerly reigning Wear National clothing. She’d confessed to the murder before summer’s end and was now in prison.


“I don’t know if you heard, but Maz bought out Wear National. He and I are getting ready to launch our co-branded streetwear,” said Lyndon.


Mia shook her head, though she’d seen the MazzyLyn announcement on the Lyndon Wyld website. She had no idea what had become of Otto and wasn’t going to ask. But she knew that singularly named Maz, one of the world’s most prominent multimedia moguls, had been instrumental in taking him down.


Lyndon tapped her gold phone case with her spoon. “I’m not fond of the phone, yet I called you twice. Feel special.”


Mia did not feel special. Mistrusting, cautious, curious, but not special.


“I want you to go to Malibu and give yourself a break, Mia. I tell all my new babies that being a seasonaire is work, but you and I both know that when you love what you do, it’s not work at all. You’ll relax and take in the City of Angels. But you’ll also be crafting your collection.”


She reached into the yellow tote that blended perfectly with her coral Lyndon Wyld bolero jacket, and pulled out a beige folder. Its color was bland, but the contents were not. Mia opened it to find a contract for the Mia Collection. Lyndon placed a black Mont Blanc pen next to Mia’s teacup, then slid out the page behind the contract. It was a glossy ad that featured Mia on a beautiful silver gelding, wearing the green Lyndon Wyld dress she had altered and embellished with fringe to make her own. It had become the Mia dress. In the ad, Cole sat behind her, arms around her waist with the green pastures of the Nantucket hills surrounding them. Mia recalled the day of the photo shoot when she and Cole finally got together, ravaging each other and revealing more of themselves. But they had both kept secrets that came back to bite them in the ass like horseflies.


“I wish you had signed the contract last summer to see the Mia dress and your collection come to fruition. I was disappointed, as were fans of yours who waited for it. But we all deserve second chances.” Lyndon pointed to the contract. “This chance offers even better rewards.”


Mia’s eyes landed on the numbers behind the dollar sign: 100,000.


“You’ll get half your seasonaire’s salary up front: twenty thousand like the others,” said Lyndon. “The going rate for influencers has risen, but my babies work for me because they know they’ll get the exposure that will move them to the next level. Then someone else can pay them more.”


Mia knew there were now more people who called themselves “influencers” than there were monetizing gigs for them. It was becoming a saturated market.


“At the same time, you’ll get twenty thousand as a deposit for your collection,” added Lyndon.


Mia looked at the terms: $20,000 at five phases: to start; if Lyndon approves designs; if Lyndon approves samples; if the approved pieces go into production; and if the collection lands in stores. With the exception of the deposit—all ifs with a dependence on Lyndon’s approval.


“I should have an attorney review this,” said Mia.


Lyndon put the teacup down on its saucer, its hollow plink signaling it was empty. “Your money should go to better use than lining attorneys’ pockets. You’ll learn soon enough that they’re fucking leeches. Lawyers will never have your best interest in mind unless you’re paying them a percentage of your earnings, and right now, you have no earnings.”


Mia shifted in her seat.


“I honestly do have your best interest in mind, Mia. I mean, what could be more healing than California sunshine during a summer that might otherwise be filled with grief? And as far as ‘work’ goes, distractions are helpful when the people we love aren’t coming back.”


Mia stared into her teacup, which was still full. She stirred, this time back and forth.


“My chosen mix of seasonaires will provide a good distraction for you and everyone else, given last year’s tragedy,” said Lyndon as she scrolled through her phone. “I’ve gone for aspirational in the past, but Maz thinks my choices, with the exception of his daughter, were, as he put it, ‘2-D catalog mannequins.’”


A small, wry smile crossed Mia’s face. “I should probably be offended.”


“Don’t be. He’s the one who pushed me to push you to come back. He heard about your mum, and since he recently lost his, feels a kinship. He thinks grief builds depth of character and depth of character is what the brand needs. Plus, Jade adores you, though this year Maz wants another offspring in the mix.”


“Which offspring?” Mia had heard the rumors about one of Maz’s two sons, both of whom had reputations. Maz liked it that way.


Lyndon tilted her head and clucked her tongue. “I have to leave some surprises, but here is my tease—” She placed the phone on Mia’s contract and scrolled through four photos of eye-catching twentysomethings. “Chase Edelstein is our born-and-raised Angeleno with soul . . . Eve Dunn is bringing us social consciousness.” She rolled her eyes. “Oliver Hay is our relatable Midwesterner, because we must have one of those, and Alex Ensol is multifaceted fabulousness.” Mia marveled at Lyndon’s ability to succinctly sum up humans as if they were clothing items like “high-waisted linen trousers with a cuffed hem,” or “a Swiss Dot A-line skirt.” What Mia had discovered through her work in the apparel industry was most garments had a damage: a loose thread, dropped stitch, or tiny hole.


She’d barely had a chance to identify each new seasonaire when Lyndon snapped up the phone and tapped Mia’s face in the ad. “That leaves one spot.”


Mia stared at herself in the pastoral setting. That was an amazing day, she thought.


“You can have your own bedroom.” Lyndon’s voice lifted with the coax.


Mia left the teaspoon in the cup and looked at her. “I don’t need my own bedroom.”


Grinning, Lyndon sat up and clapped her hands once. “That means you’ll do it! Brilliant!” She retrieved her phone.


Mia wasn’t smiling. Her heart pounded as she picked up the pen. “I want to do it like the rest of the seasonaires. If you haven’t noticed, I’m not Presley.”


“Well, now that I know you’re in, I need to talk to you about Presley.” Lyndon returned her phone to its facedown position next to her on the table, and smoothed the napkin in her lap.


Mia stopped, her pen in midair. “You didn’t add a seventh seasonaire, right? I don’t want to sound obnoxious, but I know that I had the most followers last summer. That means I’m the returning seasonaire.”


“You did and she’s not.”


“Okay.”


“She’s handling my LA public relations.”


Mia dropped the pen and sighed.


“She won’t be living in the house,” assured Lyndon. “And she has plenty to do besides lolligag at the beach, that’s for certain.”


Mia moaned with dread and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know.”


“Mia, Presley never did anything wrong, according to the law. And according to me. She would never have tried to push you into an oncoming car.”


Mia looked at Lyndon. “So she didn’t want me dead?”


“Oh, she absolutely wanted you dead.” Lyndon laughed. “Figuratively. She couldn’t stand that you replaced her at the top of the food chain. But honestly, she wouldn’t really hurt a fly. That bitch is all bark and no bite.”


“Does backstabbing count? Do you remember her posts? It’s ironic that now she’s in charge of PR.”


Lyndon pulled lipstick and a compact from her satin makeup bag. “My darling, Presley’s life almost ended because of your accusation. For a beat, people thought she killed Grant. We both know that wasn’t right.” She stared at herself in the compact mirror, then blinked away the gloom and applied the classic red shade. “But she made a silk purse out of a sow’s ear by playing on the public’s sympathies: ‘Poor girl works her way up, then is taken down by jealousy.’ It’s a tale as old as time and she understood how to make it current, which is why I hired her as publicist.”


Mia touched her forehead, perturbed. “I wasn’t jealous.” Presley was the one who had been envious of her social media popularity and her friendship with Ruby, as if they’d been in middle school.


Lyndon put her makeup bag away. “It doesn’t matter. At the end of the day, you both came out on top, so let it go and move on. That should be the motto to your summer: Move on.”


Mia doubted that a second seasonaire summer would count as moving on, but she needed the money or she and Sean would be homeless. And she had other reasons to go to California. After a long beat, she signed her name and sealed the deal.


“If I were you, I would keep the amount of your payday to yourself. You never know who’ll come out of the woodwork when you rise, and you are rising,” said Lyndon with a smile. She closed the drab beige folder over the contract and slid it back into her bright yellow tote. Teatime was over.




THREE


Mia walked down her street, arms wrapped around cardboard boxes she had snagged from the back of the bodega. She chose the ones that smelled like the Braeburn apples her mom had loved. Mia appreciated the blue sky that peeked between buildings as if they defied all the new construction that was taking over Southie. Nantucket, with its whitewashed perfection, had given her newfound love for her neighborhood’s rough edges. She took solace in putting one foot in front of the other, though she was fried from trying to keep her mother alive during this last year. But when Lyndon gave her the first-class plane ticket to Los Angeles after their tea, Mia felt a spark of excitement she couldn’t deny.


Then came the wave of dread at the thought of telling Sean. Two months had passed and it was time to deal with their mom’s closet. She wasn’t coming back no matter how hard Mia and Sean wished she would. Mia pulled out a pair of sailor-style pants with anchor-stamped buttons running parallel up the front. “I always loved these!” She folded them and put them in the box marked Keep. Feeling something in the right pocket of a ragged terry cloth robe, she lifted out a weed vape pen. “So this is where she hid it after I trekked to the dispensary to buy it for her.”


“That’s some surprising greediness!” Sean chuckled. “She taught us to share.” They both broke into laughter.


“It did stop her vomiting.” Maybe it would quell Mia’s queasiness over the news she was about to impart. She held it out for Sean, who took the robe but not the pen.


“You know I don’t do that shit during season.” Sean put the robe in the Giveaway box.


Mia took a hit.


Sean’s eyes narrowed at her. “And you never do it.”


Mia exhaled. “In honor of Mom.”


They put more items in boxes for a few silent minutes until a faint fuzziness covered Mia’s head. “Speaking of seasons . . .” Going for nonchalance, she would toss out the information like the moth-eaten sweater she chucked into the Giveaway box. “I’m a seasonaire in Malibu this summer.”


Sean lowered the skirt he was folding. “You’re shitting me. You didn’t really do it, did you?”


Mia put on a straw hat. “I can talk Lyndon into having you come, too.” She heard her own voice rise in a singsong and grimaced.


“Travel three thousand miles away to live with a new set of douchebags posting selfies skipping down the beach drinking kombucha. Don’t forget the flower crown filter!” Sean mimed a crown around his head. “Plus the possibility of an earthquake. No, thank you.”


“Presley is head of PR in LA, so your description is about right. She’d love an earthquake. That’s drama!” Mia dropped the hat in the Keep box.


“I’d rather eat a bag of toe jam, especially if she’s around. What happened to ‘I’m never leaving Boston again’?”


Mia ran the back of her hand across her forehead. “Um, Mom died and we can’t afford to stay in Boston—or anywhere, for that matter. It’s a good opportunity.” She shook her head at the skirt.


Sean chucked it in the Giveaway box. “How much was the opportunity?”


“The seasonaire’s fee, plus a contract for my entire collection. A little over a hundred grand.” Off Sean’s raised eyebrows—“Though not payable all at once.”


“Of course not. That’s business for Lyndon.”


Mia plopped on the bed, dropping the shield of defensiveness because that never worked on Sean. “I have business in California, too.”


Sean gave her a deadpan look. “That’s where Ruby lives.”


“Yes. Maybe,” stammered Mia. “I don’t know. I tried calling her a long time ago, but her number was disconnected.”


Sean face-palmed. “Mia, c’mon. She was a mess.”


“We’re all messes.” Mia took another hit. She had never told her brother or mother about walking into the Wear National backyard last July Fourth. She left the vape pen on the barren nightstand, closed the Keep box, and carried it to her bedroom.
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At the tail end of May, Mia packed her own things, including her mom’s wrap dress and straw hat, and some pieces she had been working on. Lyndon had texted her to leave her sewing equipment at home. In Nantucket, she’d bought Mia a new machine. Who knew what would be waiting for her in Malibu? Like the previous summer, Sean had to help her close the overstuffed suitcase. “At least you don’t have to bring a fake ID this year,” he said.


“Yeah, I’m a big girl.” Mia recalled the thrill she felt knowing that she was cheating the system. Now she was part of the system, leading Lyndon’s charge.


Sean slung his baseball gear bag over his shoulder and gave Mia a quick hug. “I feel guilty I can’t drive you to the airport.”


“No, you don’t.”


“You’re right, I don’t. But I’ll miss you, turd.” Sean put a hand on Mia’s arm.


Mia returned the gesture. “I’ll miss you, too, turd.” She held her hand there. “This is for us—for our home.”


“Keep telling yourself that, because without Mom, is this even our home anymore?” Sean left. Emptiness filled the apartment.


In the Lyft to the airport, Mia looked at her phone but couldn’t bring herself to reconnect on social yet. Her finger hovered over the app store. She had deleted her accounts because they’d become a form of masochism: the memories—good and bad—and the trolls with their comments:


Basic bitch


Faux pixie-mom style


#talentless


And the worst ones:


Traitor


#twofaced


Sean wasn’t on social media. He said, “Anonymity gives people truck-nuts—noisy but impotent and they look fucking stupid.”


It had been different with Presley’s phone number. First, Mia had deleted the texts. Then, she’d deleted Presley from her contacts and blocked her. She couldn’t find Presley if she’d wanted to, and that suited her fine. But now, pulling up to the domestic departures terminal at Logan Airport with a ticket to LAX, she was doing exactly that: heading for Presley. The thought made her want to turn around and stay in Boston, despite the increasingly sticky heat and throngs of sweaty, exasperated city people—most of whom would’ve given a kidney for a paid summer in a West Coast paradise. But before she could abort mission, her FaceTime buzzed: it was Lyndon. “Did you check your bags?”


“One bag, singular.” Mia exited the car. The Lyft driver popped the trunk and set Mia’s suitcase on the curb. “I’m about to do that now.” She mouthed “thanks” to the driver and entered the terminal.


“I’ll wait,” said Lyndon. Mia hated when people were on their phones at the thrift shop or in line at the grocery store. It was rude. She put Lyndon on the counter as she checked her one suitcase and was directed to the gate. Security was the first gauntlet, and since it was the Thursday before Memorial Day weekend, the area was packed with travelers trying to get out of town early.


“Do you hate Logan as much as I hate Heathrow? The female security agents are such cunts.” Lyndon’s loud words made Mia look around. She caught the stink-eye of a female TSA agent and looked back at her phone.


“Can I call you right back?” Mia reached the front of the line. “I’m about to go through.”


“Opt out of the body scan if you ever want children.” Lyndon did not have children. Mia had always wondered if she wanted them or if she really considered her seasonaires to be her “babies.” Mia clicked off and placed her smartphone in a plastic bin with her tote bag.


A hulking male TSA agent pushed bins and items through on the conveyor belt to be x-rayed. “Laptops out and in a separate bin!” Mia unzipped her laptop sleeve and put her laptop in a bin. Overwhelmed at the process, she glanced around at the lines of passengers. Most of them were removing their shoes, so she followed suit and placed her white sneakers in the bin. The female TSA agent pointed her to the body scanner arch. People entered the vestibule and stood with their arms over their heads and their legs splayed wide as the machine scanned them.


“How do I opt out?” asked Mia. “Sorry, I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve never flown before.”


The female TSA agent didn’t say anything and, irritated, motioned Mia around. “Everything out of your pockets?” Mia nodded with a soft “yes.” After the pat-down, she fumbled to gather her belongings and slipped on her shoes, leaving them untied. Feeling disheveled, she checked the fly on her long, tailored shorts to make sure it wasn’t down, then hauled herself to the rows of chairs at the gate. She found one and sat. A text came in from Lyndon:


Are you through?


Mia replied:


Yes.


Lyndon followed up:


Were the women cunts?


Mia pinged back:
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Lyndon ended with:


Told you. Bon voyage!


Mia realized that Lyndon wanted to ensure her investment got on that plane.


The flight was full, according to the terse male voice over the speaker, which demanded that passengers volunteer to check their carry-ons so there would be more room in the overhead compartments. No one volunteered. Fifteen minutes later, the voice added that the airline would pay passengers to switch to a later flight in order to reduce the plane’s weight. An older couple stepped up to the gate agent at the counter to sell their places. Mia wondered how their thin bodies would make a difference in keeping a technologically advanced aircraft aloft. Her heart started to beat faster.


The flight was delayed, first by an hour, then by three. The wait didn’t bother her. She sketched and caught up on fashion and beauty blogs. She breathed for the first time in months. After three and a half hours, Mia was starting to hope the flight would be canceled altogether. No such luck. Passengers were called for boarding. Mia was in the first group, while others crammed together, waiting impatiently for zones two, three, and four. As she walked through the gauntlet, passengers in the other groups threw her bitter stares, as if she had personally relegated them to coach.


Mia maneuvered into the aisle seat next to a forty-something woman who stared straight ahead and clutched the front of her armrests. “Hi,” said Mia. The woman mouthed “hello,” her neck pink from forcing her breath in and out.


Following the voice-over instructions, Mia slid her Lyndon Wyld monogrammed tote under the seat in front of her and buckled up. A flight attendant wearing a tight smile to go with her uniform strolled down the aisle carrying a tray of glass flutes filled with bubbly. She nodded to Mia’s seatmate and the shrouded window next to her. “You’ll have to put up your window shade for takeoff and landing.”


“Oh,” said the woman, who appeared frozen.


“Do you want me to—?” Mia unbuckled and awkwardly reached across the woman to slide up the shade. The flight attendant gave Mia a “thank you” look, then pushed the tray of beverages closer. “Prosecco?” Mia’s seatmate unglued a hand from the armrest long enough to take a flute and down the bubbly. Mia re-buckled and took a flute. “Thank you.” She sipped. Looking back, she could see through the split in the curtain between first class and coach, where passengers were squeezed in tight rows of three. No one had prosecco.


Mia’s seatmate re-gripped the armrest with her fingers still around the stem of the empty flute. “I hate flying, but I won this trip to California in my job’s holiday lottery.”


Mia smiled politely. “Congratulations.”


“I haven’t seen my sister in five years, but with the free ticket, I didn’t have an excuse anymore.” The woman winced. “I’m looking forward to landing.”


Mia didn’t know if she could say the same. She closed her eyes as the plane took off and discovered that she liked the sensation of defying gravity. Once the plane leveled off, Mia pulled her sketch pad from her tote and started to work on a romper design. Mia’s seatmate barely moved until the plane dropped and lurched, and she grabbed Mia’s wrist. The pilot assured everyone that the turbulence was normal and temporary, so the woman let go. But she grabbed back on with each bump, making it hard for Mia to work.


The woman started crying and repeating, “I’m so sorry” on a loop, unable to detach herself from Mia.


Mia patted her arm again. “It’s okay.”


The woman’s voice trembled. “I have this superstition that if I imagine the worst thing that could happen, that thing won’t happen. But my mind is stuck on the worst thing.”


Mia understood but felt like the worst things had already happened. She patted the woman’s arm. “We’re in good hands,” she said, though she had no idea if that was actually true.




FOUR


Coming into Los Angeles, the plane tipped so that Mia could catch a glimpse of the landscape through the sliver of window visible past her seatmate. Sludgy-brown haze covered the city, as if to shroud its rumored beauty like an antique veil over what could be a blushing bride or the Bride of Frankenstein. All she knew was that she had arrived.


The passengers applauded when the pilot landed with minimal jostling. Mia’s seatmate released Mia to clap, a relieved grin widening on her tearstained face. Mia’s arm remained moist from the woman’s sweaty fingers as they deplaned after exchanging final pleasantries.


Mia walked through the plane’s exit tunnel and stopped for a beat to lift her tote onto her shoulder. She started to pull out her phone, then dropped it back in. She wove around the mass of travelers, most of whom had their eyes on their phones as they pulled luggage or pushed children. Following the signs to baggage claim, she headed down an escalator and along a tunnel plastered with LA-friendly ads. It ended at a wall of welcomers. Happy couples hugged. Tired kids cried. Selfies were snapped. She watched her seatmate embrace an older woman, touched by the joy of their long-awaited reunion. As they moved off to baggage claim, Mia’s eyes landed on an iPad turned horizontally with the last name Daniels written in cursive. The man holding it was in a brown blazer with a Lyndon Wyld embroidered logo patch on the breast pocket. His hair was a thin halo of graying wisps.


Mia pointed to the iPad sign. “That’s fancy. I’m Mia Daniels. Are you waiting for me?”


The man offered a friendly smile. “Sure am. Welcome to Los Angeles, Mia Daniels. I’m Marcus, your driver for the summer.”
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