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To Matt, Mason, and August, with all the sparkling hearts






Part One







Joy Moore


Day Zero

A blast of hot wind shakes the house, rattling the windows. Outside my basement studio, the towering sweetgums thrash and sway, flinging their prickly seedpods down the hill.

“We’re rolling,” Benny says. “Whenever you’re ready.”

My focus slides back to my best friend. Back to his ruddy beard, to the untamed curls squashed by his oversized headphones, to the workstation where we sit in our ergonomic swivel chairs—anywhere, everywhere but his eyes. “Ready.”

Benny doesn’t comment on how distracted I am as we start recording. I force myself to pretend nothing is wrong, and as usual, my anxiety falls away as we find our rhythm. By the time we wrap our rambling podcast intro, I’m more at ease. Benny is leading the episode today, which means I’m in the hot seat ad-libbing survival tactics for the life-threatening topic of his choice.

He’s watching me now with an impish grin. “What do you know about humpback whales? Anything specific?”

“Beyond the giant mammal part?” I look to my sister-in-law at the opposite end of the table, hoping for a hint, but Mallory’s focused on the mix board; she adjusts a fader, turns a knob, and sweeps her platinum blond hair into a low ponytail. Into the mic, I say, “Embarrassingly little.”

“Excellent.” Benny leans back in his chair, hands clasped across a faded black T-shirt from our original merch line. Our catchphrase stretches across the front in white block letters: WHAT DOESN’T KILL YOU MAKES YOU … A SURVIVOR. “Let’s say you’re kayaking along the Pacific coast. It’s a warm fall day. Cloudless skies. Glistening water. You’re working up a sweat. Life is good. Then all at once, dozens of sardines start hurling themselves into your boat.”

“Delicious. Have you ever tried fried sardines? My mom used to make them with toast and this parsley caper sauce—”

“Focus, Joy. These aren’t lunch. You’ve just paddled yourself on top of a bait ball.”

I regretfully inform him I’ve never heard of such a thing, and he explains that it’s a tightly packed school of fish. A defensive measure they take when a predator is nearby. “Or, in this case, when a predator is directly beneath you.”

“You could’ve maybe led with that.”

“An enormous jaw opens, you’re knocked out of your boat, and you find yourself inside the gaping maw of a fifty-foot mammal. What do you do?”

According to Benny, this unbelievable-yet-true misadventure befell a woman in San Luis Obispo just last week. If I wasn’t currently avoiding the internet at all costs—for reasons I will not allow myself to dwell on right now—I would’ve called dibs on this story the instant the headline popped into my feed so that Benny could be the one puzzling his way out of this whale.

“I need more,” I say. “Is this a tandem kayak? Are you inside the mouth with me?”

“If I tag along, are you going to let me live this time?”

I may or may not have hypothetically sacrificed him to a few wild animals on various episodes over the past four years. “I make no promises.”

He snorts. “You’re alone.”

I make puppy-dog eyes and remind him that without his assistance I will both figuratively and literally end up sleeping with the fishes.

He’s unmoved. “Guess you’ll have to work fast, then.”

“Cruel.” I sigh. “So, thinking out loud here—I suppose the first course of action is to prop open his jaw somehow and scream for help.”

He holds up a hand. “Can we stop to imagine this for a second? You’re soaking wet, tangled in seaweed, and flailing around with thousands of fish on a tongue the size of a pickup truck. Even if you do manage to stand up—and that’s a big if—you’re still shouting for backup from inside a ten-foot mouth.”

“I look like a sea monster, don’t I?”

“You do.”

“No one is helping me, are they?”

“They are not.”

“Okay. In that case…” I rub my palms together. “I’ll swing on his uvula and jab him in the barnacles until he spits me out.”

Benny’s been shaking his head since uvula. “There’s so much wrong with what you just said. What are you jabbing him with? And don’t say—”

“My sword, obviously.”

“Joy.” He sounds exasperated, but he loves it when I do this. “Why do you always have a sword? Where is this sword coming from?”

“Listen, the only way I’d ever end up in this position is if there’s an alternate universe in which I’m an actual pirate. So it’s legit this time: I get a sword.” I pause. “Also a peg leg.”

Thirty minutes of riffing and tangents go by in a flash. By the time Benny is ready to reveal the woman’s true survival story, my limbs are loose, my cheeks hurt from smiling, and—

The power goes out with a startling whoosh.

The three of us blink at one another as we remove our headphones, dazed in the sudden half dark.

“It’s not just us, right?” I get up to check the breaker by the stairs. Everything is in order. “You think it’s the whole neighborhood?”

The house judders with another violent gust, and several cracks fire off outside. I spin around and regard the spray of dead palm fronds littering my private terrace. Detritus from a neighbor upwind. Xander and I don’t even own a palm tree. We all watch a plastic bag zip past the window and tangle in a nearby bush.

“Give me anything, any other weather but the Santa Ana winds,” Mallory says. She’s wearing her go-to outfit: training joggers with a tank top and Birkenstocks. Crossing her arms, she rubs her bare shoulders and shudders. “Makes my skin crawl.”

My gaze lingers on her as I return to my seat. Throughout most of my marriage to Xander, my sister-in-law has remained an enigma—the distant, unflappable younger sister with whom he emigrated from Denmark as a child. It’s only since she relocated to Los Angeles for our assistant producer job six months ago that she’s begun to reveal these flashes of vulnerability, these tiny chinks in her armor.

She’s probably worried about the dry sagebrush lining the canyon between our house and hers, perfect kindling for a wildfire. I open my mouth to tell her it’ll be okay—the fire department hasn’t even issued a red flag warning yet. But then I remember the last time I lost power during a Santa Ana storm and keep quiet. They don’t call this hot wind Satan’s breath for nothing.

Superstitiously, I rub the bronze-plated head of our Arthur Fonzarelli desk statue. The Fonz. Fonzie. He beams at me with both thumbs up: Ayyy. He’s been our lucky charm since Benny and I first topped the podcast charts, and I make a silent wish for a dose of his laid-back Happy Days mojo right now.

“Well.” Mallory shakes her limbs as if sloughing off a bad memory, and then she’s back to business. “Since we’re just sitting here, Xander asked me to knock a few things off the to-do list.”

Benny turns to me. “Where is he, anyway?”

“Another damage control meeting with the lawyers,” I say. Waking from my midmorning nap, I’d watched from our bed as he styled his sleek blond hair, one shade darker than Mallory’s, while whispering his arguments to his reflection in the mirror. He looked tired. Tired but handsome in his slim-fit navy suit. “You just missed him.”

Mallory clears her throat, shifting our attention back to her. She reminds us that our deadline for new advertising partnerships is quickly approaching. We have multiple possibilities to choose from: furniture e-tailers, website builders, emergency survival gear brands. “And there are at least a half dozen meal kit delivery services on the table.”

“No food ads,” I say.

Mallory looks like she’s about to counter, but Benny beats her to it. “You heard her.”

She jots this down, and Benny and I agree on our top choices with minimal discussion. The room is growing warmer without air-conditioning. The windows in this hundred-year-old hillside Spanish home are single-pane, and the draft snaking through them smells of earth.

“One more thing,” Mallory says, and her ice-blue eyes soften, like she might not want to say what she’s about to say. “Xander had a call from the Comedy Store. A main room act canceled, and they asked if you’d be willing to fill the gap for three nights.” When we don’t answer, she adds, “Xander and I thought it might help move negotiations along if Apex Plus saw you getting back out there.”

Negotiations. Getting back out there. The words are thorns in my side. The eye-wateringly lucrative distribution deal we’ve been thrashing out with Apex Plus has been in a holding pattern since the disastrous events of August. But a live show is not the answer.

“When do they want us?” I ask.

“Two weeks from Thursday.” She consults her phone. “October eighteenth.”

Benny watches me, waiting for my response.

Mallory moves closer and takes a seat on the desk beside my computer. “I know what you’re thinking, but we could hire security. Eyes everywhere.”

A laugh bubbles out, and I cover my mouth.

“That means no.” Benny sounds disappointed.

“You haven’t even considered it,” Mallory says, more to me than him.

“We don’t have to.” His tone is firmer now. I meet his gaze, thanking him with my eyes, and he nods. “We’re not ready.”

They volley arguments for a while. Benny reminds her that we’re still cleaning up messes. That we wouldn’t have to find new ad partnerships if business was operating as usual. Mallory points out that we’re back in the top ten as of last Friday. Neither outright mentions the “incident,” as we’ve taken to calling it, or the resulting social media storm. The fact that I haven’t left the house in six weeks. Instead, they talk around the situation using words like delicate and optics.

“You don’t have to decide right now,” Mallory says finally, glancing down at my laptop, which has remained on, unaffected by the power outage. I follow her gaze to the tabs at the top of the screen.

“Great. We’ll pick this up later, then,” I say too quickly, just as a thwap-BANG ricochets throughout the house.

“What was that?” Benny asks, already standing.

This time I know it’s not a palm frond. My limbs jellify when the sound repeats, and I stay rooted to my chair, pulse thumping in my throat as Benny and Mallory charge upstairs to the main floor. Outside, the dogs bark fiercely at something in the yard.

I’m still frozen in place when the electricity hums back on.

“It’s the window,” Benny calls down a few seconds later. “Latch broke.”

The words sink in one by one. “What are the dogs barking at?” I call back.

“Coyote. Teasing them through the fence again.” A pause. I hear the door to the balcony open and close. “There’s no one out there, Joy. Nothing to worry about.”

Nothing to worry about. I take a deep, shuddering breath as they discuss DIY fixes upstairs. Toggling through my open computer applications, I find my half of the memoir I’m writing with Benny and scan the chapter I hastily typed out last night.

It’s strange seeing your life unfold through the pages of a memoir. These past few months, I’ve often wondered what Benny and I would’ve done differently if we’d known this career was going to make us famous, if we could’ve foreseen how it would all play out.

When I reach my final words, my stomach clenches.

I can’t do this. I thought I could do this. I thought I could share my side of the story, but now, knowing it will soon be read, I feel sick.

Closing my tabs, I make a split-second decision. On a scrap of paper, I scrawl out a note, conceal it in my fist, and wait for Mallory and Benny to return. When they do, just a few minutes later, my body—so unpredictable of late—has already grown heavy.

“Shall we get this episode in the can?” Benny asks.

“Actually,” I say, “I’m sorry to do this, but would you mind telling me how I’m going to escape this whale tomorrow? I’m starting to fade.”

Mallory glances at the clock, no doubt noting I’m off schedule.

Benny shrugs. “Fine by me.”

We agree on a time. When Mallory’s not looking, I tuck the note—now damp from my sweaty palm—into the fraying pocket of Benny’s shorts and press a finger to my lips. Shh. He half smiles with confusion as I urge him along. Mallory trails him out, and through the ceiling, I hear Benny call to his dog, followed by the pitter-patter of paws circling in excitement. When the sounds upstairs fade away, I move into my bedroom.

Sleep will come soon, whether I’m ready or not. I set my alarm and slip into bed, picturing Benny unfolding my note, squinting curiously at my request. He was wrong when he said there was nothing to worry about. There’s plenty to worry about. Clutching my pillow, I listen to the howling wind and wait for the storm to come.






Benny Abbott


Day One

The tree fell at midnight, but all I could see then was the silvery shudder of leaves illuminated by the moon. Now I take in the full destruction with a sinking stomach. My shed, once a pint-sized version of my mid-century ranch, has been reduced to a heap of rubble beneath a half ton of eucalyptus. Richie sniffs at the wreckage, burrowing under a dense branch until all that’s visible is his pointy white-tipped tail.

There’s a metallic squeal, the slamming of a door. Over the fence, I spot my neighbor Ted plodding onto his back porch. He’s in his bathrobe, white belly exposed and straining his belt. We say nothing—we’ve spoken only through lawyers this past month—but I note the I told you so written all over his face. He’s been warning me about this tree since I moved in.

“Richie,” I call. “Come on, boy. Let’s go.”

He ignores me.

“Treat? Do you want a treat?”

This does the trick. He comes running, leaves and bark stippling his fur, and we dart inside. Richie knows the drill. In the kitchen, he sits and waits by the counter where I keep his snacks. Crinkled beside them is Joy’s note: Meet me tonight. Here. 7pm sharp. Very important.

Seeing it, my hangover flares.

I hadn’t known what to expect when I first dug it out of my pocket. Given Joy felt the need to be sneaky, I thought this “very important” meeting might have something to do with Mallory. Or the live shows. Or, relatedly, the “incident” this past August. Joy and I were overdue for all manner of heart-to-hearts, including how distracted I’ve been since my divorce. I arrived at 7:00 p.m. sharp as instructed, ready to talk. But what came next was unexpected, and no matter how I replay the scene in my head, I’m still not sure what happened. One minute she was greeting me with a hug, the next … disaster.

For the twentieth time since I rolled out of bed, I check my phone. Not a single response to the humiliating texts I sent after I left, the latest of which asks if we’re still recording today.

Richie wags his tail, and I realize I haven’t yet given him his treat. I award him with two for his patience and have just started making coffee when my phone buzzes. My heart jolts, but it’s not Joy. It’s a calendar notification: Cleaning Day.

Of course it is.

Resignedly, I survey the kitchen through my house cleaner’s eyes—the overfull trash can, the pile of unfolded laundry on the breakfast table, the half-empty bottle of Michter’s, the pizza I burned and left out on the stove. Ordinarily, I would have made an attempt to tidy the worst of it, to perpetuate the fiction that I’m still a capable adult.

Ordinarily, my whole body isn’t thrumming with regret.



IT’S 1,528 STEPS from my front door to theirs. Joy calculated it when I moved in. 1,528 steps for me, 1,600 for her, and roughly 4,000 for the pups. Richie pulls at his leash, and we hopscotch through palm fronds and other wind-related debris, sticking to what shade we can find beneath the cedars and oaks. The second Joy and Xander’s bougainvillea-laced fence and white stucco home come into view, a knot forms in my chest. People say dogs mirror our energy, but our mirror must be broken because Richie bounds eagerly down the terraced yard the instant I lift the latch.

Wiping the sweat from my temples, I tap at the side door before turning my key in the lock.

“Joy?” I call, soft-footing it across the creaky hardwood floor.

In the living room, I stop mid-step. There are leaves everywhere— on the sofa, the coffee table, the chairs. The broken swing-door window sways in the breeze.

Another tap at the side door. Another key in the lock. The shuffle of feet.

Mallory enters with a sigh. “I guess our fix-it job didn’t work.” Instead of her usual tank top, she’s mixed things up with a black fitted tee advertising her wife’s business in vintage typeface: QUINN’S CUPCAKERY.

I’m relieved she’s here. Joy may not be answering my texts, but clearly we’re still recording today.

Mallory considers me when I don’t respond. “You okay? You look—” She waggles a hand.

“I’m fine.” I’m unconvincing, so I add, “A tree smashed my shed last night.”

“Shit.”

I nod.

“Wait. Not the Zen Den.”

I nod again.

“Bummer.” She whispers this with the reverence of a eulogy.

It’s more than a bummer. That twenty-by-fifteen outbuilding was the reason I bought my house in the first place, and I’ve put a lot of money into it since. But I have bigger problems right now. Watching my feet as I proceed down the stairs, I brace myself for Joy’s face. All I need is a one-dimpled smile. If she smiles, we might be okay.

Only, she’s not here. The workstation in the main room is empty, as are the adjoining offices. Which leaves the bedroom. The door is cracked, and the bed is made. “Joy?” I call quietly.

No reply. Of all the scenarios I imagined playing out today, this did not make the cut.

“No one’s here,” I say when Mallory joins me downstairs.

Mallory scans the room, as if I might have overlooked two fully grown humans. “Are you sure?”

A worry slithers up my spine. I try Joy’s cell. Straight to voicemail. Avoiding the other unanswered messages on the screen, I write, We’re at your house. When there are no ellipses, I add, cringing, We said 11, right?

“They’re probably running an errand,” Mallory says, waving off my concern. She sits in her usual chair at the desk and starts prepping the audio equipment.

I try to do the same, but my head hurts.

Reluctantly, I reread the texts I received from Xander last night. The first, just after Joy kicked me out: Call me. And then five minutes later: WHAT HAVE YOU DONE? I haven’t responded to either. Seeing that he wasn’t home when I was here, I’d hoped, perhaps naively, that his messages were unrelated to the matter Joy and I discussed. There are probably a dozen things I’ve done this week that warrant an all-caps admonition. Feeling sick, I type: Where are you?

Richie scratches to be let in from the private terrace. I open the door, and he patters past me and up the stairs. His nails click click click on the hardwood as he circles the house, and then he’s back, staring up at me with expectant eyes. I glance around, understanding. “Have you seen Potsie?”

Mallory twists her lips. “Maybe they’re walking him.”

She knows that neither Joy nor Xander would take their dog for a walk when we’re supposed to record. I humor her with a “Maybe” and slip outside.

The Santa Anas are picking up again, blowing in another round of torrid air. Fir needles flurry to the ground as Richie tails me up the stone-step pathway to the detached garage. I poke my head inside; it smells of must and turpentine. Xander’s Maserati is parked in its usual spot, but his 1964 MG is notably absent.

“Where’s your brother?” I say to Richie, kneeling down to scratch behind his floppy ears.

My head throbs when I straighten, and I shade my eyes against the dappled sunlight. What I see next confuses me. Retracing my steps down the hill, I stop to stare at the gaping hole in the exterior side wall, right between the tall firestick plant and the overgrown laurel. There should be a window here, but looking inside, I can see the glass has shattered spectacularly, violently, covering every surface of Joy’s bathroom.






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Early Days

I can sleep anywhere. Classrooms, restaurants, movie theaters, hiking trails—you name it, I’ve probably slept there. This is not a blessing, as my friends with insomnia have suggested. Before medication and routine helped me cope, I lived in constant limbo. Sudden sleep was not an if, but a when and how and where. Medical professionals call these bouts of uncontrollable sleepiness “attacks.” I prefer to call them naps. I was napping when I first met Benny.

A neighbor’s rock band was playing the Echo that night. You may have heard of the place—concert venue in Echo Park, standing room only, everyone squished together in a rectangular black room smaller than an elementary school auditorium? It’s special.

I was on the concrete floor near the back wall, head resting on my arm. Benny nearly tripped over me on his way out of the restroom.

Most often in situations like these, I’m unaware of my environment, as people typically are when they’re asleep. I might doze for a few seconds to a few hours before waking on my own. Sometimes refreshed, sometimes not. I had no way to know how long I’d been out on that dirty floor, but when Benny came upon me I was trapped in a state of sleep paralysis: aware of my location but seeing a “dream” version of the dark club behind closed eyelids, complete with shadowy figures and flashing lights. I knew I was hovering in that liminal space between wakefulness and oblivion, but my body refused to move.

Until, assuming I’d had too much to drink, Benny tapped my shoulder a few times. Hey, wake up. That was all it took. The spell was broken. My eyes opened, I turned my head, and there he was: my Benny.

You know when you meet someone, and there’s that crystal-clear moment where you think, I need more of this in my life, or, conversely, I need to get the hell away from this person as fast as I can? I saw Benny’s lopsided smile and wild copper curls, and I didn’t run. He scratched his beard and said, “There you are.”

“Here I am,” I mumbled back.

He tried to take me outside, but I said I was fine. The band started playing a cover of The Cure’s “Lovesong,” and I let him help me up, and he kept an arm around me as we sang along about enduring love.

True story. We’ve been best friends ever since.

But how, you ask, did we get here? That’s the whole point of this memoir, isn’t it? To explain the inconceivable path our chaotic lives took to get to this point, where we have an incomprehensible thirty-five million downloads per month? (Seriously, friends. My mind will never, ever be able to grasp this, and I will never, ever stop being grateful to you for taking the time to rate, review, and subscribe. All the sparkling hearts. ALL OF THEM.)

That story is a tad more convoluted. Let me begin again.

The excessive daytime sleepiness started in the fall of my sophomore year of high school. My parents thought it was typical teenage stuff. A growth spurt, late bedtimes, too-busy schedule. I was tired all the time, but no one found this alarming because every fifteen-year-old is tired. Who can stay awake during social studies? Who doesn’t have trouble waking at the crack of dawn? I trudged along like this for most of that first semester until it started to affect my grades.

Doctors thought it was mono. I was told to rest, and that it would eventually run its course. But a month passed, then two, and I wasn’t getting better. In fact, sleep was consuming my entire life. We tested my thyroid, checked for anemia, diabetes, kidney disease. The words chronic fatigue syndrome were tossed around for a while. Nothing stuck.

I liken it to a broken on-off switch. One second I’m awake, the next my head is heavy. Gravity bears down on me and my eyes begin to burn. My head starts to bobble as my body turns off, on, off, on, and before I know it, sleep is Dorothy’s spiraling house, and I’m the Wicked Witch of the East with nothing but my striped socks and red shoes sticking out. Once it begins to fall, I cannot escape its path.

I want to be clear. This is MY experience with narcolepsy. Every person with narcolepsy has a different story with different challenges and different ways of managing their care. I know some who can multitask their way out of an attack—eating sour candy while driving a long straight road, say, to combat the monotony that would otherwise lull them to sleep. Others who have such severe daytime sleepiness that, despite all meds, it can be nearly impossible to complete even simple tasks. Others still who experience cataplexy, i.e., a sudden loss of muscle control when the brain confuses wakeful emotional stimuli with the emotions experienced during REM sleep. With cataplexy, triggers like stress, surprise, euphoria—even a simple joke—can make the body go limp as if the person is deeply dreaming. If you’ve listened to our podcast, you know how often I laugh. I do not have narcolepsy with cataplexy. And not all people with cataplexy have narcolepsy. As with all diseases and disorders, there is no one-size-fits-all.

But I digress—I’m already digressing! Lord help me, this book is going to be just like our podcast. I was getting around to the moment I first understood the magnitude of my problem.

Picture this scene: Early 2000s. The summer before my junior year. I’m sixteen years old, an only child living in California’s Inland Empire—think smog, heat, smack-dab between Los Angeles and Palm Springs. At this time, there are a lot of dairy farms nearby, so add in some smells. I haven’t been diagnosed yet, I’m swimming in a vat of molasses, and yet all I want is my driver’s license. My parents have promised they’ll give me lessons when I can hold my head upright for longer than half an hour at a time, but I am ready yesterday. I’m Veruca Salt at the chocolate factory right before she drops down the “bad egg” chute. “Don’t care how, I want it nooooooowwwwwww…” I even look like Veruca. Wavy brown hair, little button nose. My nose has since grown into my face.

My best friend this fateful summer, Vanessa, has a cream 1973 El Camino. An absolute boat that can accordion any other car in a head-on collision without suffering so much as a scratch. I’ve been playing down my symptoms, and Vanessa is bored between shifts at Chuck E. Cheese, so I ask her to let me take it for a spin.

Always game for adventure, Vanessa wheels in while my parents are at work and hands me the key. I wait until it’s in the ignition to admit I don’t know how to operate a manual transmission. I omit the part about not knowing how to drive, period, preferring to focus on how the stick itself is a bit of a mystery.

“Teach me,” I beg. “I bow to your superior knowledge of shifting devices.”

Vanessa is a cheerleader and a math whiz, and she loves it when people pay court to her intelligence. “All right, fine,” she says. “But only in the neighborhood.”

To her credit, she’s a good teacher. We’re rolling with the windows down through my lower-middle-class tract home development in no time. What happens next is all me. I’m riding high while quite literally riding low, and then … my on-off switch breaks. I’m a bobblehead. Sleep. Awake. Sleep. Awake. I slap my face, begging my body, Not now, not now, as my hands and feet fumble to downshift. The more I panic, the less the car cooperates, and Vanessa is laughing because I’m only going five miles per hour and she thinks I’m making some sort of joke, and suddenly I remember that all I have to do is slam on the brakes. But it’s too late. Dorothy’s house has landed.

Next thing I know, Vanessa is shaking my shoulders, screaming and crying, and the boat is ashore, hugging a squat Canary Island palm.

Well, technically, the tree took the brunt of the damage. But that was all my parents and I needed to metaphorically wake up and get proper help.

Two sleep studies later, we had a diagnosis. In hindsight, this should have been fairly obvious. Without proper treatment, my particular brand of narcolepsy is rather severe, and I was not treating it properly. My symptoms were a blazing marquee:


NOW PLAYING

NARCOLEPSY!

STARRING JOY MOORE



Armed with a name for my disorder, I was finally able to seek focused medical care. But much to my disappointment, there was no tidy before/after transformation.

No one wants to be treated like a sick person, and navigating the world of disability is uniquely complicated when your disability is invisible. My friends couldn’t understand, especially in those early days, why I couldn’t suck down a caffeinated drink and feel better. Teachers thought I was lazy. Dramatic. A few made snide comments: “I guess my class isn’t entertaining enough to keep you awake?”

Fifth period became nap time in the nurse’s office, which charged my battery the minimum amount necessary to finish classes, after which I went home and immediately napped again. On average, I needed three daily naps, occasionally four, plus dozens of five-to-ten-second micro-naps in between. On top of which we were testing out different combinations of stimulants, cognition-enhancing medications, nighttime sleep aids (because believe it or not, nighttime sleep is not always restful with narcolepsy), and SSRIs for the resulting anxiety and depression that eventually set in.

Not quite how I expected to spend my prime years of high school, to say the least.

After barely graduating, I decided to put off college for a while. It wasn’t like I had any idea what I wanted to do with my life anyway. But with too much time and not enough distractions, I began to despair. Veruca Salt took her leave and Eeyore moseyed in to take her place. Noting my significant regression, my therapist suggested I take an art class to get my head out of my ass. I chose an online graphic design course because it could be done at my leisure with a computer I already owned. I figured it might help me get into college whenever I was ready to take that next step.

I’m going to brag now. I’m a good graphic designer. And my god, was it a relief to discover this. I threw myself into those early projects. I knew nothing about typography or branding, but I had an eye for space and texture, along with a newly acquired patience for learning. After finishing my first course, I took a second, and then a third, and then professors began passing my name along to small businesses in need of basic graphic design. These jobs led to larger freelance jobs, and all of a sudden, I was making a living. A humble living, but a living nonetheless. All on my own time, without a college degree. It was a freedom akin to getting one’s driver’s license, I imagined. I hadn’t yet gotten mine.

My parents didn’t want me to move out, but I was resolute. The SSRIs had pulled me out of my coffin, the stimulants had thinned the molasses, and I was following a rigid sleep schedule. Which helped. Which I intended to keep. I found a modest one-bedroom apartment nearby and begged them to cosign. “You should be relieved that you’re driving me nuts,” I told them. “It means I’m feeling better.”

They gave in. And let me tell you, friends, that first taste of independence is a mighty powerful drug. Chili cheese Fritos for dinner? Done. Dancing in my underwear? Ear-splitting singalongs to the Wicked soundtrack? Done and done. I even tried my hand at online dating, most of which were one-offs when I dropped the big N. Narcolepsy is not, as it turns out, a sexy reason to mention your bed.

The next few years were boring by pretty much anyone’s standards. I took more classes, worked my tail off, and built my client base. By the time I was twenty-five, I’d saved some money and was ready for a change.

Enter Benny.






Benny Abbott


Day One

From the doorway, Mallory and I stare at the jagged shards blanketing every surface of Joy and Xander’s bathroom—the floor, the clawfoot tub, both sinks, even the toilet seat. Neither Joy nor Xander are answering their phones.

“We should call the cops, right?” I ask. “Should we call the cops?”

“And tell them what?”

I toss her a harsh look, which she immediately dismisses.

“It was probably just the wind. Same thing that happened upstairs.” Mallory crunches over the glass in her Birks to jiggle the window frame on the far wall. “Look. No brace. And the latch is loose.” She jiggles that too.

I find it hard to believe such an explosive shattering was weather related, but she has a point. There are no other signs of intrusion. Nothing is missing, as far as we can tell. Nothing else is broken.

I try Joy again. Again, straight to voicemail. “Where are you?” I say, knowing she never listens to her messages. “We’re here, and you’re not here, and there’s a lot of broken glass, so just … please call us back.”

Breathing slowly through my nose, I strive to take Mallory’s lead. No reason to panic yet. I remind myself that Joy and Xander are only thirty minutes late, the winds were indeed strong last night, strong enough to yank a 150-foot tree out of the ground, and Joy has every reason to ignore my texts.

Joining Mallory at the window, I run my hands along the frame. At the top right corner is a white plastic sensor, which gives me an idea. Mallory follows me upstairs and hovers at my shoulder as I tap at the alarm system control panel. It doesn’t respond. “That’s … huh. It’s off.”

Mallory presses a button on the side and it flashes to life. We wait for the main screen to load and follow the prompts to view all recent recordings.

There’s nothing from the past twenty-four hours. We exchange a frown.

“Maybe they took another meeting with our lawyers?” Mallory suggests.

I concede this is possible, though Xander usually handles that stuff alone.

She pulls up the number for their office and sets the phone to speaker. As it rings, I whisper, “I’ll try Joy’s parents, just in case.”

She nods, and I trudge down the stairs. I have no intention of calling Joy’s parents. She sent them on a transatlantic cruise out of London for their fortieth wedding anniversary; if I’ve got my dates right they’re in the middle of nowheresville right now. Instead, there’s something I need to check before I properly lose my cool.

I hear a chipper woman pick up on Mallory’s phone as I deposit myself at Joy’s computer. Joy recently changed her password in homage to our Happy Days namesakes here at TSMSYL. I key it in—potsierichiefonzie, no spaces, no caps—and run a search on all recent audio recordings. A list comes up, and I quickly toggle through it for anything Joy might have saved last night.

Soon, I’ve searched the hard drive, the cloud, the trash, Joy’s email. There are no files from last night anywhere, by any name. The discovery—or lack thereof—makes me so lightheaded I have to step outside into the wind.

“No one’s heard from them,” Mallory says, joining me several minutes later, adding that she also called our merch manager and research assistant. “I checked our socials too.”

The mention of our socials adds another prickly layer to my concern. “And?”

“Nothing.”

I need more. “Nothing from…?”

“You-know-who? No.” She scans my face. “What are you not telling me?”

In the six months since Mallory joined the team, I’ve observed her relationship with Xander as an anthropologist might study a new species. Do they look like siblings? Undeniably. Sound like siblings? Sometimes, when Mallory pulls her Danish accent out from retirement. But do they act like siblings? Still open for debate. If I didn’t know better I’d say they were fair-haired dignitaries playing nice for politics’ sake, but maybe they’re chummier when I’m not around. In which case, Mallory might be able to offer some insight.

Hoping I don’t sound as anxious as I feel, I ask, “How has Joy seemed to you lately? Has she seemed different at all?”

“Why?”

I’m still considering my response when Richie sprints across the yard, barking his Look at that! bark. He’s so loud, and so adamant, that Mallory and I get up to inspect. We find Joy’s neighbor Carlotta in a colorful apron on the other side of their shared metal fence. She calls out to us when she sees us, waving a pair of gardening gloves over her head.

I’ve become moderately acquainted with Carlotta since Joy and Xander bought this house. After two decades of serving Los Angeles as a criminal court judge, she took an early retirement five years ago when she was diagnosed with leukemia. Joy’s been helping her with her garden since the cancer recurred last fall. She’s now in the maintenance-chemo phase of treatment, and as we approach, I note puffy moons beneath tired eyes.

“Glad I ran into you,” she says, downy white hair fluttering in the wind. “I just picked my weight in produce, and I need you to take some of it off my hands. What do you like? Beans? Romaine? Eggplants? Carrots?”

“That all sounds great, thanks,” Mallory says with a tentative smile. “But first—have you seen Joy or Xander this morning?”

Carlotta tucks her gloves into her apron and shakes her head. “Can’t say I have.”

“What about Potsie?” I add.

“Is something wrong?”

I explain about the bathroom window, the unanswered calls.

“That’s not good.” She glances up at her house, a forest-green wood-sided home built into the hill, and then down the far end of her property, which dips fenceless into a ravine. “Come to think of it, I’ve seen the coyote a few times”—she pronounces it as two syllables: ki-yote—“but no Potsie. Maybe they’re walking him?”

The screen door opens on her back porch, and her partner emerges with a small-toothed grin. As with every other time I’ve spoken with him, he’s flaunting his bronze abs by way of a fully unbuttoned shirt. The only visible hair on his person is atop his head—silver and close cut with a deep widow’s peak.

“Emil.” Carlotta beckons him over. “They’re looking for Joy and Xander.”

A former Hollywood stunt double, Emil is now an elite personal trainer who dabbles in vintage car restoration—a unique trifecta that lends itself to the title “Master of All Bodyworks.” Or so his business card says. I find him best in small doses, but Xander seems to like him; they train together twice a week. I explain the situation once more when he joins us at the fence.

He pushes his lower lip out in thought. “Haven’t seen them today, no.”

“Has there been anyone else on the property? Or lingering around outside?” I can see that Carlotta knows why I’m asking. She raises her eyes to Emil, who shakes his head.

“What about the MG?” If anyone were to notice it around, it would be Emil, seeing that Xander bought it off him only a few months ago. “It’s not in the garage.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Emil slaps his bare stomach with a laugh. “You were starting to worry me for a second. They must be out for a spin.”

He sounds so confident I don’t bother reiterating the fact that this is not something they would do when we’re about to record.

“He’s right,” Carlotta says with a firm nod. “They’re grown adults. I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for all of this. Now go on up to the gate.” She waves us toward the street, already backing away. “I’ll have Emil meet you with a couple boxes of veggies.”

Mallory and I exchange uncertain frowns but do as she says.



THREE HOURS LATER, we’re no closer to answers. We’ve called everyone we can think of, but no one’s seen or heard from either Joy or Xander. We’ve double-checked our socials. We even drove the neighborhood in case Joy took Potsie for a walk alone—an unlikely scenario considering her current reluctance to leave the house. Nonetheless, we checked every path, every dead end, every alley, until we could say with relative certainty that she wasn’t dozing in any gutters. Out of ideas for now, Mallory and I figure the least we can do is help board up the window, lest a family of raccoons move in when no one’s watching.

At the bottom of Joy’s terraced yard is a windowless metal shed. I pull a string and the light bulb buzzes to life. The dust is caked on in some places; in others, it’s been recently swept. In the corner are the old paint cans the previous owners transferred with the property. Propped against the far wall, behind a wheelbarrow, is an array of wood scraps.

I move the wheelbarrow and start plonking old boards and pallets aside to reach the half sheet of plywood in the back. Even over the racket I’m making, I can hear Richie barking at the top of the yard. I yell at him to stop as I slide my findings out the door.

“Watch for splinters,” Mallory calls from a nearby tree stump.

“I could use a hand.” I can carry it myself but I don’t want to. What I want is for Joy to walk through the gate and explain that she lost her phone, or took a nap in the grocery store, or needed stitches after cutting herself on broken glass.

Mallory sidles up to the plywood, but before we lift I say, “Can I tell you something, and can you promise not to jump to conclusions?”

She studies me with piercing scrutiny. “You know you can, and you know I can’t.”

I weigh my options, decide it’s a bad idea to go on, and do it anyway. “I was here last night. After we recorded.”

Her eyebrows lift.

“You promised not to jump to conclusions.”

“No, I didn’t. Was Xander home?”

“No.”

“Okay.” She stretches the word out. “And you’re telling me this because…”

“Because I’m not sure what to think. I didn’t stay long. She kicked me out almost as soon as I got here.” I focus on a knot in the plywood. “Before that, though, she said some stuff.”

Richie is howling now. Again, I yell. Again, he ignores me.

“It’s probably the coyote.” Mallory pronounces it like Judge Carlotta. “What stuff?”

“She said she wanted to take a break from the podcast.”

“A break,” Mallory repeats.

“Obviously I get it,” I go on, already uncomfortable. “It’s been a bad couple of months. We should take a break. But…”

“The contract.”

“I feel bad even saying it. It’s only money.”

“Life-changing money.”

“It’s not about the money,” I say as firmly as I can. “It’s just, I thought we were on the same page.” I cringe, remembering the look on her face when she told me to leave. The things I said. I may never stop cringing. “So I guess I’m wondering if you have any … insights. To share.”

Richie’s howls are now interspersed with whiny yaps. I can’t read Mallory’s expression. “Do you?” I ask.

She shakes her head. Then, “Richie sounds weird.”

I don’t want to change the subject now that we’re here, but she’s right. Reluctantly, I follow her around the house, and when I see what my dog is barking at, I start running.

Potsie is outside the gate. Alone.






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Thirteen Years Ago

Things I didn’t know about Los Angeles when I first moved here:

Public transportation sucks. There are as many struggling actors as they say. Name-dropping is weirdly common. There is far more creativity per capita than the average city. There is far more beauty per capita than the average city. You can make over $200,000 a year and still not be able to afford a home. Graffiti is ubiquitous, as are hairy palm trees, which tend to drop their fronds whenever it’s windy. It’s often windy. Traffic is as bad as everyone says. Concerts at the Hollywood Bowl are magical, as are symphonies at the Walt Disney Concert Hall. You can make over $300,000 a year and still not be able to afford a home. If you don’t live near the beach, summers can be brutally hot. The Pacific Coast is glorious. It rarely rains. People actually like that it rarely rains. When the sky does open, it opens biblically to mudslides, floods, and heroic dog rescues in the Los Angeles River. Also, accidents: Angelenos can’t drive in the rain to save their lives. Streets are frequently blocked off for filming. Street parking is a nightmare. Cars are status symbols. People are excited to talk about politics. Trees lose their leaves in December and bloom in January. There are only a few hiking trails with adequate shade. You can make over $400,000 a year and still not be able to afford a “good” home. Unhealthy air-quality days occur frequently. Because of the particulate matter causing said air, sunsets are spectacular. Exercise is best done publicly: yoga in parks, weight training in gyms with wall-to-wall windows, bike rides on beaches, runs on dusty paths. Street tacos are scrumptious. The West Hollywood Halloween parade is second to none. Earthquakes are rare. Fire season is terrifying. Celebrity sightings are common. LAX is a disaster. If you go to a concert alone, you might end up meeting your soulmate.



BENNY AND I were BFFs from day one. After the band played their final song, he walked me home and waited on the street until I was safely inside. The next afternoon, he knocked on my door. “Just wanted to say hi.”

We went for tacos at my favorite Mexican joint around the corner and talked for four hours straight about movies and art and books and childhood pets. He was warm and funny, and I liked the way he searched my face while I was talking, as if trying to read between the lines. I felt certain from our first bowl of bottomless chips that he would make an indelible mark on my life.

Benny and I hung out the next day, then the next. He took me to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and we zigzagged through the 202 streetlamps of the large-scale Urban Light sculpture, watching strangers pose in all manner of candid and professional photos.

“How many selfies do you suppose these lamps are in?” I asked.

Benny nudged me and pointed to the center of the sculpture, where a man was proposing to his girlfriend on bended knee.

“I bet it’s not real.” I eyed the photographers who were there to capture the moment. “It’s probably for a magazine.”

The girl said yes—“Yes, yes!”—and pulled her fiancé into an embrace.

“Looks pretty real to me,” Benny said, brushing away a tear.

I tucked my chin to hide my smile. I’d never met anyone who wore his heart on his sleeve the way Benny did. I liked him. He was so adorable with that explosion of curls, that bushy beard, those watchful green eyes. We hadn’t yet addressed the elephant in the room, but he was taking up more and more space every day. Were we hanging out or were we dating?

I brought it up at dinner. “So, I have kind of a weird question to ask.”

“I guess I have a weird question to answer, then.”

Running a finger down the condensation on my water glass, I said, “Are we…? I don’t want to overstep and make things awkward, but I wasn’t sure if we were … I mean, it’s totally fine if you don’t see me that way, but I guess I was just … wondering…”

In case it wasn’t obvious from the proposal scene above, let it be known that Benny has no poker face. It was one of my favorite things about him until that very moment.

“Oh,” he said.

My stomach dropped. I was an idiot. “Never mind, it’s cool. I get it.”

“No, no, it’s not that…” He looked down at his half-eaten burger.

All around us, there was laughter and music, the clinking of utensils. I should have waited until we were done eating to ask. “You don’t have to explain.”

“No, I do. Because I like you. A lot. It’s just that I … I got into a bit of trouble before I moved to LA.”

“In Tucson?”

He nodded.

I knew only that he’d landed in Tucson after his mom died in a car accident. Grief-stricken, he’d traveled aimlessly around the States for several months, finally settling in the desert with a group of old high school friends. He’d explained this on day one, matter-of-factly, as if stating the plot points in a book report, so whatever he was struggling to say now must be bad. “Are you married? Do you have a wife and two children you’re not telling me about?”

His eyebrows lifted. “Cold.”

“Did you murder someone?”

“Still cold.”

“Are you in trouble with the law?”

He ducked his head a little and scratched his beard. “Warm.”

I pressed my back to the booth and crossed my arms. “Don’t make me guess anymore.”

“I was arrested for selling peyote.”

I laughed. “Psychedelics?”

He picked up a fry. Dropped it. Sighed. “And also assault.”

I’ll admit this one took me by surprise. That afternoon, I’d watched in awe as Benny let an entire bus full of tourists cut in front of us to buy tickets. He didn’t bat an eye. The man did not have a temper. “Who’d you assault?”

It was obvious he didn’t want to say; I urged him to continue.

“I’m told I had an altercation with a convenience-store owner because he was out of Cactus Cooler,” he said to his plate. He didn’t remember. It was a bad trip, drugs procured by a friend of a friend of a friend. The experience terrified him, and he vowed he would never do it again, and his parole officer must have believed him because she granted him permission to move to Los Angeles for work.

“Wow.” I let this sink in for a while. Parole. He was obviously waiting for me to offer some indication on how I felt about this, so I shuffled through my thoughts. “Cactus Cooler was my favorite soda when I was a kid.”

The corners of his lips turned up.

“Is that why…” I pointed to his water glass. I’d thought it a refreshing show of confidence that he’d chosen water over booze the last few times we’d gone out, but now I saw it in a different light.

“I want to be in a good place.” He took my hand across the table. “I’m working hard to be in a good place. It’s just, I think you may be my first real adult friendship, and I don’t want to mess it up.”

My chest was heavy, but I managed a toothy grin. “I don’t want to mess it up either.”

Now. In case you’re wondering: I wouldn’t have mentioned Benny’s scrape with the law if he hadn’t already discussed it on the podcast. I’m only including this particular story because everyone, literally everyone, asks if we were ever romantically involved. And the answer is no. From this day forward, we were bigger than that.

Around Benny, my life made sense. Words came out of my mouth in the correct order. My funny side returned. He taught me how to eat sushi and took me to classic film screenings in the Hollywood Forever Cemetery. I bought him the limited-edition high-top Converse he wore every day. He picked out my first and only tattoo: three Zs ascending upward on the inside of my wrist, the symbol for sleep. I helped him build a website for his freelance audio engineering business. He paid me back with client referrals, and I thanked him with tacos, and we gained weight together, and lost weight together, and within months I couldn’t imagine life without him.

That winter, I joined his family for Christmas in his Fort Collins, Colorado, childhood home. It was the first time I’d met his dad, Ronald, and his sister, Sarah, who was visiting from Connecticut, where she was getting her PhD in clinical psychology. It was snowing, and everyone was adorable in their flannels and chunky socks, and we drank hot chocolate and ate stew and played loads of competitive board games.

“What’s a one-percenter’s favorite dice game?” Ronald said in the middle of a raucous round of Yahtzee.

“Please don’t start with the dad jokes,” Sarah said.

“Yacht-zee,” Benny and I groaned in unison.

I loved his family like my own.

Later, in the kitchen, his dad pulled me aside. “I want to thank you.”

“Thank me?” I glanced around, as if the old electric stove or scalloped oak cabinet trim could explain. I couldn’t think of any reason he should be thanking me. For doing the dishes? For the cheesy I [image: heart emoji] LA ornament I gave him? For the brownies Benny and I impulse-purchased on the last grocery run?

“Benny’s been so much better since he met you.”

Oh. I blushed. “Well, I’ve been better since I met him.”

Ronald nodded thoughtfully and gently stroked his salt-and-pepper jawline whiskers. Like Benny, he had a full beard. “When his mom died … well, you know.”

I understood what he was getting at, but when it came down to it, I didn’t know because I couldn’t imagine the man Benny had apparently been before. All I knew was that the man he’d become was thoughtful and bighearted, someone who cried while watching probably-fake proposals at LACMA.

“I’m so sorry about Helen.” It was a load off to say it. It felt like everyone had been dancing around her ghost, and I was desperate for details—what kind of personality she had, and how she and Ronald met, and how her laugh sounded, and what kind of books she read, and why she let Ronald hang so many animal busts on the living room wall—but who was I to bring her up? On this one topic, Benny’s family was uncharacteristically tight-lipped. On occasion, one of them might allude to Helen in a story, but I was forever left grasping for more. I wanted anecdotes. I wanted the good stuff. I wanted the bad stuff. I wanted a time machine so I could knock on Helen’s door and thank her for making my best friend. “She sounds wonderful.”

“She was. She was.” He furrowed his brow. “I just pray he’ll stop blaming himself someday.”

I was certain I’d heard him wrong. “But … it was an accident.”

“That’s what I always say. And he always reminds me she wouldn’t have been out so late if he’d taken an earlier flight.”

This was news to me.

“Did he not…?” He covered his mouth. “I thought he would’ve…”

“He did,” I said quickly. “He told me.” I couldn’t let him worry he’d shared Benny’s deepest secret. “It’s—it’s not fair,” I whispered.

Ronald shook his head. “At my age, you learn to accept that fairness is fiction. I hope it’s not inappropriate to say you remind me of her.”

The compliment filled my heavy heart; it felt like it would burst. “I wish I could’ve met her.”

“Me too, honey. Me too.”

“You’re not gossiping about Benny’s sordid quarter-life crisis, are you?” Sarah said, entering the kitchen with an empty popcorn bowl. “Because if you are I want a front-row seat.”

“I can hear you,” Benny called from the bust-filled living room.

Ronald and I shared a smile, and Sarah fixed another bowl of popcorn, and the conversation was over.

Later later, Sarah stopped me in the carpeted hallway as I was getting ready for bed and whispered, “I joke to defuse emotional situations because that’s what us Abbotts do best, but my dad was right. Benny’s been better since he met you. So thank you. For giving me my brother back. And welcome to the family, because we’re never letting you go.”

The next day, settled at 35,000 feet in a plane headed for California, I closed my book, removed my neck pillow, and squeezed Benny’s arm. I couldn’t stop replaying the conversations I’d had with Ronald and Sarah, and I needed Benny to know, right then and there, how grateful I was to be a part of his life. What came out was: “Let’s say you’re visiting your best friend’s family for Christmas, and everyone’s being super nice, like, absurdly nice, and they’re making you feel so special and welcome and loved that your heart explodes. What do you do?”

His mouth twisted in amusement. “What do I do?”

I nodded once, my face the picture of seriousness. “How does one survive such a magnitudinous experience?”

“Magnitudinous?” He cupped his chin, appearing to give it serious thought. “Depends how big the explosion is, I suppose. Is there blood everywhere? Can I breathe?”

“You can breathe but you’ve been rendered speechless.”

“Am I in pain?”

I nodded again. “The most exquisite kind.”

A flight attendant tapped him on the shoulder and asked him to move his backpack for the drink cart. He kicked it out of the way and returned his attention to me. “So I can breathe but I can’t talk, and the pain is exquisite. Is my best friend with me?”

“She is.”

“Is she worried about me?”

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Whether he’d intended it or not, the question was loaded. Was I worried about him? Was there a reason to worry? Now that I knew he’d been blaming himself for his mother’s death, now that I understood what hurt he’d been holding deep inside, I didn’t think I could say no. “A bit.”

His expression wavered. “I wouldn’t want to cause concern, so I guess I’d just—” He put on an unconvincing smile, and gave me two thumbs up.

We’d found the first four seasons of Happy Days in his dad’s basement on Christmas Eve, and after marathoning the show, we’d taken to impersonating the Fonz—his double thumbs-up, his laid-back greaser-boy Ayyy. If you’re not familiar with this 1970s show about post–World War II middle-class America, you might not know that the Fonz was once the coolest character on television. He could power on jukeboxes with the thump of a fist and release sodas from vending machines with the tap of a shoe. If I could’ve used the “Fonzie touch” to magic the sadness out of Benny right then, I would have.

But before I could respond, he shook his head and let out a little laugh. “Magnitudinous.”

Indeed. I offered my own double thumbs-up in response, rested my head on his shoulder, and promptly fell asleep.

Back in LA, Benny moved into the apartment below mine. If we weren’t inseparable before, we were then. We went on grocery runs together. Shared Wi-Fi and logins for Netflix and Amazon. We started a book club with our neighbors. Canceled the book club when no one else read the books. Joined a dodgeball team. We attended film mixers together to scrounge up more audio engineering work for him, more graphic design work for me. I took him to art openings, and he took me to the Rose Bowl parade. He dared me to cut my hair short, and I dared him to shave his beard, and we both grew them back as fast as we could. Dancing happened. Naps happened. We went vegan together for two minutes. Ate a lot of ramen. There were countless pizzas and countless belly laughs at each other’s stupid jokes, and just thinking about this idyllic time makes me want to cry because we loved each other so much. And maybe, just maybe, we were a little bit in love with each other.

But then his dad died, and everything changed.






Benny Abbott


Day One

The detectives standing inside Joy’s bathroom are so far apart in age I almost ask if it’s Bring Your Grandson to Work Day. The younger of the two, Detective Price, has the nebulous jawbone and pliant skin of someone who hasn’t yet grown out of his baby face, on which he wears a constant smirk, probably in preemptive defense of said face. I instantly dislike him and focus all my attention on the senior detective, Keller, a woman with braided white hair, striking amber eyes, and the asterisk lip wrinkles of a smoker.

“Walk me through this one more time,” she says, pulling a latex glove from her pocket. “You were here last night.”

I glance back at Mallory, who’s hovering by the bedroom doorway, palms pressed to her abdomen like she’s suffering a stomachache. “Briefly. Thirty minutes tops.”

The glove goes on with a snap. Keller glances at Price, who’s been taking notes off to the side. “During which time your friend announced she wants a break from work.”

“Yes.”

“Did she say why?”

“No. She just said it was complicated, and that she would explain later.”

“Could she and her husband have taken a last-minute getaway?”

I shake my head. “They wouldn’t have left Potsie behind.”

“Maybe they had a neighbor watching him and he got out.”

“Joy would’ve left him with me. It’s not…” I shake my head again. “No. It’s not possible.”

Keller examines the empty window frame. “What did you say your work was, exactly?”

I stifle a sigh. I’ve already explained this. “We’re podcasters.”

“That’s your full-time job?” She says this as if it’s cute that we consider this an occupation.

“They’re actually pretty famous,” Mallory chimes in.

This gets Keller’s attention. Keller keeps her eyes trained on me as she exits the bathroom. “What did you say it was called?”

“This Story Might Save Your Life.”

She pulls back Joy’s white down comforter with her gloved hand. Flips over the pillowcases. “That’s the title?”

I can feel the conversation slipping out from under me. “It’s a comedy survival podcast. Every week has a different theme.”

“What’s this week about?” Price asks.

I tell them.

“Whales,” Price says, deadpan. “This is supposed to be funny?”

It’s clear I need to explain. “It’s about the delivery.” I shrug. “There’s a lot of ad-libbing.”

“Huh.” Expressionless, Keller turns to Mallory. “And what’s your role?”

“Assistant producer.” Mallory swallows. “I do some audio engineering. Scheduling. I coordinate the remote staff. That kind of thing.”

“Remote staff?” Keller asks. “What kind of remote staff?”

Mallory counts them off on her fingers: “Research assistant, merch team, webmaster, and social media manager. All part-time.”

“Have any of them been unhappy lately? Anyone ask for a raise they didn’t get, anything like that?”

I cut a questioning glance at Mallory.

“No,” Mallory says firmly.

“Any fights with family? Money problems?”

“I wouldn’t say problems, exactly.” I rub the back of my neck, aware that my hand has begun to tremble. “We’ve been in negotiations for a pretty significant distribution deal with Apex Plus, and it’s been dragging out, so that’s been stressful.”

A flicker of surprise passes over Keller’s lined face. “The Apex Plus?”

Nodding, I briefly explain that the entertainment conglomerate is expanding its purview, hoping to make a big splash in the podcasting pool with a few chart-topping names.

“Chart-topping, huh?” Keller says. “How significant a deal are we talking?”

I watch Mallory flatten herself against the wall. “In the eight-figure range,” I say.

Keller coughs. I can see the wheels turning in Price’s head as he works through all those zeros.

“Low? High?” Keller says when she recovers.

“Thirty.”

“Million?” Price asks.

I nod.

Keller lets out a long, throaty whistle.

It’s a shocking number, I’ll be the first to agree. When they presented the deal a few months ago, my eyes bugged straight out of my head. But it’s since been one delay after the other, and I’m beginning to wonder if it will actually happen. Doubt is easier to hold on to than hope. “We’re still negotiating.”

“And yet Joy wants to take a break from the podcast.”

I confirm this with a miserable shrug.

“I’m sorry,” Price says, shaking his head. “This ad-libbing … this whale stuff. This is worth thirty million dollars?”

“People love them,” Mallory says. “They have fans with a capital F.”

“About that.” I clear my throat, ready to move on. When I asked Joy why she wanted to take a break from the podcast, she insisted it had nothing to do with the topic I’m about to broach. But that was then, and now she’s missing, and I can no longer convince myself the two are not related. Watching Keller open a dresser drawer, I say, “Joy has a stalker.”

Keller shuts the drawer and crosses her thin arms. I have her full attention now.

“We don’t know who he is, but he claims to be our biggest fan. Every time she leaves the house, there will be ten pictures of her just … you know. Buying bread or whatever.”

“Where, the tabloids?”

I shake my head. “Socials.”

I explain that we block him without fail, but it does nothing to deter him. He just changes his account. And then another ten pictures will show up the following day. “Could be my neighbor Ted. He’s a paparazzo, and he took a pretty unflattering video of Joy that went viral six weeks ago.” My chest swells with anger at the memory. “But that was the only time we ever caught him in the act.”

“And you’ve never seen anyone else? No other cameras, no other paparazzi?”

“People have taken pictures of us before, sure, but this is different. This is…” I search for the word. “Unrelenting.”

“And these photos—they’re just Joy? There are no pictures of you?”

“Xander’s in them sometimes. But yeah. Ninety percent of the time, it’s just Joy.”

“Have you reported this to the police?”

“Xander has,” I say. “Multiple times. But nothing’s ever come of it. They say it doesn’t fit the definition of harassment or something.”

Keller’s eyes run all over the bedroom, then return to me. “And no images have gone up since she disappeared?”

“None.”

“Interesting.”

I nod, although interesting isn’t the word I would choose. “There’s one other thing.” I feel like we’re already getting into the weeds, but I would be remiss to not bring it up. “A few months ago, one of our ad partners got in trouble for shipping out toxic food. An energy shake company. Something in the protein powder was making people sick.”

“How sick?”

“Very sick.” Hanging my head, I explain that dozens of consumers landed in the hospital with toxin poisoning. And even though we had no idea we were promoting a harmful product, not a clue, people blamed us just the same. “We’re survival podcasters, you know? We had to issue public apologies, find new ad partners. It got pretty ugly.”

“So you’re telling me…” Keller inhales noisily. “So you’re telling me there could be dozens of people who are angry with you?”

“We think the worst of it is over, but … yeah.” I swallow nervously. “Or more.”

Sucking her teeth, gaze held on me, Keller plucks the handheld from her belt. “And the narcolepsy? Have there been any alarming developments of late?”

“Not that we’re aware,” I say. “But it can be pretty unpredictable if not well managed. She never messes with her schedule. Not unless something is wrong.”

“All right.” Keller exchanges a glance with Price. “That’s enough for now. I’m calling in a team to process the scene.”

“Wait.” Mallory pushes off from the wall. “Really? You’re taking this seriously? You really think something happened to them?”

“We were never not taking this seriously.” Keller is already walking away. Over her shoulder, she says, “Go upstairs. I’ll have more questions for you in a bit.”



MALLORY AND I sit side by side on the green microsuede couch upstairs as we wait for our own personal episode of CSI to begin.

“This is bad,” Mallory keeps saying, rocking in place. “This is bad.”

I agree. This is bad. “We should’ve called the cops right away.”

Mallory straightens at the sound of Keller and Price ascending the stairs. They take the wing chairs to either side of the coffee table and, without ceremony, give us the lowdown: they’ll be putting out a BOLO, tracking credit cards, pinging cell phones. A team will be canvassing the neighborhood. The house will take anywhere from a few hours to a few days to process, depending on what evidence they find.

I stare at the Batchelder-tile fireplace, the one Joy mistakenly called a “bachelor” fireplace until Xander corrected her in his singsongy accent. All at once, it’s too real. I want to cover my ears. I want it to stop.

Keller releases a phlegmy cough into her elbow. Her amber eyes study us before she reaches for her phone. “I took a minute to check their socials while I was downstairs.”

She shows us the screen. On it is Joy, all teeth and chunky brown bangs, single dimple on full display, snuggling on this very couch with a golden-haired Xander. Caught mid-laugh, they look like models posing for a furniture ad. “Is this a good picture of them?”

My heart pangs as I nod.

Within an hour, technicians arrive in gloves and booties, hairnets and jumpsuits. My fingerprints are taken. Mallory’s fingerprints are taken. My headache fires up like an emergency roadside flare, and I start seeing dots; I realize I haven’t eaten all day. I want to leave, and I want to stay, and I can’t stay because the house is now being treated as a potential crime scene, and I can’t leave without doing one thing.

“I left my bag in the office,” I say when it’s time for us to go.

Keller tells Price to escort me, but I’m downstairs before he’s out of his chair. There are sounds coming from Joy’s bathroom, where at least two members of the tech team are working. My pulse thunders as I quickly grab what I need from the recording room. By the time Price joins me, I’m rubbing Fonzie’s shiny ducktail for good luck.

“Where do I know that guy from?” he asks.

I turn to him, heart still pumping with adrenaline. It’s an innocent enough question, but for some reason I can’t bring myself to explain.

Before Mallory and I leash the dogs, I catch Keller for one last question. “Should I make an announcement? On the podcast? In case our listeners have any information?”

“I can’t stop you, but I wouldn’t recommend it.” Keller shakes her head for emphasis.

I thank her and promise to be in touch.

It’s dark outside when Mallory and I exit onto the street. In the most abstract sense, I’ve been aware of the light changing through the windows, but it still feels like a betrayal. The world shouldn’t be spinning on its stupid axis as if nothing has changed. My head pounds as we let the dogs into the back of Mallory’s Jeep. They’re excited; they think they’re going on an adventure. I take the passenger seat and wait for Mallory to get in. She buckles up, fixes the mirrors. The Jeep is quiet except for the dogs panting in the back, and I’m about to ask why we’re not moving when she slams her hands against the steering wheel. “Fuuuuck.”

I exhale all the air from my lungs. “I know.”

Eventually, she starts the car. Before putting it into drive, she turns to me. “What’s that?”

I look down at the swag bag cradled in my lap. “Just my things,” I lie.






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Twelve Years Ago

It came out of the blue. A heart attack at the gas station. Ronald set the pump and sat down in the driver’s seat of his pickup truck, and by the time someone noticed him slumped over the center console he was already gone. Benny went home to settle the estate and ended up staying for three months. Despite Helen’s early death evidencing the fragility of life, no one had accounted for the possibility of Ronald’s early death, and his affairs were a mess. My heart broke for my best friend. He was still coming to terms with the loss of his mother, and now, without any warning, he was an orphan. I offered to come visit, but he didn’t want me to travel alone. It was early days with a new cognition-enhancing drug, and I was suffering from vertigo and migraines.

In those three months, I felt anxious and ineffectual. Lonely.

In those three months, I met Xander.

Ours was the quintessential coffee shop meet-cute. He grabbed my cappuccino, I grabbed his; we realized our mistake at the same time.

“Triple shot with oat milk and a dash of cinnamon?” he asked, reading off my cup with a sweet, melodic accent.

I read his; it was the same. “I guess there’s no point in switching…” I did a double take at the name scrawled in marker. “Zander?”

“With an X, not a Z.” He glanced down at the drink that was supposed to be mine. “I’m guessing no one ever misspells your name.”

“Roy?” I shook my head, deadpan. “Never.”

He laughed, and my lips spread into a grin.

“Your dimple is perfect,” he said.

“Your hair is very blond.”

“Would you like to join me at my table?”

He had the kind of smile you might expect in a Jane Austen movie: perfectly imperfect. Only, with that hair, those blue eyes, and those razor-sharp cheekbones, the effect was more Thor than Darcy. I like Thor. And so I said yes.

There was no lull in the conversation. He seemed to find me interesting; in turn, I felt interesting. My tract-home childhood in the Inland Empire wasn’t boring at all! Graphic design is riveting!

Xander had recently quit a high-stress regional management position at Hugo Boss in order to try his hand in the entertainment industry. “My father produces C-movies, which pay the bills, but I’m aiming for B’s and hopefully, eventually, A’s.” He was twelve when his parents divorced; that same year, his father moved him and his five-year-old sister from Denmark to Los Angeles.

“You weren’t even a teenager yet,” I said. “I’d have guessed you were a recent transplant with that accent.”

“I don’t want to lose it,” he said self-consciously. “I’ve been told it’s charming.”

Whoever told him this was not wrong. I lowered my head to hide my flush and backtracked slightly, expressing surprise that his father moved him so far from his mother.

He shrugged. “My mother wasn’t cut out for parenting.”

“Do you ever see her?”

“She’s not around anymore. Neither is my dad, for that matter.”

This made me think of Benny. When I said I was sorry for his loss, he waved my condolence away. “No no, not like that. They’re just doing their own thing.”

“Then I’m sorry for that loss.”

He tilted his head in a thoughtful way. “Me too.”

We sat there for two hours, long enough for me to grow tired. When I mentioned my sleep disorder, he propped his chin on his palm. “Narcolepsy,” he said, as if savoring the word. “How wonderfully unique.”

There were no tasteless jokes about Sleeping Beauty or indelicate comments about how nice it must be to get so much sleep. He didn’t suggest I was milking it in order to take advantage of disability benefits on account of the fact that I “don’t look disabled.” (Oh yes, friends, I’ve heard it all.) Xander said all the right things. I was wonderfully unique.

We went on two dates in two nights, both ending on my doorstep with a gentle kiss. I wasn’t sure what to make of this surprising development, but Xander was kind and handsome, and I was lonely.

On the third night, I came down with a high fever.

“I’ll bring you soup,” he said over the phone.

I was fairly certain this fever was the newest in a revolving door of drug-related side effects, so I let him. He arrived not with soup, but with the ingredients for soup, which he proceeded to make from scratch in my kitchen. I don’t remember nodding off, but when I awoke a few hours later he was beside me on the comforter, hair adorably rumpled.

“Did I sloup through…” Hearing myself, I tried again, doing my best to enunciate. “Sleep. Through the soup?”

He smiled, like this was the cutest thing he’d ever heard. “You did.” His lips turned down. “Unfortunately, I may have also caught the bug.”

I felt his forehead; he was burning up.

We stayed in bed for the next several days, shivering and snuggling under blankets, watching movies, holding hands, napping, slurping broth. Through our fever hazes, we got to know each other at fever pitch, and it was, hand on heart, one of the most romantic weeks of my life.

By the time Benny had packed his last box and turned over the keys to his childhood home, I’d fallen hard. Only problem was, Benny knew nothing about it. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him. It didn’t feel right to mention my own happiness while he was still deeply grieving.

I brought him pizza the night he returned. “I missed you,” I said, pulling him into a hug.

“I missed you too.” He held on for longer than usual. “You have no idea.”

“You changed shampoos.” I sniffed. “Eucalyptus?”

“Good nose.” He ran a hand through his curls and sank down onto the couch. “It was my dad’s.”

I dished out the slices. He took a bite and sighed. “It’s good to be home.”

“I’m sure. Is the house for sale now?”

“As of yesterday.”

“Does it feel weird?”

He nodded. “I didn’t realize my dad had kept so much of my mom’s stuff. He still had all her clothes. Her jewelry. Her sewing supplies. Five years, and I don’t think he went through a single drawer. There was even … stuff in her nightstand.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“What did you do with that?”

“That went in the trash.”

“Oh god.” I shuddered with secondhand embarrassment. “What about the rest?”

“My sister took a carload of stuff, but I mostly went for the photos.”

“No taxidermy busts?”

“I found them all good homes.”

“That makes me desperately sad.” I took his hand and squeezed it, then rested my head on his shoulder. “I’m really sorry, Benny.”

“Me too.”

Eventually, we ate and drank and talked about other things. Benny asked what I’d been up to and I realized I couldn’t keep it from him any longer. “Actually, I have something to tell you.”

“Yeah?” He shifted forward and cupped his knees. “I kinda have something to tell you too.”

“Kinda?”

The corner of his mouth lifted.

“Okay, but me first.” I needed to get it over with. “I met someone.”

He laughed. And then he realized I was serious. “What do you mean?”

“I mean…” I averted my eyes. “You know, a guy.”

This was not what he’d expected me to say. Nor did I expect his response. “I thought you were sick.”

“What?”

“Isn’t that why you didn’t come to Colorado?”

I frowned. “I didn’t come because you told me not to.”

“Because you were sick.”

“I was. But I would’ve come. I wanted to come.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

“Because I … because…”

“Because you were getting laid.”

“No.”

He stood and looked around, as if trying to find somewhere else to sit.

“It wasn’t like that,” I said. “The vertigo only stopped a few weeks ago.”

“I could’ve used your help.”

“I would’ve come. I wasn’t lying to you.” My voice was thin. I knew how I sounded, and I didn’t know how to fix it. He shouldn’t have told me to stay home. I shouldn’t have listened. Benny needed me. Of course he needed me. “I’m sorry.”

He grabbed our plates and brought them to the kitchen. I remained on the couch, regret an anchor in my stomach, listening to the old pipes squeal as he washed up. When I finally had the courage to join him, he was standing motionless at the sink.

“Benny.”

He turned around and ran a hand down his beard. I thought I might have to grovel. I hated that I’d upset him after all he’d been through.

Shaking his head, he said, “I shouldn’t have—that wasn’t fair.”

I noticed then the open beer on the tile countertop.

“I was going to tell you,” he said in answer to my unasked question. “I stopped in Arizona on my way back.” A judge had granted him early termination. His parole was over. He had a certificate and everything.

I closed the gap between us, wrapped my arms around his waist, and pressed my cheek to his chest. Beneath the eucalyptus, he smelled like grass on a hot day. Like Benny.

“I’m so sorry about your dad,” I said into his T-shirt.

His chest rose and fell. “Me too.”

We rocked in place. After a while, he angled back and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Tell me about this new guy.”



XANDER AND BENNY met a week later. Benny’s birthday was that Saturday, and I decided the best way to welcome him home was to host a party with our closest friends. Nothing fancy, just drinks and appetizers with the Angelenos who love him best.

“This really isn’t necessary,” Benny said when I answered the door.

“Hello to you too.” Hand on hip, I gave him a once-over. “Well done. I approve.”

He’d donned a black button-down for the occasion, untucked, with dark jeans. His curls were tame, and his beard was freshly trimmed. “Likewise.”

I twirled. My retro yellow cocktail dress had an impressively flared skirt. “Too much?”

“You’re perfect. What can I do to help?”

“Not a thing.” I instructed the birthday boy to sit while I fixed him a drink. A few minutes later, our friends started arriving—first some neighbors, then our dodgeball crew—and before I knew it the mood was festive, the music was loud, and everyone was pouring second drinks. I was returning from the kitchen with a plate of bacon-wrapped figs when I spotted Xander standing in my doorway holding a brown paper bag.

“You made it.” I set the plate down and greeted him with a hug.

His golden hair was held in place with pomade, and he wore a slate-blue sweater that brought out his eyes. “Sorry I’m late.” He smiled his perfectly imperfect smile, making my stomach flutter. “I couldn’t decide what to bring.”

I caught Benny watching us and waved him over.

“Benny, this is Xander. Xander, Benny.”

They exchanged greetings, and Xander handed him the bag. “Wasn’t sure what your drink was, so…”

Inside was a liter of scotch, another of gin, and a bottle of Dom Pérignon. Benny’s eyebrows shot up.

Xander scratched his head, as if embarrassed by his own generosity. “Happy birthday.”

“Thanks, man,” Benny said. “Wow. That’s nice of you.”

“Yeah, well. Heard you’ve had a rough couple of months, so…”

I could tell Benny didn’t want to talk about it, and I was about to change the subject when Xander said in his dulcet accent, “Joy tells me you’re an audio engineer? What does that entail?”

Xander was good at reading people, and even better at asking questions. I let myself relax as Benny explained that he got his start in music recording studios but mostly freelanced now, offering sound edits for media production services.

“You ever work on podcasts?”

“No,” Benny said, “but I’d be interested.”

I’d never listened to a podcast, not yet. I didn’t hop on that trend until Serial came out a few years later. One could say I’m not an early adopter of technology in any form, hence the ancient boom box that was at that moment blasting Weezer from the corner. Someone must have turned it up because I could barely hear Xander’s response.

“Hold on,” I shouted, excusing myself to take over volume control. Our dodgeball friends then wrangled me into a heated argument on Weezer’s OK Human versus Radiohead’s OK Computer, and by the time I returned, Benny and Xander were engaged in what appeared to be a Very Serious conversation.

“What did I miss?” I said, triangulating them. “What are we talking about?”

“Koalas,” Benny responded without missing a beat. “Did you know they can sleep up to twenty hours a day?”

“Of course I do. I was a koala in a former life. Did you know goats can’t look up or down without moving their heads?”

“Wow. That is completely related and equally interesting.”

I nodded. “But seriously, what were you talking about?”

“You,” Benny said.

I elbowed him, but this time he wasn’t joking. “Only good things, right?”

“Only good things.” Xander kissed the side of my head, sending a rush of warmth through my limbs. “Now. Are you going to introduce me to the rest of your friends?”

The party was a success. Everyone celebrated my best friend, and we all ate cupcakes, and laughed, and drank too much. When I started to fade Benny shooed everyone out, shouting, “Bedtime! You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here!” A few minutes later, he and Xander and I were the only three left standing.

“Joy and I will clean up,” Xander said. “You go, relax. It’s your birthday.”

“Nah, man, it’s cool.” Benny was already grabbing empty bottles. “We’ve got a whole system, right, Joy?”

“We do.” I removed the bottles from his hands. “And it usually involves me sitting on the couch and watching you do all the work. Xander is right. Go home, we’ve got this.”

Benny glanced back and forth between us. “If you’re sure.”

“Hundred percent.” I gave him a big hug to ease my rising guilt. “Happy birthday, Benny.”

“Okay.” He backed toward the door. “Thanks.”

Xander shook his hand, I waved goodbye, and then there were two.

“I think that went well,” I said.

“Yeah?” Xander searched my face.

I nodded and sat on the arm of my vintage green side chair. “Everyone liked you.”

“And I liked them.” Xander consolidated the leftover chips. Stacking the empty bowls, he said, “I may have to work on Benny, though.”

“What makes you say that?”

“A vibe.” He disappeared into the kitchen. Plates clinked. Silverware tinkled. Cabinets and drawers thudded closed.

When he returned, I said, “What was it you two were talking about earlier?”

“Nothing much. Just your basic getting-to-know-you stuff.”

“Xander.”

He wrapped his arms around my waist, drew me close, and nuzzled my neck. “He told me to be good to you.”

This sounded very Benny. I smiled. “And what did you say?”

He pulled back and looked me in the eyes. “I said I couldn’t imagine being anything but.”

I pressed my lips to his, and he ran his hands up and down my back, into my hair. Ignoring the mess, I led him to my bed.






Benny Abbott


Day One

The dogs breathe down our necks as Mallory negotiates the windy roads to my house. She parks in my driveway, and we each take a leash. Inside, I flip on my can lights and slowly lower the swag bag to the floor. The place is immaculate—every surface gleaming, the air a bright punch of lemon and vinegar. My house cleaner must have let herself out hours ago. When I left this morning, I told her I’d be back before she was done. I can barely comprehend that it’s the same day.

Richie, excited for a playdate in his own domain, springs across the furniture like the yellow bouncing ball in a sing-along video. Potsie, however, remains at my feet, watching me with probing eyes.

I bend down and kiss his head. “I wish you could talk.”

Mallory sighs.

When I stand, my eyes struggle to focus. I need food, and I need something for this headache. “Have you eaten?” I ask Mallory.

She holds out two shaking hands.

“Come on.” I lead her to the kitchen, where we both stop in our tracks.

“Bummer,” she says of the moonlit view outside my window.

I’d forgotten about the sideways tree. “Yeah.”

I pop some acetaminophen and feed the dogs as Mallory searches through my cupboards. “You eat like a child,” she says. I’m tempted to remind her that her wife owns a cupcake shop, but I bite my tongue. Mallory settles on a box of crackers, and I grab a block of cheese, and we take them to the sofa. The dogs join us as soon as they’re done with their kibble, waiting at our feet for crumbs to drop.

“I keep thinking we must be missing some obvious explanation,” Mallory says mid-chew. “Have you told me everything? What else happened last night?”

My jaw dislodges as I debate whether or not to come clean. I’d hoped for more intel before admitting the rest, but maybe I’ve been going about this the wrong way. Maybe Mallory can help. I get up, return with the swag bag, and fish out the rose-gold computer.

“Did you take that from—is that—”

“Joy’s? Yes.”

Mallory raises her eyebrows.

“Don’t judge.” I open it up. “Joy wanted to record an episode, just the two of us.”

“An episode,” Mallory repeats.

“She wanted to issue a statement. That we were taking a break.” I hesitate, then add, “She wanted it done before Xander came home.”

“Because he would’ve talked her out of it,” she says. Not a question.

“I can’t say I’d blame him.” Joy and I have sat through our fair share of meetings with Apex Plus, but it’s Xander who’s put in the most time. Hundreds of hours, likely. Not to mention the extortionate capital we’ve dropped on attorneys. All that, and the deal is still only hanging by a thread. “I kind of tried to talk her out of it too. It came out of nowhere. Like, we haven’t even finished the whale episode, and all of a sudden she wants a break? I was confused.”

“And she really didn’t explain?”

“No. I asked if it had something to do with the stalker. She said no. I asked if it had to do with negotiations. No. Health? No. She just said it was complicated and that was it.”

Mallory snaps a cracker in half and offers the pieces to the dogs. “Then what happened?”

“I backed off. I said if that was what she needed, then okay.”

“And then?”

“And then we started recording.” I’m already cringing at what horrible things might be on there if Joy didn’t get around to editing the episode. If I could give up a kidney to do last night over, I would. “And then she kicked me out.”

“Did you have a fight?”

“No. Maybe?” I can’t bring myself to look at Mallory’s face. “She changed her mind so fast. One minute she was telling me to sit down, the next she was saying she wanted to do it alone.”

“So you just left?” Her words are infused with disbelief. “Why didn’t you say any of this to the cops?”

My pulse is racing. I close the computer. It was a mistake to involve her.

“Hand it over.” She does the grabby motion with her fingers. When I don’t move, she does it again. “You want to find it before someone else does, right?”

I bite my lip. It’s like I’m staring straight at Xander when I meet her eyes. My shoulders drop. Joy isn’t the only one who’s missing. “But don’t go online,” I say. “In case—”

“They track it and realize you stole evidence?” She zips her lips with her fingers.

“I’ll give it back after,” I say, relinquishing the laptop.

She opens it, and we stare at the lock screen photo of Potsie’s squishy puppy face. I told Joy a few weeks ago that her password was too easy to guess, and she looked at me like I was missing the point. “It’s cute. I like to imagine Potsie and Richie and Fonzie all squished together holding hands on the Happy Days couch.” When I returned a look that said she was obviously missing the point, she shook her head at me. “It’s not like anyone can steal my computer anyway. I’m always home.”

The heavy irony of this exchange is not lost on me now as I key in potsierichiefonzie. Before I can take my next breath Mallory has already disconnected the Wi-Fi. She then turns off location services and hard restarts while I run to get my own computer. A minute later, both laptops are up and running.

Fingers hovering over the touch pad, Mallory says, “How many hours ago would that have been?”

It’s 10:12 p.m. I do the math. “Twenty-seven.”

We start in the most obvious places. Mallory pulls up Joy’s Finder application, looking for files saved in the past twenty-eight hours, just to be safe. She probes the hard drive, the trash, and everything else she can access offline. Beside her, I scan each and every TSMSYL folder Joy has access to in the cloud.

The search comes up empty.

“Maybe she didn’t finish it,” Mallory says.

I’m not sure if this makes me feel better or worse. None of this makes any sense. I lean back on the sofa and stare at my hands. I scrubbed them raw at Joy’s house but the elimination-print ink refused to come off. “We should post something,” I say finally. “Ask our listeners for help.”

Mallory widens her eyes. “Keller said not to.”

“She said she didn’t recommend it.”

“Ostensibly for a reason.”

“She didn’t know what she was saying. She can’t possibly understand how much reach we have.”

Mallory rests her elbows on her thighs, hands clasped and head down as if in prayer. She’s thinking of Apex Plus, I’m sure. Uncertainty tugs at my gut, but just as quickly my resolve is back. “Screw negotiations. There’s no podcast if there’s no Joy.”

She lifts her head.

“We went to the police about Joy’s stalker, and they did nothing. And now Joy and Xander are missing.” I see a response forming at Mallory’s lips, and I hold up a hand. “Think about it. Joy was in no way obligated to tell our listeners she needed a break. She must have wanted to make that public for a reason.”

“But then she didn’t. She didn’t even let you stay. You don’t even know what she was gonna say.”

It stings to hear the truth repeated back at me, but I’m undeterred. “If the situation were reversed, if I were the one missing, I’m certain Joy would do the same. We have listeners everywhere. There has to be someone out there who knows something.”

In the end, Mallory gives in.

We move to my office, where I pull an old microphone and two sets of headphones from the closet. The dogs get bones to chew on in another room, and within minutes my laptop is set to record.

Our headphones go on.

Mallory sucks in a chestful of air and gives me the cue.

“This is Benny Abbott,” I say, before begging our listeners for help.



“IT’S UP,” MALLORY says, joining me in the living room. “I updated the website too.”

A rush of cold hard reality washes over me. “Socials?”

She nods.

Well. She sinks down onto the cushion beside me, then springs right back up to collect a bottle of wine, two glasses, and two more packets of crackers. I’ve just finished pouring when a loud knock startles us both. The dogs go nuts, barking and circling the room like the floor is on fire.

Mallory’s wife is through the door before it’s halfway open. “I can’t believe it!” Quinn’s voice is a sonic boom. “I can’t believe it.”

I’ve met Quinn maybe ten times in the past six months; every time, I have to do a double take in order to connect her average size with her enormous presence. Dropping her purse, she wraps Mallory in a tight hug.

“I see you, I see you,” she says to the dogs as they jump all over her. “You’re so big now.”

I get the next hug, after which she grabs hold of both my arms. She’s rocking plaid pedal pushers, and her jet-black hair is tied back with a scarf, exposing the words BITE ME in cursive script beside a pair of cherries on the nape of her neck. Through smoky red lips, she whispers, “Tell me everything you know.”

We do. Ten minutes later, Quinn is shaking her head. “I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit.”

I don’t disagree. “Do you think there’s anything else we should be doing?”

Quinn turns to Mallory, ignoring me completely. A wordless communication passes between them; it stretches out for so long I begin to wonder if they can actually hear each other’s thoughts. Quinn lifts the wine bottle from the coffee table to check its contents. “Help me find another glass?”

“First cabinet,” I say, but Quinn is already dragging Mallory from the room.

They disappear, and I wait for Quinn’s booming voice to cut through. When it doesn’t, I start getting antsy. I’m missing something. Something strange is going on. After another silent minute, I tiptoe toward the kitchen, ready with an excuse about opening another bottle.

Halfway around the corner, I stop. Mallory is crying into Quinn’s shoulder. Quinn gives me a somber, closed-mouth smile as she strokes her wife’s hair.

Humbled, I retrace my steps and wake up Joy’s computer. I can’t just sit around and eat crackers. This time, I widen the focus to the past ten days. There are a half dozen new files on the desktop, most relating to her research for last week’s episode on attic disasters. Her Notes app shows two recent saves. First, a short to-do list: schedule haircut, dentist appointment, call someone re: gutters. The second is a grocery list. All basic stuff.

There’s also a new folder, saved on the desktop two days ago, called XYZ. I open it. There are four files—three audio, one PDF. The audio files are raw tracks from our last three episodes. The PDF is also titled XYZ. I click on it, and a window pops up asking for a password.

“Huh,” I say aloud.

I key in potsierichiefonzie. Incorrect. I try a few other guesses: richiepotsiefonzie, different combinations of our names, her birthday, my birthday, our dogs’ birthday, Xander’s birthday. I even try the word password. All incorrect. There’s no way to see a preview.

I click on the recording of last week’s episode. Maybe Joy mentioned something that will strike me differently on a second listen. Some clue, some subtext that might provide further insight into her recent state of mind.

The opening is standard TSMSYL. I talk about how hot it is for the end of September, and Joy mentions her new whisper-quiet air-conditioning system. “Just listen to that.”

“I can’t hear anything.”

“Exactly.”

I scrub forward, knowing the next part is a deep dive into Halloween candy—dark versus milk chocolate, nut versus nougat—and then Joy sets up the day’s topic. “We’re going way back for this one. To the year 1999.”

“Time travel. I’m game.”

“You’re fourteen years old. It’s early January. Holidays are over. Your parents are back at work, but you’re still on winter break. You roll out of bed around ten, grab some leftover pizza from the fridge, and head straight for the living room. You’ve got your heart set on a day of PlayStation, but there’s a note on the TV: DO NOT turn this on until you’ve returned ALL XMAS DECORATIONS to the attic!”

Past Me groans. “Not the attic.”

Joy’s laugh is diabolical.

“That’s right. You do as your parents asked, and just as you’ve lugged your last box up there, the attic ladder snaps back into place.”

“Of course it does. I’ve seen this movie.”

“No matter what you try, the ladder doesn’t budge. And it’s cold. Your breath is coming out in big white clouds. You start ripping open dusty boxes in search of a blanket. And this is when you find yourself face-to-face with … a creepy doll.”

Past Me laughs.

“How do you get out before (a) Chucky comes to life, and (b) you freeze to death?”

I smile, remembering the look on her face when she said this—mischievous grin offset by one deep dimple, cheeks pink, bangs so long they were almost touching her lashes.

“Is my sister in the house?” Past Me asks. “Is she the one who locked me in the attic?”

I hit pause, realizing my mistake with a sinking stomach. My sister loves Joy. I can’t let her learn about this from anyone else.

By the time Quinn and Mallory return from the kitchen, I’ve got Sarah on speakerphone.

“How long have they been missing?” Sarah asks.

“I don’t know.” It’s the chorus of my life right now. “Could be twelve hours. Could be twenty-four.”

“What can I do? Tell me what to do. Do you need me to come out? I can move my patients around and be there tomorrow.”

I’m tempted, but her practice is only barely in the black. She can’t afford to fly out here just to hold my hand, and Sarah being Sarah, she wouldn’t let me reimburse her for it either. “You don’t have to do that.”

“This isn’t good, Benny. You need someone. I don’t want you to be alone.”

“He’s not alone,” Quinn says. “He’s got me and Mallory.”

I toss a grateful glance her way as my phone dings. We all look down at it.

“And Luna,” Mallory adds, still staring at my ex-wife’s message.

“Luna,” my sister echoes. “Did you say Luna?”

“She just texted.” I read it aloud in monotone: “What the hell, Benny? What’s going on? Do you need me to come over?”

Sarah blows out a soft whistle. “I didn’t know you guys were still talking.”

We’re not. Barely ever. I pinch the bridge of my nose. “She’s just worried about Joy.”

“God, that’s complicated. Are you going to write her back?”

“It would be weird not to.”

She hums in agreement and makes me promise to keep her in the loop. “I’ll jump on a plane the second you say go.”

I thank her, end the call, and bury my face in my hands.

“Um, Benny…” Quinn says.

When I look back up, Mallory is holding out her phone.

I squint at it, trying to understand what I’m seeing, and the blood rushes from my head.

We have 359 new messages on our website.






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Eleven Years Ago

My first year with Xander was, in a word, dreamy. He was kind and thoughtful and respectful of my schedule. I read the scripts he was considering. He offered feedback on the logos and websites I designed. We watched movies with my feet in his lap and made love on his pillowtop mattress. He brought me coffee in bed, and sometimes eggs, and sometimes sourdough toast with butter and jam. We went to film mixers and craft lectures and trade shows and film festivals. He met with movie directors and scriptwriters. I met with art directors and copywriters. We traveled: to Big Sur, and Yosemite, and Joshua Tree. We worked out together, and napped together, and everything was calm and easy, and in my head I tossed around words like adult and grown-up and settled. I liked those words. I was pretty sure he liked them too.

The only downside to our twosome was that I was spending less and less time with Benny, who had no interest in being the third wheel on our outings. “Go on, go on, have fun,” he always said, but after a year I could no longer stand it.

“We need to find Benny a girlfriend,” I told Xander.

“Funny you should mention it,” he said. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

“Do you have someone in mind?”

He did. This someone, Luna, was a friend of a friend he’d met through a film mixer, and I’d be lying if I said his intentions were wholly altruistic. Luna had access to the Magic Castle—an uber-exclusive private club for magicians and their guests—and I’d been trying to finagle an invitation for ages. Magic, believe it or not, is a great equalizer for people with narcolepsy. When you subsist on naps, you’re always playing catch-up, always puzzling out what you’ve just missed. But in the game of illusions, there are no outliers. The puzzle is the entire point. What just happened? How’d they do that? Everyone’s playing catch-up together.

The four of us met on a Thursday night at the trick bookshelf in the castle lobby. Luna was petite and lovely, with dewy dark skin and short corkscrew hair, and I knew without any words having to pass that Benny liked what he saw.

“I’m Joy.” I extended a hand. “Thanks so much for getting us in.”

Luna’s smile was so pretty I had immediate teeth envy. “It’s all good. My cousin was happy to share his passes.”

“He’s a magician?” Benny asked. We were all dolled up for the strict dress code, and this was the first time I’d ever seen him in a suit and tie. He looked handsome.

“Sadly, yes.” She grinned. “Who wants to say the not-so-secret password?”

I raised both hands. Luna laughed and told me what to do.

I spoke to the owl, and the bookshelf slid open to the grand salon.

We had an hour to kill before our dinner reservations, so we got drinks and strolled through the different rooms. We watched Irma the ghost tickle the ivories, quizzed the fortune-telling owl, wandered the museum in the haunted basement. We didn’t have time for a show in the close-up gallery, but we saw some impressive card tricks by the roaming magicians.

“This is what your cousin does?” I asked Luna after one such magician changed an ace of spades to an eight of hearts in my tightly closed hand.

“Recreationally,” she said. “He’s actually a lawyer. We work at the same firm.”

“Abracadabra-ing money from people’s wallets,” Benny said.

I tapped my fingers to my forehead. “I know I have a joke for summons in here.”

“Must be haunting you,” Benny said.

I snorted and turned to Luna. “What kind of law do you practice?”

She didn’t miss a beat. “I saw marriages in half.”

“A lawyer with a good sense of humor,” I whispered to Xander a few minutes later as we climbed the stairs to the restaurant level. “Nicely done.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I think they could make a good pair.”

We had a cozy, low-lit four-top in the main dining room, and I took this seated opportunity to grill our new friend. By the time our appetizers arrived, we knew that Luna was born near Santa Cruz to a single mother. She completed her undergrad at UCLA, followed by her law degree at USC. She owned a home in the Hollywood Hills, which she presciently, luckily, purchased at the bottom of the market crash. She had no siblings, disliked exercise, and, judging by the amount of food she ordered, was blessed with a fast metabolism. She loved books but was lukewarm on live music.

“We can work on that,” I said.

Luna shook her head, amused. “Do you always ask this many questions?”

“Only with lawyers,” I said. “Which brings me to my next—”

“Objection,” Benny said.

“I was just—”

“Badgering the witness.”

“Sorry.” I held up my hands and lolled my head back. “No further questions, your honor.”

Luna glanced back and forth between me and Benny with a one-sided smile.

“They’re insufferable, aren’t they?” Xander said, buttering his roll.

I smacked him on the arm. “We’re perfectly sufferable.”

We laughed through the rest of the meal. By the end of the night, I was ready to put a ring on it. “You have to ask her out again,” I said, pulling Benny aside after an astonishing show in the upstairs Palace of Mystery. “If only so we can come back here whenever we want.”

Benny shook his head. “You’re too much.”

“So you’ll do it?”

He adjusted his tie with a sly grin.

“You already did, didn’t you?”

He gave me the wink and the finger gun, and that was that.

Later, in bed, Xander said, “What was that all about tonight?”

I rolled to face him; hands clasped behind his head, he stared up at the ceiling, light skin dappled with mottled moonlight. “What was what all about?”

“All those questions. That whole act you and Benny were putting on.” His expression was inscrutable. “I probably should’ve asked this a while ago, but you and Benny … have you ever…?”

“Of course not,” I said quickly.

He lifted his head. “Never?”

“Never.”

“Have you ever thought about it?”

A part of me wanted to be truthful. It’s complicated, I wanted to say. Because yes, there was a moment. But that bird had flown, hadn’t it? And there was no use making Xander unnecessarily jealous. I opened my mouth to deny, deny, deny, but it was already too late. I’d hesitated for too long.

“I figured,” he said.

“It’s not like that.” My heart raced. I pressed my cheek to his chest. “I’m with you. I’m all in with you.”

He rubbed my back and said no more.



BENNY AND LUNA became an item after our night at the Magic Castle. Within weeks we were all meeting for brunches in Los Feliz, bratwursts in Silver Lake, hikes in Runyon Canyon. Luna was whip-smart, emotionally stable, financially secure, and game for adventure. I liked her immensely.

“You seem good,” I said to Benny one evening as the two of us drank beers on the outdoor stairs between our apartments. It was one of the first crisp nights of fall after a brutal summer, and we’d just watched the sky change from gold to pink to purple to blue.

“I think I am.” He nodded. “How about you? Are you good?”

“I think I am.”

A car pulled into the driveway next door and honked, and a young woman ran outside to hop in the passenger seat. As they were backing out, I said, “Xander asked me to move in with him.”

“Oh.” Benny turned to me. “And what did you say?”

“I haven’t decided yet.” The question took me by surprise. One minute Xander was poaching eggs, the next he was handing me a key. He had a whole speech prepared. He wanted to make me breakfast every morning and fall asleep beside me every night. He wanted to dote on me. He’d used those actual words. Dote on. I told him I’d consider it.

“You’re in the middle of your lease,” Benny said.

When I knocked on Benny’s door an hour earlier, his curls were still wet from the shower. Now they were almost dry and twice the size. Staring at the ringlet dangling over his forehead, I said, “The landlord said I could break it.”

“So you’re seriously considering this.”

Logistically, it made sense. I was sleeping over at Xander’s place more often, and he was driving me around a lot. It would save time and money, and I enjoyed poached eggs. “You like him, don’t you?”

“Sure.”

I could hear a but coming. “Go on.”

“It doesn’t matter what I think.”

“Yes it does.” I tugged on his shirtsleeve. “It matters so much.”

He looked out over our quiet street on the hill. It was near dark, and the jacarandas in the front yard quivered in the soft breeze. When Benny moved in, the entire road had been blanketed in their purple flowers.

“All that matters is you’re happy,” he said. “And that he treats you well.”

No one could argue he didn’t.

Benny gave me a half smile. “I’ll miss living downstairs from you.”

“I’ll miss doing jumping jacks and dropping heavy things to bug you.”

“I’ll miss knowing you’re not napping when you do that.”

“I’ll miss stealing your mail.”

“I’ll miss farting into the air vents.”

I laughed. “I’ll miss siccing all of my solicitors on you.”

“I’ll miss siphoning your electricity.”

I rested my head on his shoulder. “I’ll miss this.”

He squeezed my knee and rubbed his thumb back and forth. “You know you can have this whenever you want.”

I wasn’t sure that was true anymore, but I didn’t call him on it.

I moved in with Xander a few weeks later. Benny threw me a going-away party, and we drank and danced and ate cupcakes, and at the end of the night Benny patted Xander’s back and said, “Take good care of her, will you?”

“Stop.” I smacked his arm. “I can take care of myself, thank you very much.”

“You tell him,” Luna said.

Benny raised his hands in surrender. “You all know what I mean.”

I did. Which was why, when I was hugging Luna goodbye, I whispered into her ear, “Take good care of him too.”

She squeezed me extra tight. “I’ll do my best.”






Benny Abbott


Day One

Joy was spotted in Nordstrom at the Grove. In the Delta terminal at LAX. She and Xander were gambling in Vegas last night. Was that her in the Bakersfield Walmart? Did Xander change his hair? Can Joy swim? Because that might’ve been her on a boat in the Long Beach marina. She and Xander are in New York, Tennessee, Arizona, New Mexico, Algiers, Amsterdam, Sydney, and Mexico City.

“This might have been a bad idea,” I say, continuing to scroll. There are also condolences. People already assuming the worst. Praying. Sending vibes and juju and energy and good wishes. There are psychics doling out premonitions, and others who will only provide information for a fee. A few dozen fans have offered to start a search party.

With increasing horror, we watch the activity snowball. Joy is trending everywhere. Messages are coming in faster than I can read them. DMs, mentions, posts, tags. Our email is flooded.

After an hour of this, Mallory drops her phone onto the table with a thud. “It’s too much.”

Reluctantly, I agree. I thought it would help to have control over something, anything, but this does not feel like control. I fish out Keller’s card from my pocket and make the call on speakerphone.

“You did what?” Keller snaps when I explain.

My chest hollows. “We thought it might help.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me. Hold on.” Over the next several minutes, we hear flurries of indistinct chatter. “You have a pen?” Keller asks when she’s back. I say I’m ready, and she huffily provides the contact info for the team member she’s assigned to the tip line.

“Thank you,” I say.

“Don’t thank me. Because of you, we’ll be chasing rabbits for days.”

I mumble an apology as Mallory leans toward the phone. “Are there any updates?”

“Still processing,” Keller says before hanging up.



LUNA TEXTS FOUR more times as Mallory and Quinn and I transfer the incoming leads over to the police and get our tip line connected with theirs. Each time her name pops up on my screen, Mallory gives me the side-eye. “I’ll get to it,” I say.

But I don’t have a moment to breathe until 2:00 a.m., and by then the messages have stopped. We’re all half dozing on the couch when my phone rings again at six.

“What do you know?” Luna says the second I answer.

“Too much and too little.”

“Too vague. Start from the beginning.”

I already have communication fatigue, but Luna’s going to keep asking questions until she has the whole story, so I do the best I can.

“A break,” she says when I finish. “That’s all she said?”

“That’s all she said.”

She makes an exasperated noise, and I nod my agreement. It’s weird, unloading my troubles onto her again. We’ve chatted briefly a few times since our divorce, but the last time I saw her was six months ago, when she showed up unannounced to find me lying in the middle of my unfurnished living room feeling sorry for myself. “This is pathetic,” she’d said, dropping down next to me on the hardwood floor, where we held hands and stared at the ceiling.

“She said she was going to tell you,” Luna says now.

“What?”

She sighs.

My blood pressure spikes. “Luna?”

“I’ll be there in an hour. I can’t say it over the phone.”



THE DOORBELL RINGS, and I jolt upright from the breakfast table, where I’ve been resting with my head on my arm. My body hums with confusion as I take stock of the rising sun. It’s 7:00 a.m. In a too-loud-for-early-morning voice, Quinn calls the overexcited dogs to the backyard, and I stumble to open the door for Luna, who’s wearing bright red leggings and a white tank top, holding a tray of coffees and a paper bag.

“You look terrible,” she says.

I can smell her lavender lotion as she whooshes past me into the house. Before I’ve rubbed the cobwebs from my eyes, she’s set her bag down on the coffee table, handed out drinks, and reintroduced herself to Mallory and Quinn. She’s met them only once before, when they were in town at the start of our tour.

“Two with bacon, two without,” she says, removing several wrapped sandwiches from the bag.

I can’t wait any longer. “What was it you couldn’t tell me over the phone?”

“We need plates.” She holds up a finger and heads for the kitchen. “Holy hell, when did that happen?”

Somehow I’ve managed to forget about the tree again. I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Tuesday night.”

“Did it do any damage to the house?” She returns with four plates and takes a seat on the opposite chair.

“Just my shed.”

“His Zen Den,” Mallory adds with more significance than necessary.

Luna turns to me with plain amusement. “Your what, now?”

I avoid her gaze. “It’s nothing.”

My exceptionally observant ex-wife knows it’s not nothing, but I can’t get into it right now. “Thanks for the food,” I say. “Now, please. What couldn’t you tell me over the phone?”

Luna gestures for us to start eating, but none of us move. “Fine.” She clears her throat. “I’ve been helping Joy with her divorce.”

Time stops. Mallory and Quinn and I all gawk at her.

Quinn finds her words first. “Her what now?”

“So she really didn’t tell you?” Luna says, more to me than the others.

“I think she almost did.” Even to my own ears, my voice is small. “I asked if the break had something to do with Xander, and then…”

“What?” Luna asks.

I shake my head. Everything feels so jumbled. Twenty minutes ago, my best friend and her husband were missing. Now, my best friend is missing with a husband she intends to divorce. These are not the same. “Did Xander know?”

“Not that I’m aware,” Luna says. “She was going to tell you first.”

My heart struggles to process this information. She was going to tell me first. Because I’m her best friend? Because she needed help? Did she change her mind before or after my verbal diarrhea?

“She was worried about the podcast,” Luna explains, saving me from myself. “She knew things were going to get thorny.”

I breathe out and let my brain recalibrate. Thorny. An understatement. Xander is part owner of our corporation and the point man for all business-related affairs, including—no, especially—negotiations with Apex Plus. I can’t wrap my mind around how a divorce might complicate the situation. We knew he would try to talk her out of a break from airing episodes. I can only imagine his response to learning she wanted a break from him. Of course Joy would be worried. Of course she’d need to tell me first.

My eyes flit over to Mallory. “Did you know about this?”

“Of course not.”

“Are you sure?”

“We didn’t know,” Quinn insists.

I exchange a glance with Luna as Mallory starts pacing again.

“Did she get specific?” Mallory asks. “About why she was going to divorce him?”

Luna’s hesitation is brief but obvious. “She was as mysterious with me as she was with you.”

“Clearly not,” I say.

Luna turns to me. Her hair is longer than usual, corkscrew curls fanning out like a crown. She is as beautiful and self-possessed as ever, but clearly tired. “She didn’t want to get into it until the papers were served. Which happens.” She taps her fingers on her leg. “The part I can’t reconcile is that she would invite you over, tell you she needed a break, and then let you leave without explaining anything else.”

Heat creeps up my neck.

“They were going to record something, but she kicked him out,” Mallory says unhelpfully. I’d left this out when I gave Luna the rundown.

Luna narrows her eyes at me. It’s clear I’m not going to be able to deflect, so I explain what I already told Mallory and nothing more—that Joy wanted to preemptively issue a statement before Xander could talk her out of it, and that she decided to do it alone. “But I don’t think she finished. We can’t find the file anywhere.”

We’re all silent.

Quinn, who at some point in the past few minutes has applied a fresh coat of red lipstick, presses her palms to her knees. “We have to tell Keller.”






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Nine Years Ago

“Why do you think your mom gave up custody?” I asked one morning, a year after Xander and I had moved in together.

He was manually juicing oranges; he finished twisting the cut half on the reamer before responding, “Where’d that come from?”

I shrugged. “I guess I was thinking I don’t know much about her.” Not that I knew much about anyone in his family. Niels, his father, was a distant man from whom Xander inherited his obsession with luxury cars. If they were ever close, that ship had sailed, figuratively and literally. Niels had retired to Miami to hobnob with yachties and saw his children rarely, if ever. I hadn’t met him yet. Mallory was equally perplexing, though less distant. She called Xander every few weeks, but there was an air of formality to their conversations, a low-key intensity I couldn’t yet read.

“Well, that makes two of us,” he said.

I wanted more. Did he have any fond memories? Bad memories? Did his attached earlobes come from her? What about his voice? Did she speak English? What did she do for a living? Did he miss her when he was a kid? Did he miss her now? Did it anger him that she was alive and well and completely absent from his life? Did Xander and Mallory ever talk about this stuff? Why did he not want to talk about it now? Why did we never, ever talk about it?

I asked none of these questions. Instead, I stepped forward, took the orange rind from his hand, and pressed myself into him. “She has no idea what she’s missing.” His dad too though I kept this to myself. It was bad enough that one parent had abandoned him. We could pretend the other still cared.

He angled back and lifted my chin. “I don’t need anyone who doesn’t need me.”

I kissed his palm. “I need you.”

That smile. “But you can take care of yourself, thank you very much.”

“Doesn’t mean I don’t need you.”

He held me tighter. “Say it again.”

I grinned. “I need you.”

He made a guttural noise and lifted me into his arms like I weighed ten pounds. “Again.”

“I need you.” I laughed.

“Again!”

“I need you! I need you I need you I need you!”

He carried me into the bedroom and threw me onto the bed. Buzzing all over, I tore off my clothes and waited for him to join me.

“Aren’t you coming?” I scanned his face. “What’s the matter?”

It took him a moment to respond, and in that moment, I imagined all manner of terrible outcomes. He was going to scold me for bringing up his heartless mother. He was going to break up with me. He was going to thank me for sharing the rent these past few months, but actually, he prefers sleeping alone on his plush pillow-top bed.

“I love you,” he said. His eyes were full.

We’d exchanged I love yous a hundred times, but something had changed. This was different. “I love you too. Now come here.”

I reached for him. Still, he held back.

“Marry me,” he said.



WE PICKED A date for nine months later. With my parents’ help, we chose a venue in Topanga Canyon—quaint but pricey, featuring a floating “tree house” deck surrounded by oaks. There would be twinkle lights everywhere, dancing to a live band, and food and drinks for days.

Before the ceremony, Benny visited my bridal suite.

“Oh, Benny,” my mom said, pulling him into a hug. She held him at arm’s length, gave him a full once-over, and said, “Don’t you look handsome in a suit.”

“This old thing?” Benny did a twirl.

He was very handsome. My mom was equally lovely in her pink sheath dress, and he made sure she knew it. She waved off his compliments with a flush, and then abruptly left the room under the pretense of getting more water, though we already had plenty.

Benny and I were alone.

“You’re stunning,” he said quietly.

“Thank you.” My hair was down, veil-less, over a backless ivory gown (simple and easy in case I needed to lie down for a quick nap, which I did a few hours in), and I was wearing my grandma’s blue topaz drop earrings. I felt like the fantasy version of myself. I also felt cold. Los Angeles hadn’t yet shaken its June gloom. Rubbing my goose-bumpy arms, I said, “Is everyone ready?”

“Guests are still arriving.”

“Then we have time to share this.” I grabbed the bottle of champagne from the vanity, took a careful swallow so as to not mess up my lipstick, and handed it over.

He coughed from the bubbles, then ran a hand through his hair; his curls were tamer than usual, recently cut. “So,” he said. “Are you ready for this?”

I reached out to adjust his silky pocket handkerchief. “I think so.”

“Think?”

“I’m just nervous.”

His face was oddly difficult to read. Tapping the side of his head, I asked, “What’s going on in there?”

Eventually he said, “Let’s say you’re stuck in a loop, reliving the same day over and over. Like Groundhog Day, only you get to decide which day you’re reliving. Which day would you choose? And how do you stop the loop?”

“A two-parter,” I said, unsure if this was Benny changing the subject or getting to it in a roundabout way. “Is this you telling me you’re stuck in a loop? Are you reliving today over and over?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Not yet.”

“What if you were?” I tugged at his tie. “Would you try to stop my wedding?”

I said it like a joke, but in truth, I wanted his answer. Was I doing the right thing? I’d spent nine months focusing on flowers and songs and linens and paper stock, but a wedding was bigger than the sum of its parts. Was I ready for forever? The closer the day came, the less certain I was.

He didn’t answer my what-if. “This is your theoretical scenario, not mine.”

I took a deep breath and said, “I guess I would pick a day I regret. That way I could change things for the better and stop the loop.”

“Any day in particular?”

“I have a few in mind,” I said quietly.

He nodded. “Same.”

I stared into his watery green eyes, and as the seconds passed my heart began to race. In ten minutes I was supposed to walk down the aisle, where Benny would officiate, saying words that bound me to Xander till death do us part. A string quartet was playing music for our guests as they took their seats. Xander was probably already accepting congratulations. And here I was, wearing my ivory dress, holding Benny’s tie, waiting for him to utter aloud what his eyes were already saying.

“Are you trying to tell me you object to this marriage?” I whispered.

“You’re my best friend,” he whispered back. “I just want to make sure you’re happy.”

His best friend. The words hit me with the jolt I needed. I pasted on a smile, pressed a hand to his cheek, and feigned my most confident voice. “I’m good, Benny.”

He bit his lip and brushed my bangs out of my eyes. “Then let’s get you married.”






Benny Abbott


Day Two

Joy’s street is a beehive of cargo vans, police cars, cameramen, and gawkers. I am woefully underprepared for this level of commotion.

“No use trying,” says a middle-aged woman as we approach the gate. Her earlobes are stretched to the size of quarters, and there’s a hardened streak of yellow paint in her hair. “They haven’t let anyone in.”

Blinking into the morning sun, she points to her pink bungalow several houses down and breathily explains that a pair of detectives paid her a visit last night asking for information. “I guess the girl who lives here is kind of famous? I had no idea. She pretty much keeps to herself.”

Twenty feet away, Carlotta and Emil wave for my attention from their driveway. I excuse myself, and Luna follows me next door while Mallory and Quinn attempt to flag someone down beyond the fence.

“I can’t believe this,” Carlotta says. The flowy arms of her silky green wrap flutter in the breeze as she motions toward the chaos unfolding at Joy’s house. “Is all of this really necessary?”

“What would you have them do instead?” I search her face, looking for a clue, any indication as to what she, a former criminal court judge, would have done. “Do you not think it’s necessary?”

Emil frowns, deep lines etching his face. “I think what she’s asking is, have there been any developments since we spoke? Apart from Potsie reappearing. It doesn’t sound like they have any leads.”

I notice two things as he says this. One, that his shirt is half closed and misbuttoned at the bottom. Two, that his and Carlotta’s fingertips are stained with ink. “They fingerprinted you too?”

“I’m his personal trainer,” Emil says. “I’ve got my hands all over that house.”

“And I’m always lugging over vegetables,” Carlotta adds. “Better to get those elimination prints in right off the bat.”

“Were they very thorough?” Luna asks, stepping forward before I can respond, hand shielding her eyes from the sun. “Did they question everyone in the area?”

Carlotta glances up to Emil for confirmation.

“I would say so, yes,” Emil says. “Just the standard questions. Did we hear anything? Did we see anything? Forgive me, have we met?”

I realize belatedly that I haven’t introduced Luna. I do it now, and they all shake hands.

“Well,” Carlotta says, the first to break the ensuing silence. “Keep us posted, all right?”

Emil nods. “Please.”

I promise I will, and Luna and I rejoin Mallory and Quinn. Moments later, Detective Keller unlocks the gate.

“You and you.” She points to me and Mallory.

“You’re going to want to talk to Luna too,” I say quietly.

“Explain,” Keller says, looking Luna up and down. “Quickly.”

“This is my—” I cough. I’ve never had to introduce her as my ex-wife before. “This is Joy’s divorce attorney. Apparently Joy was going to ask Xander for a divorce.”

“Fuck.” Keller shakes her head and starts walking away.

We all watch her, frozen with confusion.

“Well, come on,” Keller says without turning around. “Let’s get on with it.”

Quinn stays behind as the rest of us follow Keller to the cement patio out front. A tech slips past the window in his special gear as we take our seats at the mosaic inlay table.

“What can you tell me?” Keller says to Luna.

Luna sits up straight. “For the record, I’m not contractually Joy’s attorney. She contacted me as a friend a few weeks ago, saying she was dissatisfied with her marriage and wanted to divorce Xander with the least disruption possible. What with all of the”—her eyes flick in my direction and back to Keller—“business entanglements. She asked me to help make sure everything was in order before serving him with papers.”

“And?” Keller asks. “Has he been served?”

“Not yet.”

“Was he aware of your intentions?”

“I can’t guess what happened after I left, but when I was here Tuesday morning he was definitely not in the loop.”

“You didn’t tell us you were here Tuesday morning,” I say.

Luna gives me a look. Your point is? “I’m telling you now.”

“Did she express any other concerns when you saw her?” Keller continues. “Anything about being followed? A stalker? Angry fans?”

“No. But she’s absolutely mentioned these things. It’s been a rough couple of months.”

Jotting this down, Keller says, “You’re a personal friend? Did I hear that right?”

“Yes, but we haven’t hung out much since Benny and I divorced.”

Keller glances at me as she takes this in, makes another note in her pad, and then stands. “Wait here.”

When she’s out of earshot, I whisper to Luna, “When were you going to serve Xander papers?”

“Tomorrow.”

Tomorrow. I think again of the text I received from Xander the night before last: WHAT HAVE YOU DONE? “What if Xander did find out somehow? What if he knew what Joy was planning?” If he did, if he saw me leaving his house that night, he’d likely have assumed I was helping her with the divorce. Because I would have helped. Lord help me, I would have done anything she asked. “How far would he go to stop her? Could he have taken her somewhere, or—”

“No,” Mallory snaps. “He didn’t know. He would’ve told me. And he wouldn’t have—whatever you’re insinuating.”

“No one’s insinuating anything,” Luna says, more to me than to Mallory.

Keller returns, setting a plastic bag on the table as she takes her seat. Inside is a phone with a navy-blue case. “We found this.”

Mallory covers her mouth.

“So you recognize it,” Keller says.

“Can I”—my voice cracks—“can I see the other side?”

Keller flips it over, revealing a sleeping beagle beside the words: I’M NOT LAZY, I’M IN ENERGY SAVING MODE. “It’s Joy’s,” I manage.

“Where did you find it?” Luna asks.

“In a drawer.”

There’s a collective exhale, as if we were all expecting the worst—a dumpster, a ditch, the bottom of a lake—but then we shift in our seats. Because this can’t be good.

“Only the one?” I ask. “You didn’t find Xander’s?”

“Only the one. Does Joy ever leave the house without her phone?”

“Never,” Mallory says. “Xander has location sharing set up for her so he can—” She stares at me, as if daring me to make something of this. “Because of the narcolepsy. In case she falls asleep somewhere.”

Keller scribbles a note in her pad. “Is the location sharing reciprocal?”

“I—I’m not sure.”

I don’t want to ask the next question. If the answer is yes, Keller will have seen my frantic texts on Tuesday night, which means we’ll be having a conversation about them in front of Luna. But I can’t help myself. “Were you able to unlock it?”

“Not yet. We were hoping one of you might know the passcode.”

Luna and Mallory both look to me. I shake my head.

“Have you pinged it?” Luna asks.

Keller nods. “It hasn’t been moved.”

“And Xander’s?” Mallory asks.

“Last cell tower it connected to was Mount Washington, but that could mean nothing if location services were turned off.”

Luna bites her lip. Mallory sinks back into her chair. I’m so lightheaded my vision begins to cloud. I search for something to ground me and settle on the potted geraniums along the edge of the patio. They’re starting to wilt, and this of all things sets me into motion. Joy wouldn’t let them die. My chair scrapes across the concrete; I stand too quickly and have to catch the table for balance.

Luna grabs my arm. “You okay?”

“The plants are dying.” I grab Joy’s watering can and fill it at the nearby spigot.

“And the car?” Luna asks as I drench the pots. “Any sightings?”

“Not a one. And that includes the seven thousand leads you sent our way.” Keller says this last part to me, then heaves a sigh. “I have to get back inside, but before you go—we haven’t found Joy’s computer yet. She didn’t happen to leave it with any of you, did she?”

I stop watering and flash my eyes at Mallory behind Keller’s back. I’m not ready to give it up just yet. She frowns, and I hold my breath, exhaling only when she shakes her head.






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Eight Years Ago

Xander and I honeymooned in Costa Rica. For three weeks, we held hands on beaches, soaked in hot springs, and sipped wine at the base of active volcanoes. We bird-watched in the cloud forest. Hiked in the rainforest. We got caught in thunderstorms, and splashed through waterfalls, and ate gallo pinto until our stomachs burst. It was perfect, and we were perfect, and I never wanted to leave.

Back in Los Angeles, we tried to keep the magic flowing. We laced arms walking down the street. Lounged in bed long after it was time to get up. We danced in the kitchen, kissed in the laundry room, and revisited the details of our wedding ad nauseam.

But gradually, eventually, our lives took on their usual rhythm. Grocery shopping, bills, emails, doctor visits. We cleaned our house and folded our clothes. I filled my days with graphic design, and Xander read scripts. Everything returned to the way it was before our wedding.

Until, one day, Xander came home waving around a sheaf of papers.

“I found it. This is it.” His cheeks were pink, blond hair in disarray. “This is the script.”

“That’s great, honey,” I said without enthusiasm.

“I think perhaps you didn’t hear me correctly.” He waited for me to look up. “This is going to change our lives.”

“No, I did. It’s great.” I forced a grin. My computer had been glitching all day, and I was going to miss my deadline. I was frustrated, and stressed, and this wasn’t the first time he’d said this. I didn’t have the wherewithal to feign excitement for yet another life-changing script that probably wouldn’t change our lives. “I’m so happy for you.”

I wasn’t convincing enough. He visibly deflated. And so I withheld my sigh, saved my project, put my computer to sleep, and faced him. “Tell me more.”

It was a paranormal romance. “Like Ghost, only the Demi Moore character is pregnant. So imagine the pottery scene, only Demi Moore is giving birth.”

“Wow, that’s…” I searched for the right word. “… intense.”

Xander gave me a play-by-play of the entire script. I could’ve read it faster, but that was beside the point. Xander was beaming. By the time he was finished, I was, at the very least, happy that he was happy.

Wrapping my arms around his waist, I said, “What happens now?”

“Now…” He looked down at me with his deep blue eyes, smiled his perfectly imperfect smile, and said in his mellifluous voice, “We have a baby.”

I laughed. “You’re talking figuratively, right? The ghost’s baby?”

“No.” He bent down to kiss my forehead. My nose. My cheek. His lips tickled their way down to my collarbone.

“You’re not saying what I think you’re saying,” I whispered.

He kissed my neck. “What if I am?”

The room felt hot. My heart fluttered so rapidly it made me cough. “But we just got married.”

“So?”

“So, we don’t have the money.”

He grazed my jawline with his mouth. “Yet.”

“We also don’t have room.”

He kissed the groove in my upper lip. “Yet.”

“But.” I pulled back a little and pressed a hand to his chest. He was acting like the film had already won an Oscar, but I knew how these things went. He would shop the script around, get a celeb or two attached, and then spend the next few months, probably years, seeking funding. He had a revolving door of scripts in all stages of preproduction, none of which had made us any money yet. To diversify his portfolio, he’d begun making small equity investments in various brick-and-mortar businesses he’d met through local investor groups. Breweries, donut bars, cannabis-growing operations, that kind of thing. I didn’t want to be kept abreast of the nitty-gritty details, but whenever I asked how all that was going, generally speaking, he smiled and reminded me he was playing the long game. Which meant that, for the time being, my income was keeping us afloat. Which was fine. I was down for the long game. What was marriage if not a long game? Only, children were a different kind of long game. “Can’t we wait until those things aren’t a yet?”

“We can.” He drew the words out so slowly it felt like he was shouting what remained unspoken. Didn’t I want a baby?

I didn’t remind him that we’d already discussed this. That I was worried about what it would do to my health. I knew other women with severe sleep disorders who’d struggled mightily through pregnancy and early motherhood. Was it possible? Yes. In the same way many things were possible for me: With planning. With time. And probably with help, which we couldn’t yet afford. “Can we discuss this later?”

“Later” came the following night while on a double date with Benny and Luna. We’d attended a gallery opening in a warehouse on La Brea for an artist who fashioned sculptures from construction debris and used food wrappers. Drinking cheap wine out of plastic cups, we wandered around the hot room trying to find meaning in heaps of trash.

“Pretty sure this one’s an airplane.” Benny pointed to a mound of rebar and Butterfinger wrappers in the middle of the polished concrete floor.

“Because…?” I saw nothing suggesting airplane.

“Just thought it might spark a discussion.”

“In that case, I have a topic for us,” Xander said.

“How unfair it is that some people are born with extraordinary talent like this while the rest of us are doomed to mediocrity?” Benny said.

Luna elbowed him. “Speak for yourself.”

Xander smiled. “Babies.”

“I’m sorry, what?” Benny’s head angled back, eyes darting between me and Xander. “Is there anything you want to tell us?”

“No. Yes. No.” I tried to laugh. “Xander wants a baby.”

“Now?” Benny asked. “Like, soon?”

“No,” I said as Xander said, “Maybe?”

“Well, that’s…” Luna fixed me with such a penetrating stare I swear she could see straight into my soul. “Do you want a baby?”

At the time, I couldn’t yet answer that question, and Luna knew it. Perhaps to save me from saying something stupid, she added, “I certainly don’t.”

Benny whipped around. “What?”

“What what?”

“Never?”

Luna’s head angled to the side. “I take it you do.”

“Well, I mean.” He shrugged, clearly befuddled. “Not now.”

“Then how do you know you’ll want one later?”

“How do you know you won’t?”

She raised a defiant eyebrow. “Are you suggesting I don’t know myself well enough to make an educated decision about this?”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

Xander laughed so loudly everyone in a twenty-foot radius turned to stare. It defused the tension such that Benny returned his attention to me. “What about your sleep disorder?”

“I’ll take nights,” Xander said. He must have heard himself, because he quickly added, with another laugh, “And when that fails, we’ll hire a night nurse.”

The whole idea sounded impossible, but Xander wouldn’t let it drop. After a few months, it began to feel inevitable. We’d be walking to a restaurant, having a perfectly adult conversation, when a stroller would pass by, and all at once he’d be making faces and raspberries at the confused child, and I’d be left standing next to the new mother with my still-flat belly, apologizing for interrupting their walk. He was absolutely obsessed.

I can hear you all cooing as I write this.

I can also predict your next thought: Wait. They don’t have a baby.

I divulge a lot of personal information on the podcast. For better or worse, you know all about my childhood crushes, my food obsessions, my mental health misadventures, even the toenail fungus I’ve been fighting since episode 157. I’ve talked without thinking so many times I occasionally worry my filter is broken. But the one topic I’ve shared nothing about is babies.

People speculate. I can’t blame them. I speculate too. If a person is of a certain age and without progeny, you find yourself wondering why. It doesn’t matter if they’re happy, or lonely, or married, or divorced, or neurodivergent, or neurotypical, or psychopathic, or telepathic, or rich, or struggling to make ends meet, or none of the above, or some of the above. You wonder. You wonder why they’re of that certain age without progeny.

I am of that certain age. And I did get pregnant.






Benny Abbott


Day Two

Luna drives the four of us back over the hill in her twenty-year-old Honda CR-V. It smells the same, like lotion and leather. “I can’t believe you still have this car,” I say without thinking, still trying to process what we’ve just learned.

“What are you talking about? It’s practically brand-new.”

Her house is like this too. Full of worn-but-functional furniture. Never mind that she can afford better. It takes a lot for her to admit when things have run their course. They first have to break.

I stare out the side window.

The moment we hit my driveway, Mallory hops out and makes a beeline for her own car.

“I need a shower,” she says over her shoulder. I think she’s crying.

Quinn looks to me as if asking for help, but I’ve got nothing. “I’ll call you later.”

The sun is bright and searingly hot. Luna and I cover our eyes as Mallory and Quinn drive away.

“Bummer about the tree,” a voice calls out.

We find my neighbor Ted on the curb in his brown bathrobe.

“He has a squirrel on his shoulder,” Luna whispers.

“I know,” I whisper back through gritted teeth.

“What the fuck?”

“He feeds them.”

“Oh my god.”

It’s obvious she’s loving this, but the sight of Ted’s face after everything that’s happened makes me Hulk-smash angry. “Not now, Ted,” I say, already headed toward the house.

“Some detectives came by last night,” he says.

My feet slow, then stop.

“Aren’t you curious how it went?”

I turn around and stare at the squirrel. Ted is roughly sixty years old, if I’m doing the math right. I know his only daughter is in grad school at UC Santa Cruz, his wife left him for a podiatrist, and his clay sewer line is clogged with roots. I also know, based on personal experience, that when sued for defamation, he doesn’t back down. Clenching my fists, I ask, “How’d it go, Ted?”

“They seemed to think I might have info on Joy and Xander’s disappearance, but I was out of town.” He sucks on his teeth. “I was sorry to hear about it, though. You probably won’t believe me, but I like Joy.”

“Oh, I believe you.”

He huffs. “I never had anything to do with that number-one-fan business. I told the police as much.”

Luna must be catching on because she grabs my arm. “Come on.”

“Hey, wait! There’s something—” Ted shouts as we slip inside.

Luna locks the deadbolt. “He’s the guy from the video?”

“He’s the guy from the video.”

“I didn’t realize he lived next door.” She shakes her head. “The nerve.”

I agree, but I don’t want to talk about Ted. I focus on the dogs as they whip our legs with their white-tipped tails. “I forgot to walk you, didn’t I?” I say with a heavy sigh.

“I’ll do it.” Luna points toward the back rooms; I can see the residue of elimination-print ink on her fingertips. “Go. Shower.”

She doesn’t have to tell me twice.

“Take your time,” she calls after me.

The shower heats quickly, and I step inside, resting my head on the cool tile wall. Steam builds around me and I close my eyes, wondering if I should tell Luna the whole truth. She won’t want to hear it, and I’m not sure I have the nerve to say it, but of everyone involved she’s the most affected by what I’ve done.

The water is cold by the time I’ve worked up the courage. I towel off, dress, and return with dripping hair, pausing in the doorway at the sound of Joy’s voice coming through Luna’s phone: “And that, my friends, is what to do—and what not to do—when you’ve accidentally dismembered yourself while woodworking. Thank you, Norm, for writing this one in. What you went through sounds horrible and gross, and you handled it with aplomb. Far better than Benny would have.”

“Obviously. If any of you out there have a personal survival story you want to share, please go to our website and follow the link to the submissions page. We would love the opportunity to put ourselves in your death-defying shoes from the comfort of our studio.”

“With theoretical swords!” Joy adds. “Isn’t it kind of wild that I still don’t own a sword?”

“Listeners, that is not an invitation to send Joy a sword. I repeat, do not send Joy a sword.”

Joy laughs. “Thank you, everyone, as always, for listening. And remember, what doesn’t kill you…”

Past Me joins in for the outro, “Makes you a survivor.”

Luna closes the app with a sigh. A few seconds pass before she notices me in the doorway. She stares at me with sad eyes, then shrugs. “Mallory told me you were combing through recent episodes. I guess I was just curious.”

I run a hand along the back of my neck. “Remember what Mallory said about me and Joy recording something the other night?”

“You mean when she kicked you out?” She frowns. “Why is your face doing that?”

Luna can read me like an X-ray machine. From day one she’s known if my smile is real or fake, if I’m paying attention or pretending, and if my promises are heartfelt or duty driven. She’s lived through my griefs and my failures and given me multitudes of second chances I didn’t deserve. She is a better person than I am, evidenced by the fact that she’s here right now, the fact that she’s been helping Joy navigate her divorce after everything the four of us have been through. This is the part I’ve been dreading. “I said something regrettable while the mic was on.”

“What do you mean regrettable?”

I press my palms to my eyelids. “I’ve looked everywhere for the file, but I have no idea where it is.”

“You’re not gonna tell me what you said?”

“She asked about our divorce. If there was another reason we couldn’t make it work, beyond what she already knew.”

“Okay.” She crosses her arms.

“I know we agreed on how much to tell them, and I know I should’ve left well enough alone, but I thought she was fishing around for it—which she wasn’t, I can see that now—and…”

“You went there.”

“And it did not go over well.”

Luna blows out through puffed lips.

I run a hand down my face. “I just wanted to be honest.”

Luna nods at the table.

“Say something. Please.”

She stands and tucks her computer under her arm. Without looking back, she says on her way out, “Call me if you have any news.”



I LIE FACE down on my bed for an hour after Luna leaves. I should’ve kept my stupid mouth shut. I told myself I didn’t want any secrets between us, but what I really wanted was for her to tell me I haven’t ruined everything. That everything is going to be okay.

And of course she can’t do that.

I must have drifted off, because the next time I open my eyes, there’s drool on the sheet. The light outside is searingly bright, my hair is damp with sweat, and all I want is to drink a gallon of water and fall back asleep. But the second I check my phone I realize this is not an option. Joy’s disappearance is international news, and messages are flooding in from every source imaginable. Including—my breath catches—a flurry of messages from Joy’s mother.

11:30 a.m. We just heard. What’s happening?? Is it true???

11:31 a.m. We’re only a day past Azores. We’re hoping we’re still close enough to charter a boat.

12:51 p.m. We’re stuck! There’s no way off! We’re not docking again for SEVEN DAYS.

12:51 p.m. This is a nightmare!

12:52 p.m. Benny, please call me as soon as you can!

Her number goes straight to voicemail, so I text her with Keller’s direct line, then call my sister.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Sarah asks.

Over the next twenty minutes I pace the house, Richie and Potsie at my heels as I tell Sarah everything, including the ugly parts that make me look like an ass. She hums her sympathy multiple times, and when I’m done she’s uncharacteristically quiet.

“What?” I drop to the couch.

“You shouldn’t be alone.”

“I’m okay. I promise. Just—just tell me what to do. What should I do? Talk to me like you’re my therapist. What would you tell me if I was your client?”

“Benny—”

“I’m not Benny. I’m Joe Schmoe and my best friend and her husband are missing. Go.”

“Have you slept at all?” Sarah’s tone is soft. “Maybe you should take a nap.”

“I did. I’m fine.”

“You should take a better nap. You don’t sound fine.”

I let out an exasperated huff. “Of course I’m not fine.”

“There’s a seven thirty out of Hartford. I can be there before midnight.”

“Stop.” I imagine her in the wood-paneled office of her hundred-year-old yellow bungalow, searching up flights with a determined frown. “Please just tell me what to do.”

I hear her inhale. Exhale. “Fine. You’re Joe Schmoe?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. If you were my client, I would remind you to breathe. I would remind you that sleep and water are important, and that you can’t help Joy or Xander until you first take care of yourself. And then I would remind you that your sister loves you very much, and will jump on a plane the moment you say go.”

By the time we hang up, I’ve gotten seven more texts, a few from people I haven’t spoken to in years. I scroll through them, and then keep scrolling, all the way down to my messages with Joy from that night.

7:37 p.m. I’m so, so sorry

7:37 p.m. I don’t know what came over me

7:38 p.m. Please forget I said anything

7:59 p.m. Joy?

8:30 p.m. Are we still recording tomorrow?

I’m humiliated all over again, but now the humiliation is colored by what I know. Did Joy even see these texts? I swallow back a swell of nausea, and nudge my finger along the screen to scan our other recent exchanges. Seeing the message Joy sent three days ago, my head starts to buzz.

Might need you to piece together some tracks for XYZ, Joy wrote.

A random text, certainly, but in the history of Joy texts, not her strangest. I assumed “piece together some tracks” meant a sizzle reel of some sort, and “XYZ” meant “for various reasons.” Likely this was something Xander had asked for. More info, please, I wrote back. An hour later, Joy responded with a single emoji: [image: Emoji of a man and woman standing next to each other]

Mmkay … and…?

Joy never replied, and I forgot about it entirely.

Now I open Joy’s computer and pull up the folder I found last night: XYZ.

I double-check the time stamps. Joy’s texts were sent two minutes after she created the folder. The buzz spreads to my limbs as I open my own computer and do a targeted search. There it is, copied to a TSMSYL cloud folder that only Joy and I share.

XYZ. A title small and innocuous enough to go unnoticed.

Until now. Four files—three raw tracks from our last three published episodes and one password-protected PDF, also called XYZ.

It seems I was right before. There might very well be something to glean from our recent episodes.

I don’t know how all of this is supposed to work, or what it means, but one thing is certain: Joy meant for me to find this.

I think Joy may have left me a clue.
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EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Seven Years Ago

It took a year. In that year, I was jabbed and probed and screened. We got second and third and fourth opinions about how to adjust my pharmaceutical cocktail in order to accommodate a pregnancy. I tapered off one med. Tested out another. Cut a third in half. It was a guessing game of odds—how far could we go before it was too much for me? For a hypothetical baby? We played it safe, but each day I worried a fraction more. I’d been doing so well, and I dreaded a reiteration of those dark days of high school when balance felt unattainable, when we didn’t realize my mental health and narcolepsy were competing for attention. Intrinsically connected and yet separate. But we knew what the problem was this time, and I had support. Xander promised to take over everything. He was so confident, so certain we could get through it, I let him pull me onto the conveyor belt. Forward, forward we went.

It happened in the middle of fall. The first thing I noticed was the scent of bacon. It came at me like a huff of foul breath as I stepped out of the shower. I shouted to Xander that I didn’t want any bacon, thank you, and could he open a window, please?

“I’m not making bacon,” he shouted back.

“Did you get takeout?”

A moment later, he was in the bathroom. “It’s upstairs, I think. But I can barely smell it.” He examined me with wide eyes and wrapped his arms around me from behind. We watched each other in the mirror as he traced a finger down my clavicle, parting my robe ever so slightly to expose a considerably more ample décolletage.

My heart pounded.

Xander’s lips spread into a grin.

A test confirmed it twenty minutes later. The line was faint but undeniable. My heart hammered my rib cage for days.

At eight weeks, I told Benny. I’d been ignoring his calls, partly due to exhaustion and partly due to superstition. I knew I couldn’t hide it from him if he asked, and he would ask. He would want to know why I was nodding off in the middle of conversations. Why the pep was gone from my voice. I texted and asked him to come over when I knew Xander would be out for a few hours.

“So you did it, then,” he said the moment I opened the door. I didn’t have to utter a word.

I tried to smile. “I’m that obvious?”

He sat on the sofa beside me and took my hand. “How are you feeling?”

“So tired. But they say the first trimester is the worst.”

“Which ends when?”

“In five weeks.” It felt like a million. A billion. Only to get through a third of the pregnancy.

He bit his lip. “You don’t look happy.”

“It’s the exhaustion.”

“And Xander?”

“He’s happy.”

Benny nodded. I tried to change the subject, but my brain was broken. I told him I needed to sleep.

“Okay.” He gave me a hug and kissed my forehead. “Congratulations,” he whispered.

As the weeks passed, it grew a little easier. I was able to picture an actual live baby taking up residence in my life. She had full, pinchable cheeks, dimpled knees, and a gurgly laugh. And she was mine. I wanted her.

I let Benny visit more often. At thirteen weeks, he said, “It’s like you’re you but you’re not you, but you’re you. It’s like you’re you squared.”

“Deep.”

“Do you feel like you’re being multiplied by yourself?”

“I imagine that’s the technical definition of pregnancy.”

“Let’s say you’re in a room surrounded by babies. No, wait, let’s say you wake up and find yourself in a baby’s body. You can’t feed yourself, can’t wipe yourself, can’t talk. How do you survive?”

I offered a wry smile. “I’ll let you know in sixty years.”

He laughed. “I miss you.”

“I’m exponentially more me right now. What is there to miss?”

“You know what I mean.”

I knew what he meant. I missed him too. We were never alone together anymore. Xander was always around. He transformed his work schedule in order to support my delicate pregnancy. Video conference calls replaced in-person meetings, and if anything needed to be hand-delivered he employed a gofer. All so he could be at my beck and call. He cooked my meals from scratch, checked my vitals multiple times a day, monitored my naps. The timing of my medicine and vitamin deliveries was no less precise than the ticking of an atomic clock.

The doctor was happy with my progress. My stomach grew. Everything seemed to be fine.

Which was why, at week nineteen, it was so shocking when I started bleeding.



I WANT TO take this moment to share my deepest condolences with those of you who have ever lost a pregnancy. There are no adequate words. My heart goes out to you.



I HAD LET myself hope. I’d started thinking of myself as a mother. I was me squared. And then, all of a sudden, I was the opposite. Me divided by myself. The end was as traumatic medically as it was emotionally. My body went through the wringer. I hemorrhaged so badly I needed a transfusion, and even then it took ages for my blood counts to return to normal. I thought I knew exhaustion, but this brought it to a whole other level. This exhaustion laughed in the face of all previous exhaustions. There was nothing left of me to give, and so I let Xander build walls around me. I let him protect me. Days passed, food was eaten, baths were taken, and I don’t remember any of it. I know my friends and family tried to breach the fortress, and I know it hurt when they were turned away, but I was in my tower under a powerful spell, and nothing short of magic could break me free.

Even Benny.

I hadn’t been answering Benny’s calls or texts, and so one day he showed up unannounced. Xander answered the door and told him I was indisposed. That was the actual word he used, as if Benny were a door-to-door salesman and I couldn’t be bothered to chat about solar panels at this time. Benny said he would wait until I wasn’t indisposed.

I was under a blanket on my bed with the curtains drawn. Not sleeping. Not indisposed. But my door was shut, and these things could have been true, and Xander had already laid out the expectation for this visit. I was now to play the role of the woman who could no longer handle spontaneous social calls in any capacity, and leaving my room would make Xander a liar. Fifteen minutes would be enough, I thought, looking at the clock. Then I could pretend I’d just woken, and act surprised to find my best friend sitting on my living room sofa.

But instead of letting Benny wait, Xander insisted he leave.

“It’s been two months, man,” Benny said. “Let me see her.”

“She doesn’t want to see anyone.”

“I know you think you’re helping her, but you’re not. She needs to be with her people.”

“I am her people.”

“And I’m not?”

“I’m trying to be patient,” Xander said, “but you have no idea, no idea, what she’s been through these past few months.”

“I know I have no idea.” Benny sounded distraught. I pictured him raking a hand through his curls. “You’re shutting me out, man. Let me be there for her.” He paused. “For both of you.”

A wave of emotion rolled through my body, replacing some of the numbness. He was right. We were shutting him out, and it wasn’t healthy by anyone’s standards. The realization was enough to make me throw the blanket off and scoot to the edge of the bed.

“She needs time,” Xander said.

“Let her decide that. It’s like you’re holding her hostage. I can’t remember the last time you let me be alone with her.”

“Benny, I’m trying to be patient. Why don’t you come back some other—”

“Five minutes.” He was getting louder. My chest fluttered with alarm. Xander said something I couldn’t hear, and I was halfway to the bedroom door when Benny shouted, “This is your fault. Yours. You made her do this. She never even wanted a baby.”

I froze.

I’m not sure what happened next. Xander pushed Benny out of the apartment and didn’t return for a while. I stood at the window, waiting. Eventually, Benny passed by. He looked up at me, and I looked down at him, and we didn’t speak again for three years.






Benny Abbott


Day Two

“Do you remember the time I thought someone was living in my attic?” Joy asks halfway through the creepy doll episode.

Past Me snorts. “Hold up, this is a good one. Let me set this up for our listeners. This was, what—twelve years ago?”

“Something like that.”

“Back when we were living in the same apartment building. Joy was sick with the flu, so I was surprised when she came thumping down the stairs past her bedtime. Do you remember what you said when I opened the door? The first thing you said?”

“I’m not alone.” This Joy delivers in a voice reminiscent of Gollum.

I hit pause and make a note of this. I’ve combed through all three episodes in Joy’s XYZ folder twice now, and I’m still not sure what I’m looking for. Logic dictates the password to the PDF must be somewhere in these tracks—at least, I assume that’s what she meant by “piece together”—and yet nothing is popping out at me. Either way, I don’t like this casual reference to not being alone. Not after a stranger has been following her every move for months. I rewind five seconds and press play again.

“I’m not alone.”

“Just like that. You’re lucky I didn’t shut the door in your face.”

“There was someone in my attic!”

“A detail you could’ve led with.”

“And what would have been the fun in that?”

“Anyway,” Past Me says, moving on. “This was not the first time Joy had quote-unquote heard things in her sleep. It happened all the time.”

“Hypnopompic and hypnagogic hallucinations, for you wordsmiths out there. Auditory, visual, sensory, or tactile hallucinations that occur at the beginning or end of a sleep cycle. Very common in narcolepsy.”

“So I’m thinking, Okay. No big deal. I just have to prove the attic is empty so Joy can go back to bed. So I get my flashlight. Go upstairs. Pull down the ceiling ladder. And then I hear it too. I don’t know how to describe it. Like a—like a man army-crawling across the floor.”

“With an axe,” Joy adds cheerfully. “So Benny’s halfway up the ladder, and he’s like…” Joy starts cracking up. “He’s like, ‘Listen, it’s late. How about we do this in the morning?’”

“You mock, but I seem to remember you frantically banging down my door five minutes earlier.”

“Touché.”

“Don’t you think it’s weird that neither of us suggested calling the cops?”

“Because I had you,” Joy says.

“But if you didn’t have me?”

“But I did.”

“Great. Glad we worked this out on the air. Long story short, I poke my head up there, real quick.”

“So brave.”

“And what do I find?”

“Not an axe!”

“Not an axe. Just two creepy-as-fuck glowing eyeballs.”

“Listeners, the way he shrieked!”

We had to cut the next minute for the published version because Joy couldn’t stop laughing. A full-fledged giggle attack. I remember how pleased I was to see it, how long it had been since I’d seen her so unguardedly happy.

When she returns to the mic, Joy’s voice is still full of laughter. “In case you need further explanation, there was a raccoon in my attic.”

I pause again and lean back in my chair. Is this really what Joy wants me to do? I feel like I’m missing something. A part of me wants to ask Mallory what she thinks, but Joy didn’t share this folder with her, or Luna, or Xander, or any of our outside team members. Just me. And I can’t bear the thought of opening this up to others and having them tell me I’m wrong. I need there to be a clue here. I need there to be something to hope for.

Starving, I take a break and order delivery from Beto’s Tacos down the hill. While I’m waiting, I filter through my messages again. People are coming out of the woodwork from all over. Every contact we’ve met through the podcast, old friends we haven’t seen in years. There are two voicemails from our lawyers. They want to discuss how to formally address the situation so as to not lose footing with the distribution deal. There’s also an email from our editor at Macmillan: “Can’t believe it. Sending all my good energy. Obviously don’t worry about deadlines.”

I haven’t been worrying about deadlines. But it’s true that one is looming. Joy and I have barely discussed the memoir beyond the pitch and sale. The idea was to combine our “how we got here” stories into one “inspirational book”—our agent’s words, not ours—and I only went along with it because Xander was convinced it would galvanize our negotiations. But then the book contract took months, and the ensuing announcement was drowned out by Ted’s viral video. Since then, I’ve had a hell of a time convincing myself to compose a single chapter.

It occurs to me, however, that my schedule-following best friend has likely started writing hers. On her computer, I do a spotlight search for “TSMSYL book” and “memoir” and “Macmillan” and “nonfiction.”

I’m beginning to wonder if the password-protected PDF is the file I’m looking for when I find a Word document titled “I Can Sleep Anywhere.” I open it.

And there it is.

Three chapters. Not as much as I’d hoped, but still. Twenty-six pages of Joy.



IT’S LIKE REVERSING time, meeting Joy at the Echo, singing along to the cover of “Lovesong.” I knew from that moment she would be an important part of my life. Walking her home, I kept thinking, Don’t fuck this up. Don’t fuck this up. Because I was a fuckup. After my mom died, I’d practically made it my motto, and when I found Joy at the Echo I was still climbing out of my pit. I didn’t want to drag her down with me. I wanted to meet her at the top. And so I treaded lightly. Told her I wasn’t in a good place. That we should just be friends. I did what I thought was best.

I overcorrected.

When my dad died, I realized what I’d done. For weeks, I mulled over the fiction of fairness as my sister and I boxed up photo albums in the attic and found new homes for Dad’s taxidermied busts. Some nights I came upon Sarah cross-legged in the bedroom closet crying into our parents’ clothes. Other nights she found me weeping on the hood of Dad’s old beat-up pickup truck. Both of our parents died in cars. Both of our parents were dead.

When my parole ended, I realized I was out of excuses. Life was nothing if not uncertain. If not short. I was done treading lightly. I was going to tell Joy I wanted more. None of this “best friend” business. I wanted all of her. But the conversation had to be in person.

Seeing her face was like opening a window in a stuffy room. After months of feeling fractured, I was whole again. We ate pizza, and she rested her head on my shoulder. “I have something to tell you,” she said.

I had to squeeze my legs to stop my hands from shaking. “I kinda have something to tell you too.”

“Okay, but me first,” she said. And that was when I learned about Xander.

I was too humiliated to explain why I was upset. How could I have gotten it so wrong? How could I have let myself believe I deserved a happy ending? I stewed about it for days, and only upon meeting Xander was I able to relax. I liked him—I could begrudgingly admit it—but he wasn’t her type. It wouldn’t last. I was certain of it.

I was wrong.

The chapters end when Joy moves in with Xander. I wish there was more. I wish there were answers here. But there aren’t. I close Joy’s laptop and rest my head on my arm, and the next thing I know the doorbell is ringing.

Tacos. I wipe the drool from my face and shake off my limbs. Walking to the door, I tell myself it’ll be okay. It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay. But when I answer, it’s not dinner. It’s Keller and Price.

And I’m pretty sure it’s not going to be okay.






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Four Years Ago

Benny and I happened upon each other again on a rare rainy day in June. I’d taken up painting—dollhouse art, Xander called it, because the canvases were smaller than my hand—and I was at Blick replenishing supplies. I heard Benny’s voice first, and then his laugh, and I froze. We hadn’t spoken since Xander kicked him out of our apartment, and I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I considered dropping my basket and running. I didn’t know what to say.

The look on his face when he rounded the corner and found me beside the canvas stacks—I can still see it now. “Joy?” he said. As if maybe it wasn’t me. As if maybe he was imagining it.

“Hi, Benny,” I managed to say. Three years had gone by. Three entire years. And in that time, I was a matryoshka doll of emotions. Initially, too sad and broken to reach out, unable to summon the will or energy to pick up the phone, much less endure an entire conversation.

As the exhaustion chipped away, it revealed a layer of outrage. Because how dare Benny say I never wanted the baby? Of course I wanted the baby. Did he think I would become a mother simply to appease my husband? If that were true, I wouldn’t have been so fucking sad.

Deeper still, I felt shame. Benny saw me at my window. He knew I heard him arguing with Xander, knew I chose to remain hidden. I watched Benny leave, saw the hurt in his eyes, and did nothing to make it right. To this day, I have no excuse for my behavior, except to say that I just … couldn’t. I just couldn’t.

Months passed. Months and months. I knew it was on me to reach out, but every time I imagined the conversation I started crying. The gap between us had grown so wide. How had it come to this? It didn’t make any sense. Benny understood loss. He knew what it was like to act irrationally in a state of grief. He had to know Xander and I weren’t in our right minds. Which was why it stung all the more that he didn’t try harder. In all those months, months and months, he didn’t call or text. Not once. His silence was so loud I could hear nothing else. He’d walked away from my window, and that was … it.

And so nestled into the core of my matryoshka doll was a broken heart.

Sadness begets sadness; I understand this all too well now. It was sickeningly satisfying to pile it on, and so I let myself believe that Benny no longer cared, that he no longer wanted to be my friend. I mourned my baby, and then I mourned my friendship, and it was the most miserable time of my life.

And now here Benny was, staring down at me with a cautious, bemused smile, as if I were a cute but potentially dangerous animal that had just stumbled across his path.

“You’re at an art supply store,” I said stupidly.

His beard was longer, and his curls were shiny, and his Wilco T-shirt was a size too large. He dropped his basket, closed the gap between us, and wrapped his arms around me.

I hugged him back, tight, and then tighter, and when we released each other I punched him in the stomach. The air came out of him with a grunt, and he stumbled backward, jaw slack with shock.

“That’s for not calling me,” I explained. “Now punch me back.”

“What?”

“Punch me.” I motioned wildly toward my stomach. I wanted the wind knocked out of me too. I wanted to be punished for being such a terrible friend. “I didn’t call you either.”

“What do you mean ‘either’?” He shook his head, bewildered. “I called you a hundred times. A thousand.”

“Shut up,” I snapped, before my conviction gave way to confusion. He was lying, right? He had to be lying. I pulled my phone from my bag and held it out, as if its very existence could prove Benny wrong. “You did not.”

“I did. And then I called Xander and he told me you blocked my number.”

“He did not,” I said, less convincingly.

“Do you think I’m making this up?”

“I…” I wanted to think that, yes. I wasn’t ready to consider what it would mean if he wasn’t. “I don’t understand.”

Benny’s chest rose and fell. I could no longer read the expression on his face. “You didn’t block me?” he asked quietly.

I frowned up at him through my bangs. “I would never block you.”

We stared at each other, blinking this new reality into focus as shoppers chatted with sales associates in the nearby aisles. “It’s so good to see you,” I said finally.

The corner of his mouth lifted. “You have a funny way of showing it.”

My cheeks heated. “Sorry I punched you.”

“It’s cool.” He waved it off. “Happens every time I come here.”

“Crazy artists,” I said with a forced laugh.

He nodded. “So.”

I nodded back. “So. How are you doing?” I cringed at my own formality. Benny and I didn’t talk like this.

He started to respond, but then his gaze locked on something over my shoulder.

“Joy?”

I turned. It was Luna, looking sharp in a sleeveless white jumpsuit and strappy sandals. She smiled uncertainly and stepped forward to give me a loose hug. “How are you?”

“I’m okay.” I felt like I was at an audition without having been given a script. We were all being so awkward. I gestured to her power-lunch attire. “You look good.”

“Oh.” Luna pressed a hand to her chest. “I just came from—”

I gasped. “Is that…?” On her ring finger was a modest, horizontally set oval diamond in yellow gold. Simple. Perfect. “Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?”

She dropped her hand and looked to Benny for help.

“We sent you an invite,” he said.

“No.” I shook my head. “No, you didn’t.”

“We did,” Luna said. “And you returned it.”

“I didn’t.” I was still shaking my head. “I wouldn’t.”

Luna crossed her arms and gave me a once-over. “Look, I get that things have been rough for you, but lying about it isn’t—”

“She’s not lying,” Benny said. “Xander didn’t pass along our messages.”

“I mean, we don’t know…” I spoke so quietly it was nearly lost amid the gentle rustling of shoppers. “Maybe they were … misplaced.”

I heard myself; don’t think I didn’t hear myself. But it made no sense. Why would Xander do such a thing? All those nights he let me go on and on about Benny shutting me out—how could he keep a straight face if he was the one holding us apart?

Luna raised her eyebrows at Benny, and he bit his lip with a questioning smile.

“Fine,” she said. “I think I’ve got everything I need. Why don’t you two catch up while I go … elsewhere.”

Benny kissed her on the cheek and whispered something into her ear.

“Nice to see you,” she said over her shoulder.

“You too.” I waited until she was out of sight before turning back to Benny. “El Coyote is across the street.”

Understanding brightened his face. “Flaming margaritas?”



WE WAITED UNTIL after we got our drinks to address the awkwardness.

“So…” I held up my coupe. “Congratulations.”

“Right. Thanks.”

We clinked glasses.

“When was it exactly?”

“Last year. May.”

My chest felt tight. I took a large gulp of my margarita and waited for the tequila to spread through my veins. “Here? In LA?”

“Up north. A restaurant near Santa Cruz. It was small,” he added. “Mostly her family.”

“Right. I forgot they were up there.” I nodded as my thoughts began to spiral. What had I been doing that day? Who’d stood as his best person? What song had they chosen for their first dance? And the question that hurt the most, the one I couldn’t ask: Who’d officiated? We’d promised to officiate each other’s weddings.

He must have read my mind because he said quietly, “The phone works two ways. You didn’t call me once.”

“I was upset. What you said about me not wanting the baby. And then you didn’t apologize.”

“I tried so many times.”

“I didn’t know. Xander said…” Xander said I should wait for Benny to contact me first. That people’s true colors come out when others are suffering. That Benny clearly wasn’t the stand-up guy I’d made him out to be. I cringed that I’d let those words in, but I was so lost. “You visited me in my dreams.”

Benny’s expression turned hopeful. “I did?”

“You never said anything. You usually just sat in the corner … shaking your head at me like I was some sort of disappointment.” Every time, I was so certain he was actually there. Every time, Xander would have to remind me it wasn’t real.

“You sleep-hallucinated a mean Benny? That’s terrible.”

“I really believed you were over it.” I teared up. “I was in a bad place.”

“I know you were. I know.” His eyes were moist too. “How are things now?”

I didn’t want to talk about it. The alcohol, however, had already created a disconnect between my mind and my mouth because I found myself saying, “He wants to try again.”

The rain picked up, pounding on the roof. Benny’s green eyes shifted toward the slanted twinkle-lit ceiling, then settled back on me. “How do you feel about that?”

I shrugged in an attempt to play it cool. “I have frozen eggs. It wouldn’t have to be me. I wouldn’t have to take hormones or anything.”

“Oh.” Benny looked like he was struggling to remain impartial. “When did you do that?”

“About thirteen years ago.” I wasn’t surprised the topic had never come up. I’d been so young. If I’m honest, I hadn’t even considered surrogacy until after my pregnancy. I’d done the retrieval only to appease my parents, who insisted I take precautions before testing out a new drug—just in case I was in the minority of women who suffered devastating fertility side effects. I didn’t end up staying on the drug for long, but we kept the eggs.

“So you wouldn’t have to carry.”

I knew what he was thinking: I’d never had to suffer. I could’ve avoided exceptional heartache if I’d gone that direction in the first place. He and I wouldn’t have lost three years. Or maybe he wasn’t thinking those things. Maybe it was just me. “Correct,” I said.

“And Xander’s good with that?”

“He’s warming.” In truth, he maintained romantic notions of traditional conception. But I hoped we’d eventually be on the same page. “Nothing is decided yet.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to keep feeling like me.” I said it flippantly, but this may have been the truest statement I’d ever uttered. I’d worked so hard to get to this point. The hormone fluctuations had wreaked havoc on my body and shaken up my trusted medical cocktail. Under the supervision of my doctors, I’d been up and down and in and out and all the way around myself trying to find a new equilibrium. The fact that we’d recently achieved something close was an enormous relief.

“It’s your body,” Benny said.

I sipped my margarita. “I know.”

“Your body.”

“Benny.”

He sighed. “I wanted to be there for you. You have no idea, Joy. I thought you hated me.”

“I could never hate you,” I whispered.

He reached out and took my hand.

Later, hours later, I went home and yelled at Xander, and he cried and told me he was sorry, he was only trying to protect me, I was fragile and he didn’t mean for it to go on so long. I didn’t believe him, but I let him hold me anyway, and when he stopped crying, I made him promise he would never do it again, never ever, and he swore on his life that he only ever wanted what was best for me, he loved me so much, so very, very much. He reminded me that it had been rough on him as well, and I eventually gave in because he was right. It was rough on both of us. The only thing to do was move on.

But in this moment, holding Benny’s hand in this twinkle-lit El Coyote booth, I wasn’t thinking of the future or the past. I was thinking only of how grateful I was to be given this second chance.

Benny stared at me as he sipped his margarita, a dreamy expression passing over his face.

I couldn’t help but smile. “What?”

“I have this idea,” he said. “For a podcast.”






Benny Abbott


Day Two

“Do you have news?” I ask, gaze shifting rapidly between Keller and Price.

“Not what you’re hoping for,” Keller says. “All right if we come in?”

An oily sensation settles in my stomach as I open the door wider. Richie, thrilled to have a new scent in the house, circles the detectives several times, sniffing and wagging his tail, but Potsie hangs back, cautious. Just as I think he’s warming, he lifts his snout and howls.

I toss a chew toy toward the back rooms as the detectives settle onto the couch. I don’t like the way they look—Keller with her bloodshot eyes, Price as fresh as a newborn, both observing me closely as I approach. I take one of the leather side chairs and wait for them to speak.

“So we’ve finished processing the house,” Keller says.

“Already?” I shift, unsure if this is good or bad news. “And?”

“And what I’d like to focus on right now,” Keller says, “is your relationship with Xander. According to Mallory, things have been somewhat tense between you two these past few months.”

I blink, unsure where she’s going with this. “She’s only been working with us for a few months. It’s not like she’s an expert.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Because … seriously? I told you what was going on. The stalker. The viral video—you talked to my idiot neighbor, right? Plus, plus! The toxic food disaster.” I wait for her to acknowledge that none of this is news. That she remembers me telling her all of this yesterday.

She nods. “The energy shakes, yes.”

I am momentarily appeased. “Right. All this within the last few months. So yeah. It hasn’t exactly been a party in our office.”

It’s no wonder I didn’t realize things had gone south in Joy’s marriage.

Keller scoots forward on the couch. Rests her elbows on her knees. “But Xander, specifically. You were upset with him about the energy shake partnership, is that right?”

Oh. My insides squirm. I look away, and my eyes land on the breakfast table, on Joy’s rose-gold computer. Shit.

“Is that right?”

“Um.” I strive to keep my voice level. “He was the one who vouched for the company, but Joy and I took all the blame for plugging it. So yeah, I was upset. But I got over it. I wouldn’t say these past few weeks have been any worse than usual.”

I shouldn’t have added that last part. The stiff leather squawks beneath me as I adjust my posture. I consider deflecting, perhaps telling her about the encrypted file Joy shared with me, but quickly push the thought aside. I’m no longer certain Joy meant it as a clue. Moreover, I’m not sure how to talk about it without admitting Joy’s computer—on which I have yet to find the missing episode—is sitting only a few feet away. Instead, I ask, “What about the tip line? Have any leads panned out?”

“No, but thank you again for sending all of those our way.” Her sarcasm is thick enough to cut. She flips the page in her notepad, and I wait unmoving for whatever is next, knowing it’s not going to be good. “We did a full sweep of their financials, as you know.” She lifts her eyes to meet mine. “Are you aware there was an attempt at a significant withdrawal from your corporate investment account the evening Xander and Joy went missing?”

“No.” I swallow. “How significant?”

There’s an eruption of voices on Price’s handheld. He excuses himself to take care of it outside, leaving Keller and me to stare at each other.

“How significant?” I repeat.

“A million dollars.”

I nearly gag. “A million…” Practically the entire contents of our shared holdings. My head whirs with possible implications. “You said ‘attempt’?”

“The account was frozen due to suspected fraud.”

“But where … who was trying to withdraw the money?”

“We were hoping you could answer that.”

Keller’s face is a mask. I’m not sure if she’s asking because she doesn’t know or because she thinks I’m hiding something. From my phone, I pull up our wealth management app. Sure enough, I’m locked out. “There—there must be some mistake. What does this mean?”

“Again, we were hoping you could answer that.”

I feel like Keller’s luring me into a trap somehow, but I can’t work out why. “Maybe our financial advisor can explain.”

Keller asks if I can put the phone on speaker, which I do, but it only rings twice before an automated message informs us the office is closed for the day. I leave a somewhat frantic voicemail that may or may not make sense, then stand.

“Do you mind if I—bathroom?” I point toward the back of the house.

“Go on, then.” She returns to her notes.

I take the long way around the sofa, watching Keller out of the corner of my eye as I approach the breakfast table. She’d need only turn slightly to the left to catch me slipping the laptop under my shirt, but she doesn’t, and it requires enormous restraint to maintain a normal pace on my way out. Locking myself in the bathroom, I stuff the computer between a stack of towels and press my hands to the sink.

The wild-eyed man staring back at me through the mirror may as well be someone else, but I tell him not to jump to conclusions. He’s done nothing wrong. My heart skips a beat as I repeat it to myself. I’ve done nothing wrong.

When I return to the living room, there’s a greasy bag of Beto’s Tacos on the coffee table. Keller is packing her things.

“You’re leaving?” I ask.

“I’m needed back at the station.” She holds my gaze long enough for my hair to stand on end and promises to keep in touch.



TSMSYL’S FINANCIAL ADVISOR, Alex, returns my call twenty minutes later. I don’t know him well, so I don’t get into details. I ask only about the attempted transfer, after which he puts me on hold for several long minutes. I pace the room until he returns.

“When’s the last time you logged into the account?” he asks without apology or explanation as to what he’s been doing.

“An hour ago,” I remind him. “Or at least I tried to.”

“Before that, I mean.”

I think back, but I can’t remember. I go into my banking app a few times a month to pay bills, and I occasionally check my own personal portfolio, but the corporate investment account is entirely separate. It’s where TSMSYL’s excess funds go after salaries, 401(k) contributions, and profit sharing. This past year was the first time we made a significant deposit, and that’s largely due to the tour. Most days I forget it’s even there. To me, the ultimate luxury of having money is not having to think about it. I see now how this is problematic. “Why?”

“Because—now, I could be wrong, but from what I’ve gathered, the attempted transfer was made through your login credentials on Tuesday night and set to go into your personal checking yesterday morning. It looks like the account was frozen directly after…”

Alex’s voice muddles as I scroll frantically through my phone, searching for the texts Xander sent on Tuesday night. I find them, and my breath catches.

I’d assumed he was referring to my secret meeting with Joy, but now I’m seeing these words in an entirely different light: WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?



“I’M SORRY,” I say when Luna tells me she’s on her way. “I didn’t know who else to call.”

“It’s fine. I was already in the area.”

“Not for this, though.”

“Benny, Joy is my friend. Of course I want to help.” She sighs. I recognize this particular sigh; hearing it defuses my anxiety by half. “I shouldn’t have left like that. I know this is hard.”

I have to fight back tears. “I don’t want your apologies. You don’t have to apologize.”

“Well, I don’t want yours.”

There’s honking in the background. A muttered curse. I’m about to ask if she wants to call me back when she says, “What are we up against?”

The “we” almost does me in. Through a swollen throat, I explain what’s transpired since we last spoke.

“Fucking hell,” she mutters.

She never curses. Never. But instead of shocking me, these two words fill me with their righteousness. I cradle the phone, grateful to have someone on my team who deeply understands. We’re settling into a comfortable silence when she says, “Benny, didn’t you say the tech team was done processing?”

“That’s what Keller said, yeah.”

More muttering.

“Why?” I ask.

“Because I’m driving up the hill, and there are people inside Joy’s house.”






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Four Years Ago

“A comedy survival podcast,” I said, finishing my margarita. “And by survival you mean…”

“You know,” Benny said, “not dying.”

“And this is funny because…”

He tilted his head as if the answer were obvious. “Because it’s us.”

It took me a second. “I’m sorry, what? You want me to do this with you?”

“It’s the only way it can be done.”

I still didn’t understand, so he explained it to me like I was five. We’d start by covering the worst-case scenarios our younger selves thought our adult selves would be tackling on a regular basis: quicksand, lightning strikes, killer bees, flesh-eating bacteria, that sort of thing. Each episode would follow a basic format: One of us would introduce the deadly plight of the day, and the other would toss out ideas, having done no research at all, as to how they, if faced with said scenario, might respond. We’d riff like we always do, and when the guesser ran out of ideas, the person leading the episode would then reveal the best tactics for survival.

Eventually, if the show caught on, we’d set up a submissions page on our website so we could draw from our listeners’ own unique survival stories. No topic unwelcome.

I could think of a thousand reasons to say no. I didn’t have the time. We didn’t have a space to record in. No one would listen. We weren’t funny enough. And the biggest: Xander. “Why us?”

He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Let’s say you’ve just reunited with your best friend after three excruciatingly long years, and you’re so desperate to spend time with her you come up with a ridiculous podcast idea. But the thing is, it’s not ridiculous, and if she says no you might die of disappointment. What do you do? Do you get down on your knees and beg?”

I twirled my coupe by the stem, heat blooming on my cheeks. Best friend. I was still his best friend. “And you want to call it what?”

“This Story Might Save Your Life.”

I blinked. “Might?”

“We can’t make any promises.” He shrugged. “This story might be funny.”

“You might be terrible at naming podcasts.”

He let out a full head-tilt bellow of a laugh. God, how I’d missed that sound.

“Give it a month,” he said. “One month, and if no one listens, no big deal.”

And so it began.

Even in hindsight it still shocks me how quickly it all transpired. Never in my wildest dreams did I expect us to be a success. I only said yes because I wanted a standing date. We recorded “How to Survive a Narcoleptic Attack” at Benny and Luna’s house in the Hollywood Hills. I pulled out my best stories (sleep disorders are not without their benefits), and we were giddy and silly, and Luna thought it was so funny she passed it along to a client friend she’d recently ushered through a divorce. This client friend, an almost-famous TV actress, enjoyed it so much she posted a rave review on social media. A few of her Very Famous friends then shared her post, and by the end of the week our silly little forty-five minute rant debuted as the number three Top Comedy Episode on iTunes.

Xander couldn’t believe it. He’d been playing the entrepreneurial lottery for years with very little success, and here we were, two idiots with mediocre voices, accidentally hitting the jackpot.

Within months, we had so many amazing listeners (we [image: heart emoji] you!) rating and reviewing and subscribing and, most importantly, contributing. Your stories. *Swoon.* So many stories, all expertly told with a twenty-twenty hindsight sense of humor. You’re all writers, you. It blows my mind how many extraordinary situations you’ve encountered. Bear attacks, aneurysms, dental treatments gone wrong, hauntings, comas, robberies. I thought we’d run out of topics, but as it turns out there’s no end to the horrors of this world. I’m humbled that survival is the common denominator. We’ve all survived to tell our stories. We’re all surviving. It fills me with hope.

But I digress again! As wonderful as you all are, our podcast’s meteoric rise was not all rainbows and unicorns. With sudden popularity comes sudden responsibility. Benny and I grappled with the business side of things. It was a lot at once. The website, the planning. So many emails, so many messages to reply to, so much paperwork for ad sponsors and merch and blah blah blah. I’m boring myself, so I must be boring you. Let me condense for brevity and say that Benny and I are both right-brained. And while we wanted to handle all of this ourselves in theory, we struggled. Neither of us had quit our “real” jobs yet, and there simply weren’t enough hours in the day.

Which was why, six months in, Xander volunteered to take over as producer.

We’d moved our operations to my apartment in deference to my schedule, and we’d just wrapped episode twenty-six. Benny was packing his things. “Nah, man, we’re okay.” He didn’t meet Xander’s eye. Hadn’t properly met Xander’s eye, in fact, since the flaming margaritas. Though I’m sure he’d wanted a showdown, I’d begged him to let it go, explaining that Xander was only trying to protect me, and yes, he overstepped, and yes, I too was angry about losing the last three years. So angry. But it wouldn’t do either of us any good to pick at the collective wound. We had to move on if we wanted to move on together.

“I get it,” Xander said. “You don’t want to need me. But the fact is, you do. Producing is my wheelhouse, not yours. And you know no one else would have Joy’s best interests at heart more than I do.”

Benny glanced at me, and I lifted my shoulders with a toothy wince. I see you don’t want to do this, but can we try it anyway? He’d been backed into a wall. He knew it, and Xander knew it, and the only thing left to do was agree.

To me, it was a great compromise. It wasn’t like this was going to last. We’d had a spate of good luck, but it would end soon. This way, everyone could keep on keeping on, and maybe, working together, we’d all find a way to move past the hurt.

Only, our luck didn’t end. It multiplied.

Soon, shockingly soon, we were recognized on the street. Approached in grocery stores. High-fived at concerts. Strangers bought us drinks at bars and whispered at us in museums. And this was only the beginning. After we began giving interviews and guest starring on other podcasts, the incidents snowballed.

Two years in, after a particularly bewildering experience at Pink’s, where half the line waiting for hot dogs wanted my autograph, Xander invited Benny and Luna over to our place for a drink.

We had not, I should note, found a way to move past the hurt. Rather, we’d swept it under the rug and stomped all over it. Turns out there are always more pressing matters to deal with than icky, messy feelings.

We made sure of it.

And so, casual drinks for no reason? What sorcery was this? Was it possible Xander was finally ready to hug it out?

Instead, what he said was, “I think we should send you two on tour.”

Luna and I nearly spat out our wine.

Benny was the first to respond with actual words. “You’re joking, right?”

“Not at all.” Xander crossed his white-trousered legs and ran a hand through his sleek blond hair. “You’re a live wire. This may only last another year, maybe two. Why not capitalize on it? Why not go big?”

It’s funny to think back on now, how preposterous this all sounded. Live shows? How could we possibly? The logistics alone. My sleep disorder. The *cough* tension between Benny and Xander. Absurd. I laughed, and so did Benny, and that might have been where it ended had Luna not leaned forward and said, “You should do it.”

I stopped laughing. “You’re serious?”

“I’m not saying it’s without risks. It’d be a hell of a lot different from recording in here.” She made a circle with her finger, indicating the small two-bedroom town house Xander and I had purchased that year. “Could be very stressful.”

I felt this sentiment deeply. Despite my immense gratitude for our success, I sometimes wished we could reverse time—go back to the way things were before people recognized us on the street, when our listeners didn’t yet presume to know us inside and out. In the two years since we’d recorded our first episode, I’d experienced a fundamental change to my basic humanhood. I’d been peeled open and exposed to the world. All at once, strangers were sharing their opinions about everything we said, good or bad.

Back in the early days, I felt obligated to participate in these conversations. I wanted our listeners to know I appreciated their time in any way, shape, or form. “I’m sorry I offended you when I joked about _______. I’ll try to do better.” “I hear you when you say I didn’t represent all sides of the argument in our episode about _______.” “Thank you for pointing out my mistake about _______.” “I’m sorry.” “I’m sorry.” “I’m sorry.” I had no idea how vile I was until I was borderline famous. Before the podcast, I never bothered to imagine what life must be like for public figures. There are a million ways to mess up every day.

Benny had to keep reminding me not to sweat the small stuff. No one can be right one hundred percent of the time. But that didn’t stop me from wanting to try. Which was why I couldn’t imagine an unedited version of myself touring the country.

“B-but…” I blinked at him. “How would we even do it?”

“Same way you do the podcast,” Xander said. “Only you’d keep it local to whatever city you’re touring in. Say you’re in Chicago, then one of you would research a Chicago-based survival story. You wouldn’t have to memorize anything. You’d just go up there and be you.”

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I think Luna is right. It could be very stressful.”

“Could also be very lucrative,” Xander said.

It was clear Benny was considering it. “What about Joy’s schedule?”

“I’ve taken it into account.” Of course he had. “We can start in LA, get your feet wet, work out the kinks. We’ve both traveled with Joy before. We’ll obviously make every special accommodation necessary.”

Benny and I stared at each other from across the coffee table. In a matter of minutes, he’d thawed to the idea, and then warmed. Now the heat of excitement flushed his cheeks. I knew he would never pressure me to do this. He would leave the choice entirely up to me, and he would make himself happy with my decision. But I also knew he was picturing us onstage in Chicago and New York and Seattle and Denver, and he was liking the view. A lot. “We may as well give it a shot,” I said.

After all, what did we have to lose?






Benny Abbott


Day Two

I tear over the hill in my Prius to find Luna’s already let herself in. A tidal wave of hope passes over me as I slam on the brakes and sprint through the gate. Luna would’ve waited if there was a stranger inside.

I don’t knock. Swinging open the door, I call, “Joy? Xander?”

No one answers, so I hurry toward the kitchen, where I run into a wall. The wall screams and drops something. “What the hell?”

It’s Mallory. Quinn stands behind her with a stack of rags.

“I thought…” I pant. “It was you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Luna saw someone through the window.” I press my palms to my knees, struggling to catch my breath.

“It was them,” Luna says, entering the kitchen through the other door, still in her red leggings and white tank. Was it only this morning she brought over breakfast sandwiches? Has it been two whole days since Joy and Xander went missing? Time is an abstract concept I can no longer grasp.

“You thought…” Mallory says.

I nod, adrenaline muddling with disappointment as I pick up the bottle of cleaning spray Mallory dropped. This is when I register the mess.

Papers and empty mugs litter the dining room table. Fine black powder sullies windowsills, door frames, and cabinets. The air smells of cologne and leather, and this violation of Joy’s space, combined with the fact that she’s still missing, feels as if someone just spat in my face.

“There’s a lot more downstairs,” Mallory says quietly.

“Why are you here?” I ask.

Mallory doesn’t look like she’s slept, but then again neither do I. Her blond hair is damp, leaving wet marks on the shoulders of her TSMSYL T-shirt. “Keller said the house was done.”

I remember then what else Keller said. “Why did you tell Keller that Xander and I don’t get along?”

Mallory blinks at me, opaque as usual. “Should I have lied?”

I realize I don’t have an answer for this.

Quinn, wearing a set of collared cherry-print pajamas, shifts her bare feet. “They asked a lot of questions. I wouldn’t take it personally.” She offers me a rag. “We could use a hand.”

Luna touches my arm, reminding me why she drove up the hill in the first place. “Want to deal with that other stuff before helping them clean?”

“Other stuff?” Mallory asks.

“Bank stuff,” Luna says, catching me in a sidelong glance.

I agree to the plan, grateful when Quinn and Mallory ask no further questions because I have no clue how to explain the million dollars I’ve purportedly attempted to transfer.

The mess is indeed worse downstairs. Our recording desk has been heavily violated by the evil dust. Our backup drives are gone. The docking station in the middle of the desk is an untethered octopus, unplugged cords splayed in every direction. Xander’s drawers are open, as are Joy’s. The double file cabinet has clearly been rifled through. Both office closets are ajar, boxes upon boxes of swag and listener art cascading to the floor like waterfalls. Apart from the missing electronics, I can’t tell what they’ve taken, or what might have needed analyzing, but even Fonzie seems altered. He gazes at me, thumbs up, as if to say, Ayyy?

Luna sits beside me at the desk. “All right, what did Alex say again? Why are they suggesting fraud?”

“Because I didn’t do it.”

“I know, I know, but how do they know?”

I shrug. “I’m guessing Xander got a message asking him to verify the transaction. He’s the main contact on the account. I got some texts from him that night.” I bring them up on my phone and show her. “At first I thought he must have overheard my conversation with Joy somehow…” I look away and clear my throat. We’ve already established that Luna would rather not talk about this. “But now I’m pretty sure he was referring to the money.”

She studies the screen with a frown. “Did you call him?”

I shake my head. “Do you think Joy did it? Did you guys talk about money?”

“Briefly. I told her to set some aside in a safe place. We didn’t get into details, but maybe…” She casts her eyes downward, lips pressed together.

Maybe I’m her safe place. All my organs settle at the base of my spine because, clearly, I’m not.

“What if it wasn’t Joy?” I pivot, needing an answer that doesn’t make me feel like an ass. “What if this is all a setup?”

“How? A setup for what?”

“What if—hear me out.” I glance up at the ceiling, through which a vacuum has begun squalling, and lower my voice. “What if Xander did it?”

Luna squints at me. “Why would he put money into your account?”

“That’s just it. It didn’t go through. It was only an attempted transfer. Everyone keeps saying Xander didn’t know Joy was planning to leave him, but what if he did? He was the one who helped me set up my account. He could’ve logged on through my username, made the transaction, and then called it in as fraud.”

Luna’s brow wrinkles. “Why would he do that?”

“You said yourself Joy wanted to divorce him with the least disruption possible. Why? Because if Xander caught wind of her plan, he would absolutely manipulate the situation like this in order to make me look like the bad guy. That way he’d have some leverage when we were fighting over the business. Especially—especially!—if he knew we were planning to preempt him with our secret episode.”

“But if he did it, then why send you those texts?”

“To cover his bases.”

“Benny.”

I know. It’s a lot of conjecture. But if Joy did leave me clues, then the question burning at the forefront of my mind is Why? Why did she need to? And how did she know she would need to? The only thing I can think is that she was afraid Xander would figure it out and pull a power play just like this one. “Why else would she have been so secretive about the divorce?”

Luna appears to be mulling this over, and for a moment I feel vindicated, prepared to share my theory about Joy’s encrypted file. I may not know what’s on it yet, but perhaps its very existence, coupled with this alarming money transfer, is all the proof Luna needs to take me seriously right now.

But before a single word can leave my mouth, she’s shaking her head. “Some things are especially difficult to bring out into the open. I didn’t tell anyone we were having problems until our marriage was officially over.”

My shoulders drop so low I feel like I’m melting.

“And anyway,” Luna adds, “that doesn’t explain why they’re missing.”

“I’m just saying,” I say, hating myself, hating this conversation, hating everything. “Anything’s possible at this point.”



FINGERPRINT DUST IS an evil, evil thing. It takes a while to figure out which combination of wet and dry towels works best to remove the dust rather than push it around, and this only after Luna has sucked up the loosest particles with a hand vac. After half an hour of this, I need a clean rag, or at least that’s what I claim as I climb the stairs, only to find myself sinking onto the sofa the second I reach the living room. Noise continues all around me as I close my eyes to block out the mess.

It’s unclear how much time has passed when I open them—a minute? an hour?—but the intermittent start and stop of the vacuums has shifted to a solitary, consistent whine. The longer it lasts, the warier I become, and I find myself following the sound to the hallway behind the kitchen. The guest room door is closed, and through it, almost inaudible beneath the irritating whine, are the muffled voices of Quinn and Mallory. They sound upset, and I’d be willing to bet neither is cleaning. I consider going downstairs to give them privacy but change my mind when I hear Mallory shout, “You don’t know what you’re saying!”

“Then tell me what to think, because I’m imagining all sorts of crazy things right now,” Quinn says.

I hold my breath. Mallory’s voice sinks out of earshot, but Quinn—dear, bellowing Quinn—is impossible not to hear.

“I uprooted my life for you so you could take this job, and don’t look at me like that. I’m not trying to play the martyr. I went willingly, I know. But I did it because I thought it would make you happy.”

The only word I catch in Mallory’s response is “podcast.”

“Bullshit,” Quinn snaps. “You and I both know that’s not true. You did it because he’s got you under his thumb. Because for whatever ungodly reason, you can’t say no to the man.”

They dip out of range again. I inch forward, and as I do the floor lets out a startling creak of protest. I freeze mid-step, heart leaping into my throat. The vacuum stops. Quickly, as quietly as I can, I tiptoe out of the hallway.

I’m at the sink rinsing a rag when Quinn exits the guest room.

“How’s it going down there?” she says with an air of forced casualness.

I focus on the water, praying my voice doesn’t betray me. “Slow.”

Five minutes later, I find Luna in the yard, standing opposite the judge and her partner at the fence. Carlotta and Emil are both in robes—Carlotta’s, long and silky, tightly bound at the waist; Emil’s, terry cloth, open to expose his bare chest.

“Do you know there’s a search party tomorrow morning?” Luna asks when I join them.

I hadn’t heard about this.

“At the elementary school,” Carlotta says, wispy white hair softly backlit by the adjacent porchlight. “Your fans organized it on Facebook.”

It’s not a police-sponsored activity, Luna explains, but she thinks we should go. The implication being that it would make a bad impression if we didn’t. I reluctantly agree.

“What else have you learned?” Carlotta asks.

The shrill chirp of crickets fills the background as Luna shares what we know.

“That’s not a lot to go on, is it?” Carlotta says with a frown. “What about the stalker? Any news there?”

“None,” I say. “And he hasn’t posted anything.” Which doesn’t tell us much. If he was responsible for their disappearance, he wouldn’t be announcing his whereabouts. If he wasn’t, there would be no pictures to post.

“And they still haven’t figured out who he is?” Carlotta asks.

I shake my head.

“One thing I’ve been wondering”—Emil inches closer to the fence—”did Joy or Xander mention anything about the MG having issues? Because I told that detective woman my concerns, and—well, Xander bought it from me, didn’t he? I did a good job restoring it, I’m proud of my work. But you know those old roadsters. I’d feel terrible if the car was somehow to blame.”

I shake my head again. “Not that I’m aware.”

“Good, good.” He rests a hand on Carlotta’s shoulder. “That’s good.”

Luna nudges me. “You should tell them about the money.”

I flash her a look.

“What? They might have ideas. It’s not like you have anything to hide.”

This is not info I’m willing to share, not until I have a better understanding of what’s going on. But Luna is right about one thing—they might have ideas. I lower my voice to a whisper. “Mallory and Quinn were fighting just now.”

Luna leans in. “About what?”

Quickly, I report what I heard. “What do you think? Do you think Mallory knows something?”

Carlotta glances up at Emil, who shrugs. I wait impatiently for someone to chime in.

Finally, Luna says, “I don’t know, Benny. That could’ve been about anything.”

“She’s right.” Carlotta nods. “Let’s not read too much into it. Everyone’s a little on edge right now.”

“You think I don’t know that?” I regret snapping before I even close my mouth, but come on. She’s a judge. She’s seen terrible things in her court. She of all people should understand why I would be suspicious. “I’m just saying. It didn’t sound like a domestic squabble.”

None of them respond, and suddenly I feel like I’m all alone out here. Like I’m imagining things. Face hot, I stare at the ground as the thrumming shriek of crickets fills the silence.






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Twenty Months Ago

Our feet-wetting shows were small on a relative scale but huge for us novices. A few hundred people on weekdays at local comedy clubs. If you were among those in attendance for that first show, you know how nervous I was. The moment Benny and I stepped through the curtain, I started giggling like a fool because who did we think we were? How was this our life? When we took our onstage seats, I thought I might be able to play it cool, but unfortunately I’d opted to lead. Turns out, when you’re holding two pages of research in one hand and a microphone in the other, it’s impossible to disguise the quakes.

Lord help me, I was an amateur. My mouth was dry. My lips stuck to my teeth. Bizarre sounds escaped my mouth, and the more it happened the more nervous I got.

“Someone bring Joy a cocktail,” Benny shouted, interrupting me.

I giggled—more giggling—and fanned myself with my printouts. “I might be better off with a diaper.”

“That I cannot help you with.” Benny tossed me an encouraging wink, and I allowed myself a moment to look deep into his eyes. There, I found it: my footing.

“That reminds me of the time I peed in a diaper when I was fourteen.”

Benny didn’t miss a beat. “I have so many questions.”

“I was at my friend’s house, and her older sister was hogging the only bathroom. And we’d just downed, like, an entire liter of Pepsi.”

“I’m here for this.”

“You know that science experiment where you drop Mentos into soda? Do you know what I’m talking about?”

“Where it makes a geyser?”

“Exactly.”

“Are you the geyser in this scenario?”

“Exactly.”

Benny laughed. “Okay, walk us through this. You grabbed a diaper and then what?”

“Well. This is where the story gets complicated.”

Put in a nutshell, friends, don’t relieve your bladder in baby diapers when you’re past the age of two.

Potty humor. Never gets old. And in this case, it saved me from certain failure.

After we wrapped the show, I was buzzing. “I am never going to be able to fall asleep.”

Benny grinned. “Better than drugs.”

“But seriously, I don’t think I’m going to be able to fall asleep.”

First lesson learned: don’t book the shows too late at night. Narcolepsy be damned, it took hours to come down from that high.

The next lesson was even trickier: how to travel cross-country with your best friend and your husband and have no one threaten homicide.



PODCAST TOURS ARE interesting beasts. Someday, Benny and I will devote an entire episode to the myriad stories resulting from our grand nineteen-city tour. Like when Xander went ahead to make sure our Portland venue was ready, and Benny and I took a detour to Voodoo Doughnut and ended up getting so lost we arrived fifteen minutes after curtain call. Or the night all three of us got food poisoning from our room service fried chicken in Charleston. Or the time I fell asleep on the subway between our Park Slope Airbnb and our SoHo venue, and they had to carry me off the train.

To ensure I was able to remain on schedule in light of possible extenuating circumstances (jet lag, flight delays, food poisoning), we padded extra days onto each city. Still, this wasn’t “safe” enough for Xander. He wanted every second accounted for. Every tourist stop, every dinner reservation, naps, bathroom breaks, you get the picture. It was Very Responsible, and it got old. Fast.

By the time we landed in our twelfth city, Savannah, the mood had grown tense. We were in desperate need of a team-building exercise, and I decided a ghost tour was just the ticket. Specifically one that included booze. Out of an abundance of caution, I hadn’t indulged in a single sip since we left Los Angeles, and I was due for a beer. We all were. I booked us without asking and announced it over lunch.

“Get your money back,” Xander said. “We have a sound check.”

Benny raised an eyebrow. “You mean, like, testing one two three?” We didn’t do sound checks. And this supposed sound check was more than twenty-four hours in advance.

“They said it was necessary,” Xander said.

“Can’t we reschedule?” I asked.

“It’s too late. I said we would be there.”

I tried not to make a face, but I made a face. Xander was being ridiculous, and I wanted Benny to be happy. Needed him to be happy. Also, I love ghost stories. “Do we all have to go?”

“Meaning?” Xander crossed his arms. He knew what I meant.

“It’d be good fodder for our show if Benny and I did this.”

We didn’t need permission. There was no point in all of us showing up to tap a mic. But it wasn’t about reason at this point. We waited for his answer like two children begging their parents for ice cream money.

“Go, then,” Xander said, surprising us all.

So we did. We rode bikes in the rain, pausing between tales of hangings and yellow fever to drink beers in cursed taverns and haunted pubs. It was the most fun we’d had together in ages. We were in beautiful Savannah. Life was good. Superb. We were the luckiest people alive. By the time we returned to the hotel, soaked and happy and a tiny bit drunk, I was ready to show Xander how grateful I was for making all of this possible.

But he wasn’t in our room. Nor was he in the bar downstairs or the business lounge or the rooftop pool. He also wasn’t picking up his phone.

I knocked on Benny’s door and he answered in his towel. “Oh. I thought you were room service.”

“This is how you answer the door for room service?”

“This isn’t how you answer the door for room service?”

I looked him up and down. “Have you lost weight?”

“Since you last saw me ten minutes ago?”

“You know what I mean.” He usually wore baggy T-shirts, which was probably why I hadn’t noticed, but he was definitely leaner than usual.

He shrugged. “Food poisoning.”

“I had food poisoning too.” I gave one of my love handles a dramatic squeeze. “Touring is supposed to make you fat.”

“Sorry, I didn’t get the memo. Maybe you can ask Xander to resend it.”

“Speaking of. Have you seen him? He’s not in our room.”

Benny shrugged. “Nope.”

The elevator dinged and a man came out pushing a silver cart. He stopped at Benny’s door. “Room service?”

I followed the attendant inside and watched him set up the plate on Benny’s table. Salad, cheeseburger, french fries. It smelled good.

A signature. A tip. The cart rolled out, and Benny slipped into the bathroom with a pair of shorts. “You’re eating my fries, aren’t you?” he called over the whirring fan.

“No,” I said through a full mouth.

He was still shirtless when he joined me at the table. I smiled as he cut the cheeseburger and handed me half.

“I love you, Benny,” I said around my first bite.

The corner of his mouth lifted. “You know I love you too.”

We finished the food, and I shuffled happily across the room to turn on a home makeover show.

“When’s Luna joining us?” I lay stomach down on his bed, facing the TV. “I thought you said she’d visit when we hit the East Coast.”

“I said that, yeah.” He set the tray outside the door and joined me on the bed.

“And?” We were both propped on our elbows. I bumped my shoulder against his and he bumped back.

“And I don’t think she’s gonna make it.”

The way he said it made my eyebrow shoot up. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.”

“Is it work? She can’t get away?”

“That’s part of it.” Again, that tone.

“Did you have a fight or something?”

His head bobbled ambiguously. Yes. No. Maybe.

I tried to remember the last time I’d seen her. She came to our LA shows, but it had been a while since we’d hung out socially, all the way back to when Xander first brought up the tour, after which there’d been months of scheduling and hyping and planning and selling of tickets, and then more planning. Benny had mentioned she was busy a few times. Lots of new clients, lots of messy divorces.

“Dude.” I wasn’t going to let up until he gave me more.

He consulted the bedspread. “I guess the time away has gotten her thinking, and she wants to use these last few weeks to reevaluate.”

“Reevaluate what?”

“You know.” He averted his eyes. “Marriage.”

“The institution?”

“Specifically ours, but yes.”

I was floored. How had I not seen this coming? How had I not noticed something was off? Had he said anything I’d misinterpreted? Anything I’d ignored? I racked my brain but found myself at a loss. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really, no.”

“That wasn’t supposed to be a question. What I meant to say was, talk about it.”

He looked at me then like I was a kitten who’d scratched up his favorite chair. Cute, but annoying as hell. I was fine with that. “Tell me everything,” I said, “or I’ll keep nagging.”

It took him a second, but he gave in. “We’ve been disagreeing about a lot of things, that’s all. Work. Life. Babies. All the usual stuff.”

One of these words was not like the others. “Babies?” I said quietly.

Maybe he saw my face. Maybe he never intended to talk about it. Either way, he waved it off. “Among other things.”

“But you want babies and she doesn’t?”

“It’s not just that. It’s about whether or not we’re … you know. Meant for each other.”

“Oh.”

“She seems to think we’re not.”

“Oh. Oh, man. I’m sorry, Benny. Are you freaking out?”

He nodded. “A little bit.”

“You guys will come around,” I said, perhaps more confidently than deserved. “I’ll bet this happens to all divorce lawyers. Imagine how many people go into her office complaining about the way their husbands, say, clip their toenails. And then she goes home and you’re clipping your toenails, and it’s like…” I paused. “PTSD.”

“PTSD.”

“Post-toenail stress disorder.”

This got the desired laugh.

“She’s married to the best human on the planet.” I bumped his shoulder again. “She probably just needs some time to remember what true love looks like.”

“I think that’s what she’s trying to figure out, yeah.”

We were quiet for a moment.

“Would you mind not telling Xander? I don’t want to talk to him about this.”

I understood. “Can I ask one more question?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Nope.”

“Go on.”

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

He flattened himself, cheek on the white down comforter, facing me. “I don’t know.”

I mirrored him. His eyes searched my face before his gaze fixed on my nose.

I swiped at my nostrils. “Do I have a booger?”

“I was thinking about the night we met.”

“Did I have a booger then?”

He smiled and shook his head, infinitesimal movements rustling the fabric.

I waited. When he didn’t continue, I said, “What about it?”

“You were so you.”

I scrunched my boogerless nose. “I hope this ends in a compliment.”

“That is the compliment,” he said quietly. “There is no bigger compliment.”

My heart fluttered. “Weird. That’s basically what I thought of you.”

We stared at each other for so long my eyes grew heavy. The next thing I remember is the snare drum. It became the backbeat of my dream, a sharp staccato tap tap tap as Benny and I danced to rock songs at the Echo. Someone nudged my shoulder, and I told them to go away, and then the shouting began. It took a second to understand I was no longer dreaming. When the voices finally registered with the waking part of my brain, Xander and Benny were at each other’s throats.

“She was looking for you.”

“On your bed?”

“You’re kidding, right? She has narcolepsy. She fell asleep. Would you rather she sleep on the floor?”

“Don’t be an ass.”

“Then don’t come in here making stupid accusations. Maybe Joy wants a minute without you. So what?”

I was too disoriented to step in. Was that my Benny with the balled fists and beet-red face? I almost laughed because no, it couldn’t be, my best friend didn’t lose his cool. When Xander led me from the room a few minutes later, I tried catching Benny’s eye. I wanted to wink at him, or exchange some other meaningful glance to show him I was on his side, but he was already facing the window, staring out at the moonless night.

“I couldn’t find you,” Xander said when we were alone in the hallway. His tone was quieter now, more guarded. “I was worried.”

Still coming out of my fugue, I said, “I ate half a cheeseburger.”

Our room was four doors down. He swiped us in with the hotel card, shut himself in the bathroom, and didn’t come out for an hour.

I thought often about that night over the next few weeks. I wanted to follow up with Benny, ask if there were any developments between him and Luna, but I found it difficult to secure any time alone with him. We were busy, yes, but my husband was always, always around and I wanted to honor Benny’s request to not discuss the problem in front of him. The more time passed, the more obvious it was: he wasn’t happy. He managed to go onstage and be funny, but I could see the heartache brewing beneath the surface.

I confronted him about it before our last show during a rare ten minutes alone.

Ten minutes that turned my world upside down.






Benny Abbott


Day Three

I return home after midnight and wake at sunrise to Richie licking my face. From the foot of the bed, Potsie stares at us with disappointment, as if he can’t believe he’s still here. I coax him toward me and rub his floppy ears. “We’ll find her,” I whisper.

I check my phone and am again overwhelmed by the influx of messages across all communication channels—DMs, texts, links to articles and videos with ever more far-fetched theories as to where Joy and Xander might be or what might have happened. There are tearful TikTok posts with hundreds of thousands of likes. I have no fewer than thirty requests for a public statement.

Joy’s parents are still six days out from Port Canaveral. When the charter boat idea failed, they tried to commission an emergency helicopter. To no avail.

“I feel like the mom from Home Alone,” Gail says in her voice message. “Only it’s so much worse. Please call me back as soon as you can, Benny. I talked to Detective Keller, but I don’t think she’s giving us the full picture.”

Her number goes straight to voicemail, so I detail everything I know before the beep cuts me off. I then leave a message with our corporate lawyer, saying I’ll catch up with him after the search party. I sound detached, even to my ears. A month ago, I could never have imagined feeling this ambivalent about the distribution deal, considering how much money is on the table. I also could never have imagined Joy and Xander going missing. The fact is, there’s nothing anyone can do. Not until they’re found.

I let the dogs out, make coffee, and return to Joy’s computer, hoping the few hours of sleep I managed will allow me to come at this puzzle with fresh ears. I pull up Joy’s “deadly appliances” episode from three weeks ago and start where I last left off.

“Quiz time!” Joy says. “What is the most dangerous home appliance? I’ll give you three guesses.”

“Three? Too easy. Garbage disposal.”

“Not even in the top ten.”

“But your hand—you stick your hand in there, and the blades spin?”

“Is that how you use your garbage disposal?”

“That’s my greatest fear. That it’s gonna turn on the moment I stick my fingers in there.”

“Second guess?” She starts humming the Jeopardy! theme song.

“I don’t know, dishwasher?”

“Benny.”

“What? I couldn’t think. You were making smart-people music at me.”

“Making smart-people…” She laughs for several seconds. “Speaking of dishwashers, did you know we just got ours replaced? Have you seen it?”

“I have. It’s very pretty.”

“It has nine different rack positions. Nine! And do you know what I was thinking about this morning? Remember the dishwasher from my old apartment?”

“The completely nonfunctioning hunk of junk that you used as a minibar? Yes.”

“Glassware on top, bottles on the bottom.”

“Upcycling at its best.”

“I remember, I was so certain I’d feel like I’d made it if I could just have a brand-new dishwasher someday. Like, to me that was the very apex of civility.”

“Funny how our goalposts keep moving, isn’t it?”

She made a sound I couldn’t quite read at the time. I still can’t read it now. “All right, third guess?”

I guessed the stove. Burns and all that. Who knew refrigerators were responsible for the most ER visits of any other appliance? Clearly not me.

I make notes on the rest of the episode, jotting down everything that feels potentially relevant, but when I read the list over at the end, it makes no sense. I guessed at all of the ways refrigerators might cause injury. She read a listener survivor story about a child who nearly suffocated while hiding inside an out-of-service refrigerator during a game of hide-and-seek. We had an extended conversation about the Punky Brewster episode where Punky’s friend did the same. Joy mentioned jelly beans three separate times. We talked about ice makers for a full seven minutes. Joy made smart-people music at me twice.

Lord help me, what am I doing?

I take my coffee out to the back porch, where the scent of toppled eucalyptus hits like a medicinal punch. It’s already warm at this early hour, and the air is calm. It’s going to be a scorcher.

Richie and Potsie sniff purposefully at the wreckage, padding carefully from edge to edge like two long-eared archaeologists preparing to excavate a site. They have no idea the significance of what was lost.

You have to see it in person, Joy wrote, back when the house first went on the market. There’s something special about it.

It was a chilly March morning, just seven months ago. My divorce wasn’t final yet, and I was only reluctantly house shopping. The listing agent, a waify bottle blonde with thin red lips, was waiting at the curb when Joy and I arrived. I stared at the house, confused, as we all made our introductions. From what I could tell, it was a typical mid-century ranch. I’d seen a thousand of its kind, and because Joy lived on the hill I was already familiar with the neighborhood. I saw nothing special about it.

The interior offered no further explanation. Well-maintained, nicely updated, but typical. I couldn’t even say I was impressed with the view. There are a lot of hills in Los Angeles. A lot of views. It wasn’t until we stepped into the backyard that Joy elbowed me and said, “This.”

She was referring to the twenty-by-fifteen shed near the back of the yard. It had a sloped roof, two windows, and a small porch in need of repair. Beyond it was a raked gravel garden lined with climbing vines and a rock wall fountain. “Okay,” I said, still not getting it.

Grinning, she pointed to the hand-carved wooden sign on the shed door: THE ZEN DEN.

“Do I look like I need to take up meditation?”

“You look like you need a lobotomy.”

The agent chuckled at this and then covered it up with a cough before scuttling away.

I crossed the threshold into the dim, empty space, observing the warped wood-paneled walls and parquet floors, the acoustic ceiling tiles. Beneath the musty odor of what was almost certainly mold, I could just barely make out the lingering smell of cigars.

Joy squeezed my elbow. “It was a recording studio. You could fix it up. We could do the podcast here.”

“But we record at your house.”

She bit her lip. “Maybe if there’s another studio within walking distance, we could change that.”

If she’d dangled any other carrot, I would have thanked the real estate agent for her time and driven away without another thought. I wasn’t ready to buy a house. My divorce was too fresh. I didn’t have any furniture, nor did I think I could muster the enthusiasm necessary to furnish a whole-ass home. I was miserable, plain and simple, and I wanted to wallow in it.

Only then, without taking another step, my imagination ignited. A recording studio. Even though Xander could no longer stand to be in the same room with me, he was still always there, always watching. Micromanaging. Microaggressing. A proper sound studio in my backyard might be the fix Joy and I needed to record in peace. Even if it was only on occasion. The more I thought about it, the more I realized this Zen Den could be a way to rewind the clock, back to the last time Joy and I lived within walking distance of each other, before everything and everyone else got in our way.

I bought the house.

The shed needed a lot of work, but I was down for the challenge, determined to make it a timeless extension of my mid-century ranch. I hired the best contractor I could find on short notice, and together we updated the electricity, installed a new roof, ran new air-conditioning, and sprayed foam insulation. We put in energy-efficient skylights, and herringbone oak flooring. On the south wall, we cut out a giant window to capture the sprawling LA skyline. For the north wall, I found an ultra-plush navy sofa, long enough for Joy to nap on whenever the need struck. I bought a soft rug, a large desk, and all the recording equipment two comedy survival podcasters could ever need. The exterior was outfitted with new siding and an updated porch, and I hand-planted a perimeter of Spanish lavender. The Zen Den was not just improved; it was a goddamn masterpiece.

And we never once used it. Just as renovations were wrapping up, all hell broke loose, and Joy stopped leaving her house. And now …

I’m resurfacing from this memory when I spot Paparazzo Ted a few feet from the fence. “Any news?” he shouts before I have a chance to turn around.

I shake my head.

“Hey, so…” He steps closer. “I ran into Joy at the grocery store a few months ago.” When I don’t respond, he adds, “She was in the produce section, and I was at the bakery.”

“Listen,” I say through clenched teeth, “I don’t know what your deal is, but you are literally the last person I want to talk to right now.”

“Jesus, man, let me finish.” Ted flaps his white undershirt a few times to cool off. “I’m trying to tell you something. I was only there to buy a cake for my daughter’s birthday, but—well, you may have seen the picture of Joy that showed up online later that day.”

I regret giving him a single second of my time. After everything he’s done. Joy is actively missing, and he’s trying to absolve himself for some paparazzi photo he sold two months ago.

“Go to hell.” I call the dogs, and this time they follow.

I’m shutting us inside when Ted shouts, “You have reporters in your front yard!”



HE’S RIGHT. THERE are three, one of whom, a young woman, is actively addressing a camera. Watching them through the blinds sends prickly goose bumps up my arms.

While the woman speaks, a compact blue Kia slows in front of my house. The driver idles for a moment and then turns into my driveway.

“Oh no you didn’t,” I growl. I’m about to run out there to give them a piece of my mind when the driver steps out.

It’s not a reporter. When I see who it is, I burst into tears.






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Sixteen Months Ago

The backstage of Detroit’s Fox Theatre is a labyrinth of corridors and stairwells covered in autographs from everyone who’s graced its stage in the last thirty years. At the insistence of an excited production assistant, we’d added to the stairwell collection in black Sharpie beside the cast of Sesame Street Live! There were ten minutes left to “relax” before curtain call.

We’d performed in a number of cool places, but the Fox was tops. One hundred years old, decked out in an opulent blend of Eastern motifs, this movie palace had seen the likes of Aretha Franklin, Elvis Presley, Stevie Wonder, Diana Ross, Prince. We were not worthy, and yet we’d sold all 5,174 seats. This was the grand finale to our tour.

“Ooh.” I pointed to a signature halfway up the stairs. “Alice Cooper.”

Benny made an unexcited sniff from the upper landing.

“You didn’t look.”

He glanced over. “Cool.”

He didn’t sound right. “You okay?”

“Yeah, of course.”

He was definitely not okay.

The production assistant, a fresh-faced Gen Zer, waited for us in the doorway. I glanced around the dimly lit stairwell, realizing we were otherwise alone.

“Would you mind giving us a sec?” I asked her.

“Of course. Yes. Sure. Yeah. I’ll just be…” She fluttered a hand and then shut the door.

Benny stared at me under raised brows. I closed the gap between us, meeting him on the upper landing. “What’s going on with Luna?” I whispered. It had been all I could think about through Sioux City, Park City, Minneapolis, and now Detroit. For weeks I’d waited for the right moment to talk to him about this, and for weeks it never came.

He shook his head. “No news.”

“None?”

“We said we’d talk when I got back.”

“That’s it? That’s all?”

“More or less.”

“Seriously? Vague is not a good look on you.”

He seemed to consider his options. “Her two best friends from law school are starting their own firm,” he said eventually. “They want her to be a founding partner.”

“How exciting.” When he didn’t return my smile, I said, “Not exciting?”

“They’re in San Francisco.”

“Oh.” I let myself picture it briefly, and my shoulders dropped. “Oh.”

“It’s a good opportunity for her.” His tone did not match his words.

“Absolutely,” I said with equally unconvincing enthusiasm. “But I’m confused. You said you’ve been fighting. And … reevaluating.”

He nodded. “She thinks this could be a fresh start.”

“Oh,” I said again.

The stairwell was unusually quiet, letting in only a fraction of the ruckus from the grand lobby. Our fun-loving fans were filing in, drunk and armed with reinforcements, laughing as they spilled their way to their seats, but all we could hear was a murmur, a gentle white noise.

“Anyway, I, uh…” He raked his curls. “I don’t know what to do.”

I tried to picture my life without Benny, and found it was easy to do. We’d done it before. For three years, the most miserable time of my life. In those years I’d lived as if trapped in a terrarium, defeatedly pressing my hands to the glass. Depression lies, my friends. He is a beast, and I believed him when he told me I was unlovable. That Benny no longer cared. That I was the problem. After coming out the other side, I promised myself I would never again live without my best friend.

My chest constricted and I found I couldn’t breathe. As if the ghosts of the Fox Theatre had wrapped their icy fingers around my heart.

“Are you okay?” Benny asked.

I shook my head, eyes filling with tears.

He grasped my arms. “Talk to me. Are you not feeling well? Do you need to sit down?”

“Don’t,” I managed. “Don’t leave.”

He exhaled all the air in the world and rested his forehead on mine. Our noses touched. I closed my eyes. Even when I began to calm, neither of us moved.

I opened my eyes. “Hi.”

“Hi.” His breath was warm on my lips. He ran his hands up and down my arms. “You scared me for a second there.”

We blinked at each other. Up close, his eyes expanded like deep pools, and I lost myself in them for a minute. “I don’t want you to leave.”

I was talking about long-distance moves, but I meant that moment as well. I didn’t want to leave the stairwell, the corridors covered in signatures. I wasn’t ready to go back to real life. Now that we’d survived our “survival” tour, I was already feeling nostalgic. I’d gotten used to the grind—the planes and cars and hotels and continental breakfasts and call times and coffee runs. We were all tired, and I never got a minute alone with Benny, but at least I could see his face every day.

Still forehead to forehead, he said, “I don’t want to leave either.”

My breath caught, our entire friendship passing before my eyes. Snuggling under blankets at the cemetery movie night. Scavenger hunts in art galleries. Costume parties, and bar crawls, and tacos at all hours. My insides fluttered.

“You’re my very favorite person, you know that?” I whispered. No qualifiers, no caveats. They were the truest words I’d ever uttered.

Benny’s eyes smiled. “You’re mine too.”

And this was, of course, when Xander cleared his throat.



BENNY AND I broke apart. Flustered, I punched Benny on the shoulder and said, “Thanks for the pep talk,” as if our forehead-to-forehead whispers were no more than a pregame huddle.

“Anytime, champ,” Benny said, taking my lead. His face was beet red.

Mine probably was too.

We waited for Xander to overreact, to yell, to scream the way he had when he found me in Benny’s room, but this time he kept his cool. “Ready for showtime?”

“Ready steady,” I said, widening my eyes at Benny as we all headed for the stage.

The next hour and a half went by in a blur. If asked to recall anything I said at any of our shows, I’d be at a loss. That heady adrenaline is too muddling. What I do remember is how bittersweet this final performance felt. Benny led with a story about an exotic animal show gone wrong, and I concocted ridiculous solutions for how to survive, and we laughed, and we cried, and we signed all the things. And then we were done. Our tour was over.

I was still riding my postshow high when Xander and I returned to our hotel room.

“I saw you,” he said, shutting and bolting the door.

I blinked. Benny and I had just been treated like megastars by 5,174 people. He may as well have been speaking another language. “Saw me what?”

“I saw you backstage.”

Disappointment rose like bile. “I—I don’t know what you mean.” My act was laughable even to my ears. The memory of the stairwell swept through me like a hot flash and I felt my face going red again. “There was nothing to see.”

“Did you kiss him?”

“What? No. God, no.” It was clear he didn’t believe me so I doubled down. “We were…” I searched for the word. “Huddling.”

“You were huddling.” He breathed out heavily through his nose. With a growing sense of alarm, I watched him pace back and forth in front of the tightly made bed.

“Xander, I know what you’re thinking, but it’s not … we’re not…” Try as I might I couldn’t finish the sentence.

He sank down onto the bed and put his head in his hands. “I do everything for you.”

“I know. I do. And I love you for that.”

“Just for that?”

He sounded so hopelessly sad. I pressed my hands to his shoulders and nudged his legs apart. He wrapped his arms around me, and I rested my cheek on his head. “I love you. Period. You’re my husband. There’s never been anyone else.”

He may not have believed me, but he let it go.



I’D BE LYING if I said we were fine, though. We at TSMSYL gifted ourselves a six-week hiatus to recover from the tour, and instead of relaxing in the town house as I’d intended, Xander whisked us away to Big Bear Lake. He insisted it was exactly what the doctor ordered. A second honeymoon. A chance to reconnect without all the triggers of real life.

I needed to talk to Benny. He had to assume something was going on when Xander changed our flights, sending us home a full twelve hours apart, but there was more than could be explained in a text, so we arranged a place and time to catch up in LA. When Xander sprang Big Bear on me, I pushed Benny back a week, only to learn, as we rounded the final bends into the cozy mountain town, that my husband had booked not one, or two, but three weeks of vacation. I balked, but Xander was positively giddy. What did I mean, I didn’t want to stay three weeks? Why hurry back to smoggy LA when we could cozy up in a lakeside cabin at seven thousand feet? Why, indeed. And so we hiked, and slept, and lunched in the village. Rode pontoon boats around the lake. I didn’t bring it up again because I didn’t know how. He’d cleared my schedule. On paper, I had no reason to go back.

When we returned to Los Angeles in late June, the need to clear things up with Benny had fizzled. We never did address the weirdness, and I convinced myself it was because Benny wanted to forget it ever happened. Luna was no longer talking about starting a firm up north, and while I had no idea what her earlier vacillation meant for the future of their marriage, I assumed they were working on things. Why confuse the matter by bringing up the Fox Theatre stairwell?

And so we went back to the way things were before the tour. With one major difference: we were now flush with cash. While I knew this would be the biggest perk of enduring thirty-eight live shows in nineteen cities across the United States, the final total floored me nonetheless. Xander and I were ready to upgrade from our budget town house to a proper single-family home.

I won’t bore you with details, but suffice it to say Xander was particular. His list of must-haves was lengthy, and LA’s market was tight. I didn’t expect a perfect match. I only hoped we could find a place near Benny and Luna in the Hollywood Hills.

But Xander wasn’t interested in the Hollywood Hills. The property he set his heart on was a 1931 Spanish revival in Mount Washington. I won’t pretend I hated the house, but this was farther out than I’d hoped to live. Without traffic it was a twenty-five-minute drive to Benny’s house. With traffic, who knew? Not to mention, there was nothing within easy walking distance of the hill. No restaurants, no theaters, no big-box stores, no pharmacies. I would need a chauffeur to go anywhere. Xander knew this.

“But we weren’t talking about Mount Washington,” I said.

I fought him on it. For the next several days I showed him listing after listing in Hollywood, Thai Town, Los Feliz, Franklin Hills.

“Stop,” he said, pushing my phone away. “There’s no point.”

He admitted then that he’d already put in an offer. Already signed the electronic forms in my name. We were in escrow. He had his reasons for doing this, of course. Xander always had his reasons. He knew I wouldn’t come around in time and didn’t want to lose the house. It was too special, what with its arched windows and doors, its painted tiles and exposed beams. Though what set it apart, in his eye, was its privacy. A metal fence encircled the entire property, with trees and bougainvillea shielding the view to the 3,100-square-foot home. The only visible neighbors were those directly to our east, a former judge and her partner.



IT WAS AROUND this time, just after our move in late July of last year, that we became aware of our superfan. He called himself TSMSYL_Number_One_Fan, and I only say “he” because he listed pronouns in his bio. We had no idea who he was, and at first, we didn’t care. “Joy Moore in the wild,” he posted, along with a photo of me walking hand in hand with Xander near our new home.

Odd, we thought, that he happened to be in Mount Washington at the same time. Why hadn’t he introduced himself if he was our self-proclaimed biggest fan? Was he the young man who picked up my sunglasses when I dropped them outside the community center? Or the man who smiled at us near the elementary school? Perhaps he was shy. Probably he was harmless.

Only, that was just the beginning. Two days later, there was a long zoom shot of me repainting our curb number. Then one of me and Xander getting in the car. Then a flurry at the grocery on Figueroa Street. The next day, a wide-angle shot outside the nearest pharmacy.

Almost as quickly as it began, there was a photo every time I left the house.

Did I look for him? Of course. We all did. This was different from the fan engagement we were used to. His anonymity gave us the heebie-jeebies, as did the fact that I was his primary subject. Though Xander made the occasional appearance, Benny rarely did. It was, for all intents and purposes, the Joy Moore edition of “Stars—They’re Just Like Us!”

We asked around as to what could be done, and the long and short of it was: not much. We blocked him. He returned an hour later with a new but similar name. We blocked him again. Same story. You get the picture. As a result, I stopped going out casually. Xander grew more protective by the day, never leaving my side. By October, I started to feel like I was back in the terrarium, only I wasn’t pressing my hands to the glass. I wanted to be left alone. By everything and everyone.

Including Xander.

Especially Xander.






Benny Abbott


Day Three

“I told you not to come,” I say, embracing my sister the moment she’s inside.

“And I heard what you were really saying loud and clear.” Sarah kisses my wet cheek and holds me at arm’s length. “You look awful.”

“I can’t believe you’re here.”

“I can’t believe how hot LA is in October.” She sets her purse on the sofa before stripping down to a tank top. She’s gained a few pounds since I last saw her, and as I take in her beautiful full face framed by thick brown hair, all I see is my mom. I nearly cry again.

“Coffee?” I manage.

She accepts my offer and follows me into the kitchen. “Whoa,” she says when she sees the tree.

I sigh. I recognize I need to get someone out here to take care of it, but it’s so low a priority it hasn’t even made the list.

“Your Zen Den,” she says quietly.

I glance away, thinking not of the first time Joy saw it but the last. Sarah, who knows the whole story, rubs my back and says nothing more about the shed.

The coffee is strong and I don’t have creamer. Sarah waves off my apology and gets down on her knees to pet the dogs, who have barely left her side since she arrived. It’s like they know she’s a therapist and will calmly guide them through this difficult time.

When my sister last visited, I had no beds, no sofas, no dishes, and no clue how to be alone. I’d donated all my furniture when I moved into Luna’s fully furnished house, and even if I hadn’t, I would’ve given her everything. Which left me at square one. Sarah walked me through painful trips to IKEA and tedious online sprees, she filled my cart at the grocery store, and she reminded me how to keep putting one foot in front of the other. She is my rock. My only family left.

“So what are you thinking?” she asks, standing.

“Honestly?”

“As if I would accept otherwise.”

“I’m thinking that with every passing minute it’s less likely we’re going to find her. And I’ve never been more terrified in my life.”

“We’re gonna get through this.” She embraces me again, then brings me to the couch. “Fill me in. What’s new?”

We hug pillows, and I tell her about Keller’s visit, and the million-dollar transfer, and how terrible Joy’s house looked after the techs were through with it. I mention the fight between Mallory and Quinn and that no one else seems to think it’s suspicious. I tell her that Joy’s parents are stuck somewhere in the mid-Atlantic, and my corporate lawyer keeps asking how I want to handle Apex Plus, and my neighbor Ted is a colossal turd. By the time I’ve brought up the search party we’re supposed to attend in a few hours, I’m beat.

Sarah blows out a thin stream of air. “All that happened since we last spoke?”

“And one more thing.” She waits as I retrieve Joy’s computer. “I’m not sure I’m even right,” I say, opening the XYZ folder through the desktop. I explain my theory that Joy shared it as a clue, and wait for Sarah to tell me I’m stupid.

“And she copied the same folder to your cloud?”

I nod. “A few minutes before she texted.”

“Oh my god,” she breathes.

“You don’t think I’m wrong?”

“It would be too much of a coincidence, wouldn’t it?”

I’m so relieved it almost hurts. I want so much to be able to help, to have a purpose right now, I was beginning to worry I’d wildly misconstrued Joy’s intentions. “But I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

“What’s the common thread in all three episodes?”

“Apart from survival?” The fucking irony.

“‘Attic,’ ‘Dismemberments,’ ‘Appliances,’” Sarah reads, toggling through the audio files. “Not your best title work.”

“They’re just placeholders. These are the raw tracks.”

Sarah frowns at me. “Why raw tracks, do you think? Why not the edited episodes?”

“Because…” I have no idea.

“Do you think the clue lies in what was cut?”

It’s a good question, one I wish I’d asked myself, though in fact we don’t usually cut much content. Just microphone mishaps and off-putting bodily noises. And sometimes, as in the case of the attic raccoon, excessive laughter. But there was one notable cut two weeks ago in the dismemberments episode. We had a battle with some bugs in the middle of recording, and I told Mallory to go ahead and trim it down. I never bothered to check if she did.

“Hold on, I might have an idea.” I pull the episode up now and scrub through to the middle. When at last I hear myself say, “You can cut it,” I rewind a few minutes.

“It would never have occurred to me to use rubber bands to stop the bleeding,” Joy says.

“I think it’s probably most effective with fingers.”

“Ew.”

“I know.”

“No, look, ew!” Joy says. “By the door. It’s like a whole army of— Oh my god, ew. Where are they coming from?”

There’s a shuffling sound as Joy gets up to inspect. She’s across the room when her voice is heard next. “Oh, come on. This is so disgusting.”

“What was it?” Sarah asks as the commotion continues on the track.

“Silverfish.” I watch the waveform scrolling across the laptop screen. “Dozens of them. Coming through the crack under her door.”

More shuffling sounds as Joy and I remove the bugs with tissues. Joy’s at least ten feet away from the mic when she says, “Remember how bad the silverfish were at Chez Moi?”

“Only your apartment. They must like you.”

“Well, it’s not reciprocal. Oh, hey, I forgot to tell you! Xander and I drove past the building the other day on our way to the doctor. They changed the name.”

“No they didn’t. To what?”

“Chez … shit.”

“Has a real ring to it.”

Joy laughs. “It’ll come to me.”

But it didn’t come to her. When we returned to our seats a minute later, I saw that our mics were on. “Still rolling?”

“Thought there might be something worth keeping,” Mallory says.

“Eh, you can cut it.”

I stop the playback and turn to Sarah, who is clearly not following. “It’s Chez Moi. Our old apartment building.” Three mentions in three weeks. Which might not otherwise be odd, but she hadn’t brought it up in ages. And then, three times in a row, she’d wedged it into the conversation while we were recording. The attic raccoon, the old dishwasher, and now this. I explain this all to Sarah.

She clasps my forearm. “You think that’s the password? Chez Moi?”

I try it, hope swelling with each tap of the finger, and then exhale heavily. Invalid.

“Maybe it’s the new name,” Sarah suggests.

Nodding, I type the address into Google Maps and toggle into street view. There it is: dirty cream stucco with faded mint-green trim, bifurcated by open-riser stairs. They must have changed the name since they took these images, though, because CHEZ MOI is still prominent in mint-green cursive below the number 710.

“Maybe the address is the password.”

I try this too. Again, invalid. But I’m not giving up. In fact, I’m now brimming with renewed hope. “Or maybe…”

“What?”

I’m afraid to utter it aloud for fear it might not be true. I stand. “Do you want to go for a drive?”






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Twelve Months Ago

I rehearsed for hours in my head.

It’s not you, it’s me. Don’t take this personally. I am drowning.

What I eventually said over breakfast one windy morning last October: “I need space.”

Xander stared at me over his toast and scooted his chair a few inches away.

“In a broader sense,” I added.

He raised an eyebrow. “From me?”

“Just a few hours.”

“Right now?”

I matched his raised eyebrow with a raised shoulder. “Whenever it’s convenient.”

“But the stalker.” He’d recently begun using that word. I hated it.

“You said your friend had an extra ticket to that premiere tonight, didn’t you? Why don’t you go? I’ll stay home and lock the doors.”

We’d been joined at the hip for several months straight. I wasn’t sure what he would say.

“This year’s been a lot, hasn’t it?”

His tone was nebulous but his words were reassuring. “A lot” was an understatement. The tour. The new house. The sta—no, I refused to use that word. The superfan. I nodded.

“Is there anything else you want to tell me? Do you not like the way I chew my food?”

An uneasy sensation began to form in my stomach. “You chew just fine.”

“Do I bore you?”

“Xander.” I forced a laugh.

He looked at me as if my face was out of focus. Outside, the wind whistled through the trees. “Some people would see it as a burden, being married to someone with your condition.”

Numbness spread through my body as I cast about for a response. I should’ve known this was how he would react. And yet as cruel as these words were, I knew also that they were true. Some people would see it as a burden being married to someone with my condition. I would see it as a burden being married to someone with my condition. It wasn’t like I enjoyed having to abide by a rigid schedule. It wasn’t like I delighted in playing medicinal whack-a-mole with my symptoms whenever conditions changed.

“I don’t see it that way.” He tweaked my nose. “But if you need space, you get space.”



BY 6:00 P.M., the Santa Ana winds were in full effect. They rattled the windows as Xander examined himself in the bathroom mirror. He tilted his head and undid the top button of his black oxford shirt. “Do you want me to bring anything back? Popcorn? Junior Mints?”

Perched on the edge of our clawfoot tub, I ran a hand through the bubbly water. “I’m good.”

He stared at me as a mother might entrusting her infant to a sitter for the first time. I patted his back as he hugged me. “Go. Stay out as late as you want. Have fun.”

The moment the lock clicked on the front door, my entire body relaxed. I. Was. Alone. It had been literal months since I had last been alone.

Friends, it was like I was transported back in time. I was twenty-one again, dancing in my underwear in my first solo apartment. I soaked in the tub with an overfull glass of wine, watched a saccharine rom-com in bed with a carton of greasy chow mein, and painted my nails while singing along to Fleetwood Mac. I was a goddamn female cliché. It was beautiful.

I was still awash in this glow of revelatory freedom when the power went out.

“Xander?” I said reflexively, and then cursed myself for my codependency. I could handle this alone. It was probably just a fuse. Lighting the way with my phone, I found the breaker box beside the stairs. Everything seemed in order.

As I stepped out onto the terrace, a gust of warm wind whipped the door from my hand; it slammed against the wall with a loud bang, and I let out a yelp.

“Chill out,” I whispered to myself. From my perch, it appeared the entire neighborhood was down. The moon was but a sliver in the sky.

“Joy?”

I turned toward the voice and found Carlotta waving a flashlight from her back porch. Holding my hair against the wind, I met her at the fence.

“Do you need any candles?” She pointed the light up to her face. Though we’d chatted regularly when I first moved in, I hadn’t seen Carlotta in well over a month, and I was startled by the change in her appearance. She wore a headscarf and wide-rimmed glasses, and she had no eyebrows. No hair at all, in fact.

I declined her offer, attempting to be casual, but she’d already clocked my reaction. “Yes, yes, I have cancer. No use tiptoeing around it.”

Xander had become friendly with her partner, Emil. It started with Xander borrowing a ladder, and the next thing I knew Emil was his twice-weekly personal trainer. Xander was even making plans to buy the MG Emil was restoring. I’d be shocked if Carlotta’s health never came up, but if it had, Xander hadn’t mentioned it. “I’m so sorry.”

Through the fence, in the dark, in the squalling wind, she gave me the lowdown: leukemia, acute lymphocytic. Her second time in five years. She’d finished the induction phase of chemo, was presently in remission again, and would soon begin the second phase of chemo.

“Quite the slog,” she said.

I offered to help with anything she needed, and she surprised me by taking me up on it. “Come over Saturday? I need to turn over my planter beds, and gardening is not Emil’s speed.”

I promised I would be there, she asked if I was sure I didn’t need any candles, I said I was good, and we returned to our separate houses.

The silence was jarring when I slipped back through the terrace door, the darkness engulfing. With my phone light, I found my candles, and then I called Xander. Voicemail.

It was time for bed, but I knew he’d be home soon, knocking things over in the dark, so I decided to wait for him. I waited thirty minutes, then an hour, knowing it would mess with my routine, and still he didn’t arrive, nor pick up his phone. Benny didn’t answer either, though this was less surprising since he was visiting his sister in Connecticut.

I am not melodramatic. In fact, I had taken the last few months in relative stride. We’d exercised caution with regard to the superfan because that’s what you do when an invisible stranger trails your every move. But now, alone in the dark, I let my imagination run wild.

If he knew where I was all hours of the day, he without doubt knew I was home alone.

Every true crime story I’d ever heard came back to me in a flash. Were our gates secure? Was our lock easy to pick? What if my phone ran out of charge? Why didn’t we install a landline? Would someone hear me if I screamed for help? I lit more candles, but the resulting shadows haunted me. Each time the house creaked, each time the windows rattled, my entire body seized with tension.

I’m embarrassed to admit how quickly I spiraled.

The power was restored before Xander returned. He found me on the kitchen floor, asleep, knife in hand.

Needless to say, he found this alarming. So alarming that he had a baby monitor delivered to the house the next day. The kind that connects to your phone so you can watch the feed from anywhere.

“You’re kidding,” I said as he was setting it up. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

“If we’d had this last night I could’ve saved you from that … scene.”

“Or, you could’ve answered your phone.”

“Let’s not make a big deal out of this.”

Rage filled me so quickly it scared me. “Not make a big deal?” I shouted. “You think this isn’t a big deal?”

“Joy, calm down.”

Has there ever been an occasion, in the history of time, when it was a good idea for a man to tell a woman to calm down? I was not going to calm down. I could admit my behavior the previous night was not ideal, but Xander had to see he was taking this a step too far. He’d crossed the one line we had left. The one line. Shaking, I threw the monitor at the wall, spraying the room with splintered plastic. “WE DON’T HAVE A BABY.”

“And maybe that’s for the best.”

Reader, I threw myself at him. I wanted to claw his eyes out. Rip his chest open. Drink his blood. Look at me NOW, I wanted to say. Does this look helpless to you? But he had me on my back before I could so much as yank a hair from his head.

“Stop,” he said, pinning me down. “Stop fighting.”

I didn’t stop. I fought so hard, for so long, I ended up passing out. When I came to, he was pressing a cool, wet cloth to my neck. “Needing help is nothing to be ashamed of,” he said quietly.

He fixed a bowl of soup and drew me a bath. “I’m sorry,” I whispered as he shampooed my hair.

“Thank you,” I whispered when he put me to bed.

The following afternoon, Benny showed up to record. Xander was home, of course, hovering nearby as Benny filled a glass with water and downed it in two long pulls. Wiping his mouth, he gave me a once-over. “Why are you wearing that? It’s ninety-eight degrees.” I could feel the heat coming off his skin; his forehead was beaded with sweat.

“The boy band?” I tugged at the sleeves of my sweatshirt, hyperaware of Xander’s gaze. For breakfast, he’d made berries-and-cream crepes with freshly squeezed orange juice. I wasn’t hungry but I’d cleaned my plate. “How was Connecticut?”

Benny mopped his brow with a paper towel. “Thirty degrees cooler.” His sister had taken him to a few breweries. They’d eaten pizza in Mystic. Spent a day shopping. “Sarah insisted I needed new shoes.” He directed all of this to me, despite Xander’s close proximity.

“You got new shoes?”

His eyebrow twitched. “Seriously, why are you wearing a sweatshirt?”

I wanted to tell him. I could make it into a joke. Listen to this crazy thing that happened last night. Look how easily I bruise when someone is holding me down with their knees. Isn’t it wild the way fingers can imprint on your skin when someone crushes your arms? Instead, I looked Benny straight in the eye and told him I was having a bad period.

It pains me to say there were other scenes like this. Other arguments. Other sweatshirts on hot days. “You’re lucky I’m so patient with you,” Xander would say.

Every time, I promised myself I would tell Benny what was happening, and every time, I found an excuse not to. He and Luna were still working on their own marriage. I didn’t want to saddle him with another set of problems. Besides, telling Benny would only force my hand, and what cards was I playing with anyway? Xander was inextricably entwined with every facet of the podcast. With every facet of my existence. It was so. Exhaustingly. Complicated.

Like a dying star, I began to collapse into myself. And as he always had, Xander took care of me. Fed me. Brought me pills. Escorted me to doctor’s appointments. To appease him, to thank him for his service, I kept my mouth shut.

I know what you’re thinking. I know. But that isn’t even the worst of it.






Benny Abbott


Day Three

We hit traffic. It’s bumper to bumper the second we merge onto the freeway, so I change course and take side roads as soon as we pass Elysian Park. By the time we reach my old street it’s already midmorning, and I have to wait for a dump truck to finish upending a line of trash cans before snagging the only open spot along the curb.

Joy was right. The building is no longer called Chez Moi.

“Chez Nous?” Sarah says.

From “my house” to “our house.” It’s been painted too. Same cream, same mint green, but clean. Fresh. “Try it.” I gesture to Joy’s computer in Sarah’s lap and hold my breath.

She types in the words. Again, invalid. Somehow I’m not surprised.

“What now?” Sarah asks.

“Not sure.” I wait for a Mini Cooper to pass, and step out of the car. I still feel strongly there’s a reason we’re here. Like Sarah said, it would be too much of a coincidence otherwise. The fernlike jacarandas shade the cracked sidewalk as I approach the building, Sarah at my side.

Sarah gestures to the lower apartment on the left. “That was yours, right?”

I nod, focusing on the old steel-framed windows above mine. When Joy lived here, she hung sheer yellow curtains that filtered the light and brightened the room all at once. Now there’s nothing in the windows at all. Sarah nudges me and points to a sign resting along the wall in the corridor beneath the stairs: FOR RENT BY OWNER.

My breath catches. “You don’t think…”

Either an apartment is about to go up for rent or one has recently been rented. And the most likely of the four units I can see from the front entrance to Chez Moi—Chez Nous—is Joy’s. The same apartment with the silverfish and raccoon infestation and broken dishwasher. My heart pounds in my throat. If Joy is here … I almost don’t want to let myself think it. I don’t care what I need to do to help her fix things. If she’s here, I swear to god I will do whatever it takes to make sure I never, ever lose her again. I approach the staircase, and then all at once I’m at her door.

The smell of pancakes. The clack of plates. Someone is here. Someone is definitely here. Sarah is behind me, a gentle hand on my back as I knock.

Nothing from inside. I angle forward, staring at my Converse sneakers, straining my ears for the sound of footsteps. But it’s quiet now. There’s no doormat. No shoes or packages along the wall, like the apartment across the way. I’m beginning to worry I’ve imagined the smells and sounds when the lock clicks. The door opens a crack.

“Can I help you?” A woman’s voice.

My stomach sinks, then sinks further when the woman’s face comes into view. Round cheeks, concerned hazel eyes. Not Joy.

“I was looking for my friend. I thought she might be…” I’m too disappointed to continue.

“Have you seen this woman around?” Sarah holds out a photo of Joy on her phone.

The woman opens the door wider, squints at the screen. A little girl with sleep-ruffled black curls and pink footie pajamas toddles forward; she hooks an arm around the woman’s leg and sucks her thumb, watching me curiously. The woman shakes her head. “I haven’t. Is she missing?”

I nod, and she offers a commiserative frown. “I’m sorry, I wish I could help.”

“There was an apartment for rent,” Sarah says before the woman can close the door on us. “Was it this one?” She points to the sparsely decorated space through the crack. A simple gray couch. A spattering of plastic toys across a rug that’s seen better days.

“Just moved in yesterday,” she says. The little girl reaches up with plump, grabby hands, and the woman picks her up. Kisses her forehead. “I hope you find your friend.”

Across the way, the door to the opposite unit opens. A man, roughly my age, wearing padded shorts, a helmet, and a backpack, pushes a road bike onto the landing. We introduce ourselves and show him Joy’s picture.

“Sorry, man.” He lifts the bike over his head. “Wish I could help.”

We follow him down. As he’s riding away, we try the ground-floor units, but my heart’s not in it anymore. I know now that I was wrong, and I’m unsurprised when no one answers.

Sinking onto one of the open-riser stairs, I run a hand down my face, irritated that I let myself hope. Of course Joy isn’t here. I’m a terrible friend. If she was indeed dropping clues, I’ve clearly failed to pick them up.

Sarah sits next to me. “What’s going on in there?”

“I really thought she was trying to tell me something.”

“Maybe she is. But Benny, I think we need to talk about why. Why like this?”

It’s the same question I’ve been asking myself. “I’m sure there has to be a good reason. I keep going over it in my head. All she said that night was that she had something sensitive to tell me, and that she needed to take a break from the podcast. Maybe she was planning to tell me about the divorce, but what if she was trying to tell me something else? We don’t know when the window broke. What if some stranger was already in the house when I got there? What if I could’ve helped and I didn’t even know it because my head was so far up my own ass?”

“Don’t,” Sarah says. “Don’t you dare do that to yourself. I’m talking about the clues. She asked you to come over at a specific time. By sticking a note in your pocket. And then that text about piecing things together for XYZ—why would she do that?”

“Because she was worried Xander would do something to stop her.”

“Right. But you don’t still think that was just to protect the podcast, do you?”

An old diesel BMW passes, blaring “Sweet Adeline” by Elliott Smith through open windows. I look down at my hands.

“Benny, we haven’t talked about why Joy is leaving Xander.” Sarah shifts; clears her throat. “I know the past few months have been turbulent, but has Joy seemed okay to you … otherwise?”

“What do you mean, otherwise?”

“Has she been acting different? More stressed or anxious than usual?”

“Well, yeah. Like you said—it’s been turbulent.”

“Has she been isolating herself?”

“Yes. But—because of the stalker.”

“You always complain about the way Xander micromanages everything. Does he control all the money?”

“He doesn’t have full control. We have accountants and stuff. But enough that it would be tricky to extricate him.” My heart palpitates uncomfortably. “What are you getting at?”

“Does Joy have access to your finances?”

“I assume so. I told you, Luna thinks it may have been Joy who transferred the million dollars.”

“But it didn’t go through.”

“Right. Because Xander stopped it.”

She nods knowingly, biting her lip.

“Oh.”

“You’re not going to like my next question, but I have to ask it.” She takes my hand. Squeezes. “Has Joy been wearing different clothes lately? Scarves? Turtlenecks? Long sleeves when it’s hot?”

My stomach drops so fast I feel like I’m going to be sick. “Oh my god.”

“Shit.” She encircles me with her arms and presses her cheek to my shoulder. “We don’t know anything for sure.”

My eyes fill. I rest my head on top of hers. “This isn’t good.”

“No. But whatever’s happening, I’m here for her, and I’m here for you, and we’re going to do our best to fix it, okay?”

“Thank you for coming,” I manage.

“Did you really believe I’d let you go through this alone?”

We remain here, on these same stairs Joy and I sat on a hundred times, watching the jacarandas tremble in the breeze until a notification pings on Sarah’s phone. She reads it and sighs. “Search party starts in thirty minutes.”






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Nine Months Ago

The online posts held steady throughout the holidays, with photos of me in restaurants, in grocery stores, on drives with Xander in his MG. You know that tingle of self-consciousness you get when you’re being watched? I felt it constantly. My stalker—by this point I too had adopted the word—was nowhere and everywhere. We documented, blocked, and reported, and he unfailingly returned. What worried us most was his unwavering focus.

I was so consumed by these thoughts I almost didn’t hear what Benny said as he sat down for an early January recording. “You’re—I’m sorry, what? What did you say?”

Benny glanced over at Xander, who was standing in the doorway to our bedroom. “Luna and I are getting a divorce.”

“B-but you were working things out. We just got your Christmas card.” They looked so cute, grinning in their ugly sweaters beside the caption “These sweaters look better when we wear them together.” I’d had pangs of jealousy for days. “And you said … you said no San Francisco.”

Benny reached for our lucky statue, but instead of rubbing its head, he picked it up and cradled it in his lap. Pressing his thumbs to Fonzie’s, he said, “It’s not about that.”

“Then what is it?”

“A lot of things. The fighting, the baby stuff.” The baby stuff. My heart tugged as he shrugged miserably. “When it all came down, we couldn’t find enough reasons to stay married.”

“Oh, Benny.” I went around the desk and hugged him tight. The scent of his shampoo hit me with an olfactory wallop, and I realized how long it had been since we’d last touched. “I’m so sorry.”

He looked to Xander, perhaps expecting a similar offering of sympathy, but Xander only frowned.



JANUARY AND FEBRUARY sucked. Benny moped. Luna wasn’t answering my texts. Xander was in such a foul mood, I found myself hiding from him whenever we were alone. Taking naps even when I didn’t need them. I was desperate to leave the house, but I couldn’t leave the house without being followed by my invisible stalker, and so I channeled my energy toward my best friend, needling him, begging him to open up. The more I prodded, the more he pushed me away. “You’re making things weird,” Xander said. “If he’s not ready to talk, he’s not ready to talk. Wait for him to come to you first.”

But I wasn’t going to fall for that again.

And so, in March, I did two things.

First, I brought Benny out to view a house a few blocks away. He might not have been ready, but I reasoned he’d never be ready. He needed the push, and I needed him nearby, and to my great relief he decided to give Mount Washington a try. Now Benny would be within walking distance. 1,528 steps for him, 1,600 for me.

Second, I suggested we add an employee to the mix. Someone to serve as buffer in the room when things got tense. Not that I said this, not in so many words.

What I said to Xander was, “You need an assistant.”

He grinned smugly into the mirror as he plucked an errant hair. “I think I’ve got this covered.”

“Not with grooming. A proper assistant. A producer.” As our sole non-talent executive producer, he managed our researchers, merch distributors, social media specialists, webmaster, ad partners, lawyers, PR reps, accountants, and god knew who and what else. All remotely. “You’re stretched thin. You know it, I know it. We need someone in the office. Someone who can intuit what you need, right when you need it. We should’ve done it ages ago, really.”

He stared at my reflection.

“You work so hard,” I said, rubbing his back.

He returned the tweezers to his vanity case and removed a jar of face cream. I watched him apply a dab to each cheek, hope draining with each passing second as he spread the moisturizer with gentle upward strokes. “Okay.”

“Okay?” It was too easy. “Seriously?”

“It’s actually perfect timing.”

“It is?”

He nodded, meeting my eyes through the mirror. “My sister is looking for a job.”

Enter Mallory.



HOW TO DESCRIBE Mallory. Mallory is sensible. She’s quiet, and beautiful, and detail-oriented. Her wife, Quinn, makes delicious cupcakes. And for reasons unbeknownst to me, she was willing to move four hundred miles in order to take this job. At first I worried I’d overreached. What if it didn’t work out?

But it did. The mood lifted with a fourth person in the room. Xander began to uncoil, one spring at a time, and as a result Benny and I did too. Admin became—if not pleasant, then almost pleasant? Xander smiled more often, took meetings across town. He even let me get a puppy. A perfect squishy-faced beagle mutt I immediately fell head over tails in love with. Benny rescued his brother so as to have a furry companion in his new home, and we named both of them after Happy Days characters. They had a playdate every time we recorded, Richie and Potsie tumbling around like drunken old men, chewing everything in sight.

“They’re just like you,” Benny said one day when Potsie collapsed mid-step into a nap.

I kissed Potsie’s nose. “I’ve always felt a kinship to puppies.”

Were Mallory and the pups the answer to all of our problems? No. But I think back on these months with wistful nostalgia, in part because they coincided with our excitement surrounding the Big Deal.

In May, we started talks for a major distribution deal—one-week exclusives to all-new content before going wide to other platforms. The potential windfall was mind-boggling, life-changing, and completely unwarranted. In no way did we deserve it, but did we want it? Yes. Thing is, these were just “talks.” Negotiations were slow, and there were no guarantees. And so, to amp up our “wow” factor, Benny and I agreed to write a memoir. Various agents and editors had floated the idea since our tour, and we’d always politely declined. What could we possibly say that hadn’t already been said? A book delineating our “inspirational path to success” was overkill.

I think it perfectly encapsulates our hopeful mindset this past spring that our answer changed. “Sure,” we said. “Why not?”

In my head, it would be a romantic, speedy affair. Sign the publishing contract one day, make a flashy announcement, sign the distribution deal the next. Boom, security for life. Soon all of our problems would disappear.



“DID YOU SEE this email?” Benny said in July when we were catching up on admin after recording one afternoon.

I glanced over at Mallory. True to form, she was wearing a tank top and joggers, platinum-blond hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. Headphones on, she appeared lost in thought, likely still troubleshooting audio glitches from that day’s recording. Xander was out of the office. Another meeting with the lawyers. “Which one?” I asked.

He turned his laptop around to show me. The heading read: “WARNING: TOXIC INGREDIENTS IN SHAKE AWAKE PRODUCTS.” It was addressed to both of us. I rolled my chair over and we read the email side by side.

To Everyone at TSMSYL,

PLEASE NOTE: the Shake Awake products you’ve been advertising are making people sick. Their protein powder is NOT safe to eat in its current form. Regular use will result in toxin poisoning: FEVER, NAUSEA, LIVER FAILURE, AND MORE. Please DO NOT CONSUME, and please STOP endorsing this product.

Sincerely,

A Concerned Citizen

Benny and I exchanged frowns. Shake Awake was an all-day-energy breakfast shake start-up we’d recently gifted with ad space. Usually, because our CPM (cost per thousand listens) is pricey, we end up partnering with larger, more established corporations, but when TSMSYL became financially secure, Xander proposed we begin donating the occasional mid-roll ad to fledgling companies in need of assistance. After years of gambling on equity investments, he knew intimately how hard it was for new businesses to get off the ground. These thirty-second or one-minute plugs were a simple way to give back, now that we had a platform.

A surprisingly generous suggestion, I thought. Benny agreed, and so we went along with it whenever a reasonable opportunity arose. Last time, it was a start-up making wearable air purifiers. Before that, a company selling full-color night-vision goggles. Both products that could theoretically save a life. As for Shake Awake, the partnership arose because of my sleep disorder. Who better than a person with narcolepsy to promote an all-day-energy drink?

“Scam or real?” I asked.

“No idea.” Benny pulled up a browser and searched “Shake Awake protein powder toxin poisoning.” No results came up. Next try: “Shake Awake illness.” Again, nothing. I tested a few combinations of my own and reached the same outcome. There were no articles. There hadn’t been a recall.

“Have you tried their shakes?” I asked.

He shook his head. I hadn’t either, apart from the initial taste test. They weren’t gross; they just weren’t my thing. I preferred to eat my breakfast rather than drink it.

“Scam, I guess.” I turned to Benny. We were, I realized then, sitting very close.

“Hey,” he said.

I looked at him as if for the first time. We’d been so busy the past few months. While our memoir pitch had generated a flurry of excited interest from the major imprints, culminating in a generous pre-empt, we hadn’t yet finalized the contract and thus couldn’t make any announcements. Negotiations with Apex Plus were dragging on. Xander’s coils were tightening again. And Benny and I never saw each other outside recording days. I’d begged him to move to Mount Washington, and yet somehow we were still operating on opposite sides of a one-sided mirror. I knew he was in there and he knew I was in there but we couldn’t see each other. Suddenly, I was desperate to break through the facade.

“Hey.” I squeezed his knee. “Did you drive or walk?”

“Drove. It was hot.” Sheepishly, he added, “Richie’s paws are sensitive.”

“Blaming the dog.” I stood. “Take me to your place. I want to see what you’ve done with the Zen Den.”

Mallory lifted her head with interest.

“Yeah?” Benny asked. “Really?”

He’d been coy about his renovations since hiring his contractor. I tried to convince myself that this was why I hadn’t visited his house in months—so he could do a “big reveal” when it was ready. But we both knew this wasn’t the only reason, and the fact that he was surprised by my suggestion filled me with sadness. We could do better. “Yes, I’m sure. Let’s go.”

I ducked down to avoid the stalker as we traveled over the hill, and didn’t come back up until we were safely inside Benny’s garage.

“You have so much furniture,” I said, turning a circle in his living room, which was no longer an empty bachelor pad but a mid-century dream home. “You have accent chairs. And vases. Benny, you have a vase.” I held up a gray earthenware urn with a dropped jaw.

“Sarah,” he said with a shrug.

Another tug of guilt. It should’ve been me. “All right.” I gestured toward the back doors. “Let’s see it.”

He scratched his beard. “Remember, it’s not done yet. We still have some painting to do, and none of the chairs have arrived yet. And some of the trim is still miss—”

“Oh my god, Benny, just show it to me.”

He did.

It took my breath away.

There was no way this was the same dim, musty outbuilding he bought five months earlier. It was light-filled, and cozy, and utterly peaceful. This whole time he’d continued referring to it as a shed, but there was nothing shedlike about it anymore. I wanted to live in there. I wanted to nap on the ridiculously soft sofa and wake to the view of the jagged LA skyline. I wanted to bask in the glow of the skylights, and record podcasts with Benny at the fancy walnut desk in the center of the room. I circled the space, hand on chest, speechless.

“You like it?” He was watching me from the open door.

“I think…” I shook my head with awe. “I think that if you were ever reincarnated as a building, it would look like this.”

“That’s … not how reincarnation works.”

I laughed. “I’m saying I love it.”

He was clearly pleased. But just as quickly as it arrived, his smile faded, and his green eyes clouded over. He stepped back outside and pressed his hands to the porch railing.

“Hey,” I said, following him out. “What’s wrong?”

He shook his head.

I waited. “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked quietly.

“Do you?”

I wasn’t sure what “it” we were referring to—Luna? The stairwell of the Fox Theatre? The months of distance between us? Did I want to talk about the sleep hallucinations I’d been having about my stalker? That he’d broken in, a faceless shadow in the corner as I lay paralyzed in bed? That lately it was only ever upon waking to find my barky little watchdog sleeping peacefully at my feet that I could convince myself I was safe? There were so very many things to choose from.

“No.” Without letting myself overthink it, I said, “I just want a hug.”

He didn’t have to be asked twice. He wrapped his arms around me, and I flattened my cheek on his chest, smelling his Benny smell, listening to his heart thump. I didn’t want to let go. He pressed his face into my hair and gently kissed the top of my head, and I held the air inside my lungs until I felt I would burst. For what felt like forever, we swayed back and forth in the heat, in the shade of his perfect little porch.

“I should go,” I eventually managed.

Benny nodded as if he’d expected as much, and drove me home.

That night, a picture of Benny kissing the top of my head in front of the newly rebuilt Zen Den appeared online.






Benny Abbott


Day Three

Sarah and I wait anxiously in the shade of a patchy pear tree at the edge of the elementary school parking lot. There are more people than I expected. A hundred? Two hundred? Whenever I try to count, more arrive, THIS STORY MIGHT SAVE YOUR LIFE and WHAT DOESN’T KILL YOU MAKES YOU … A SURVIVOR taunting me from hats and T-shirts in every direction. Now our catchphrase feels glib. I want to gather up each piece of merch and burn the pile to the ground.

“Luna’s here,” Sarah says.

I lift my gaze to find my ex-wife approaching in oversized sunglasses, dark curls cascading out the back of her denim baseball cap.

“I didn’t expect so many people,” she says before registering Sarah’s presence. “Oh my god, you came.”

Sarah hugs her. “This must be so hard for you.”

It’s as if Luna’s waited her entire life to hear these words because her whole body sinks into the embrace. “God, it’s nice to see you. When did you get here? Have I missed anything?”

On the way over, I tried Keller’s direct line multiple times, hoping to share our speculations about Xander and ask if anyone else has brought forward similar information. She didn’t pick up, so for now, Sarah and I have agreed to keep our theory to ourselves. I half listen to Sarah’s response as my every other thought goes back to Joy’s password-protected file. Piece together. What are you telling me, Joy? What am I missing?

Scanning the parking lot, I see the painter with the half-dollar stretched earlobes, and the man who walks his Australian shepherd off leash. The midwife from the yellow craftsman. And Ted. Paparazzo Ted, with a camera dangling from his neck. I’m about to point him out to Sarah when I spot Judge Carlotta and Emil a few feet to the left. Carlotta’s donning another silk wrap, deep blue, hair bound tight in a matching scarf. We exchange a solemn wave.

“How well do you know them?” Luna asks me.

“Not very. We chat every once in a while, but it’s usually about vegetables.”

“Emil seems intense.”

“He’s like a walking ad for whey protein.”

She nods. “Did you know he’s stunt doubled for Daniel Craig?”

“Bond? James Bond?” I deliver the words humorlessly, but Luna lets out a soft chuckle just the same.

“So he says.”

I give Emil another look through the crowd. He’s maybe ten years older than Mr. Craig, but I can see it. Thin lips, wide face, slightly bulbous nose. “When did he tell you that?”

“Last night, at the fence.” She shrugs.

How was that only last night? My body sags with a fresh wave of exhaustion as I remember us all standing there, grimly trading information in the dark.

“Come closer. Closer,” a woman who introduced herself earlier as Teresa calls into a bullhorn. “Come on in, no one’s gonna bite.”

Mallory and Quinn sidle up beside us as Teresa explains what to expect. Groups. Leaders. Maps. Tape. This is a gathering for my missing best friend, orchestrated by strangers who love her. It’s an odd thing, being loved by strangers, and even odder in this context. I recognize more faces: the elderly man who sits on a lawn chair in his driveway hoping for a chat with passersby; the couple down the street with the impressive collection of wind chimes; the yoga instructor who teaches classes in the neighborhood rec center.

“Benny?” Teresa says.

I can see she’s expecting something from me. Suddenly uneasy, I attempt to sort through the liminal part of my brain that might have heard what she said before passing over the metaphorical mic, but draw a blank. It feels like a live show, all the energy pulsing in my direction, only everything’s gone haywire. Half the entertainment is missing. “I’m sorry?”

“Do you have anything to add?”

I’m not prepared for this, but I know I have no choice. “Yes. Yes, I do.” I take a deep breath and thank everyone for coming, for volunteering their time and energy. I mean the words, and I do my best to make this clear, but it’s an improv act I never wanted or expected to perform.

I finish just as the school bell rings for recess, and we break off into groups of ten. Sarah and I end up with Mallory and Quinn, while Luna joins Emil and Carlotta.

Teresa approaches with a map. “You’ll take this section,” she says, pointing. The map is separated into grids, and we’ve been given the steep slope on the south side of Mount Washington. She hands me a roll of brightly colored tape and a whistle.

“There’s water over there if you want to grab a bottle before you go.” She touches my arm. I’m expecting her to offer her sympathies when she says, “And I’m sure I don’t have to remind you to watch out for snakes.”

I look around and see that everyone else had the foresight to wear pants.



SHIELDING OUR EYES from the sun, the ten of us go around the circle somberly introducing ourselves. I immediately forget everyone’s names and am grateful when Mallory assumes the lead, guiding us out of the parking lot. The other groups splinter off into different directions, and I fall back to the caboose with Quinn and Sarah, who’ve never met before today and are quickly growing acquainted.

“Benny tells me you own a fifties-themed cupcakery?” my sister asks. Kindly using small talk to distract us from our grisly task. “What inspired that idea?”

“Cupcakes are happiness in a wrapper, for one. And I was already rocking the rockabilly, so…” Quinn makes an up and down gesture at herself—the lipstick, the headscarf, the bright red pedal pushers. Like me, she didn’t cover her ankles, and I imagine she’ll regret the saddle shoes in a matter of minutes. “Figured why not lean into it from the safety of the twenty-first century. Best of both worlds. I get to enjoy the fashion, and Mallory and I don’t have to pretend we’re two old maids sharing a house for financial reasons.”

“How’d you two meet?”

I know this story, about a chance encounter while riding BART four years ago. A stalled train, a prolonged conversation, an exchange of phone numbers. Sarah nods along with interest.

“And how is Mallory doing?” my sister asks Quinn. “How is she handling all of this?”

Quinn glances ahead to where Mallory is veering east off the main avenue. “Not well.”

Sarah widens her eyes at me, once, and suddenly I understand. She’s not distracting us with small talk; she’s building rapport. Left to my clumsy devices, Mallory and Quinn have kept mostly to themselves. In Sarah’s capable hands, however, we might be able to draw out some real answers.

“Has she spoken with her parents yet?” I ask. Last I checked, she hadn’t been able to reach them.

“Her dad, yes. Her mom, no. She’s MIA at the moment. Could be on an African safari for all we know.”

“I take it Mom doesn’t keep in touch,” Sarah says.

“Neither of them do. Narcissistic assholes, both of them.”

“That’s a shame,” Sarah says. “Mallory and Xander are super close, though, right?”

Quinn huffs. “Well, like I said, their parents weren’t really around, so they only had each other.”

“But they’re a whole different kind of close,” Sarah presses on. “Benny and I like each other, but that doesn’t mean we’d want to work together full-time.”

I catch her eye, understanding. “We’d be butting heads the first week,” I lie.

We turn left onto a winding road. Our group is a full twenty feet ahead of us now. Quinn squints, chewing on her lip. “Mallory was a pretty sick kid, did you know that?”

I shake my head. “How so?”

“Not like cancer or anything. Chronic ear infections, mainly. But bad ones. Bad enough to make her vomit. Like, all the time. This was after they moved here, so it was just Niels in charge, and he has some sort of panic disorder when it comes to vomit. Or so he says. So guess who ended up taking care of her?”

“Big brother,” Sarah says with a frown. “Wasn’t he just a kid himself?”

“Teenager. But yeah.”

“That’s messed up,” I say.

“Like I said, model parents. Vomit is gross, but also fuck you, it’s your daughter.”

I stare down at the hot pavement passing beneath my feet as I reconcile teenage Xander with the Xander I know. It doesn’t endear him to me, especially now, but after seeing the role he’s taken with Joy’s health, I can imagine him signing on as Mallory’s caregiver. In fact, it makes perfect sense. “I always thought they had an unusual sibling dynamic.”

“Funny you say that,” Quinn says. “She doesn’t see it.”

“But you agree,” I say.

She nods. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot since we moved here.”

“In what way?” Sarah asks.

Quinn flicks her eyes toward me. “I mean, I get why she’s so loyal to him. You should’ve seen how happy she was when he called to offer her the position. I thought, sure, why not, this will be an adventure. She gets a cushy job with fun coworkers; I get to start the cupcakery I’ve been talking about for ages. We’ll have family to celebrate holidays with. And then we get here.” She sucks on her teeth.

“Not what you thought?” Sarah asks.

Quinn glances briefly at Sarah, then shoves her hands into her pockets. “You know what? Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

“You’re safe with us,” Sarah says as we round another bend. “This is stressful, what we’re doing right now. It’ll help to let your thoughts out.”

Quinn takes a second, then exhales noisily, like Fine, have it your way. “Xander’s a fucking dick.”

I nearly choke on my spit. “But you just said—”

“I know what I said. That doesn’t make him any less of a dick.” She lowers her voice as the group slows to a stop at the next bend in the road. “I know you agree.”

Sickness swirls through my gut. I’d been genuinely, desperately hoping Sarah and I were wrong, but to hear this now, from Xander’s sister-in-law, while he’s actively missing?

“What were you and Mallory fighting about last night?” I don’t see the point in tiptoeing anymore. “Was it about Xander? About the divorce? Do you know what he was doing to Joy?”

Quinn lets out a surprised bark, between a laugh and a cough. “What the fuck?”

“Tell me the truth. You know something, don’t you?”

“Stop.” She shushes me as the rest of the group forms a loose semicircle ahead of us. “I know as much as you do.”

I pull out my phone and scroll until I find Joy’s text. My hand shakes as I hold it out. “Joy sent this the night before she went missing. Do you know what she might have meant?”

Quinn squints at the screen. “Piece together? XYZ?” She shakes her head.

I don’t believe her. “You’re hiding something.”

“What?”

I widen my eyes at Sarah. That wasn’t a no. “Just tell me, Quinn. Please.”

“Tell you what? Where the fuck is this coming from?”

“Quinn—”

She holds up both hands to make clear the conversation is over, then joins Mallory at the guardrail. My breathing shallows. I stare down the hillside covered in sagebrush, milkweed, and palm, and my legs go weak. I grab Sarah’s arm to steady myself.

“It’s okay,” Sarah whispers to me. “It’s gonna be okay.”

But is it? Until this point I’ve been able to maintain a small but necessary suspension of disbelief, convinced there might still be an innocuous, logical explanation for all of this. I held on to this hope even as I was calling the police and posting the episode begging for help. Even as they were searching Joy’s home, even as the hours passed without a single lead. But now?

Another woman who came prepared with hiking boots and a walking stick offers to go first. Quinn looks over her shoulder at me as she and Mallory follow. The rest fall into line. One by one, they clamber over the guardrail and trudge down the hill, strung hand in hand in a human chain.

“Benny…” Sarah glances down, and I realize I’m still squeezing her arm.

Loosening my grip, I study my texts with Joy again.

Joy: Might need you to piece together some tracks for XYZ.

Me: More info, please.

Joy: [image: Emoji of a man and woman standing next to each other]

Me: Mmkay… and…?

“You coming?” Mallory shouts up to me.

Attic, dismemberments, appliances. Floaters pass before my eyes. I look up and my vision narrows on the human chain lumbering down the hill. “Oh my god.”

“What?”

“I understand it now. I know what it is.”

“What what is?”

Leave it to Joy to make it so obvious and so difficult at the same time. “The password.”

I don’t wait. I turn my back on the search group and start running.






Joy Moore


EXCERPT FROM UNTITLED JOINT MEMOIR WITH BENNY ABBOTT

Two Months Ago

Thankfully, the photo of the hug didn’t gain traction. A few people liked it but none reposted it, and as quickly as it wreaked its havoc, it was buried in the graveyard of social media nonstarters. It was not, however, forgotten in my home. “It’s not what you think,” I told Xander over and over. “Please believe me.” But his anger was a burning ember. He drove around for hours in his MG to “cool off,” only to return home just as hot. I hated being around him, but I also felt guilty for making him that way, even though I knew I’d done nothing wrong. It’s odd how all these conflicting emotions can share the same space in your brain.

Throughout all of this, we maintained our recording schedule. Negotiations were finally beginning to wrap up, and heaven forbid Apex Plus believe something was wrong.

“I know who it is,” Benny said, charging downstairs two weeks after our hug.

“What are you talking about?” I asked irritably. Benny was twenty minutes late, and I was tired from fighting with Xander. I doubted I would last through the whole recording.

“Your stalker. I think I know who it is.”

For the first time since the photo posted, Xander looked him in the eye. “What do you mean?”

“I just talked to my neighbor—the squirrel guy? Ted? He’s a paparazzo. All this time I’ve been living next door to a fucking paparazzo and I had no idea. He’s the only person who could’ve gotten a shot of my backyard. It has to be him.”

“Oh my god.” I pressed a hand to my chest. “Did he admit it?”

“He tried to claim he’s never heard of our podcast, but like I’m gonna fucking believe that.”

This broke my brain. How did Ted know where I was at all hours? Did he have tracers? Hidden cameras? These were questions we’d asked before, but now I was picturing a sixty-year-old man with a squirrel on his shoulder, and it didn’t add up.

Xander, however, was all in. “We’ll sue him. We’ll sue him for every penny he’s got.” He looked alternately relieved and infuriated—the same expressions that were cycling across Benny’s face. For a moment, as they stood there staring at each other, grappling with this turn of events, I thought they might actually make up.

“I’ll call our lawyers right now,” Xander said, and left the room.

This was the last day of July.



ON THE FIRST of August we learned we had other problems.

“A recall?” I asked Xander, stepping out of the shower. I tightened my towel but remained on the pale green bath mat, hair dripping onto my shoulders. I’d had several gnarly sleep hallucinations the night before and woken in a funk, and the hot water did nothing to clear my head. “The energy shakes?”

“It’s bad.” His cheeks were mottled, gelled hair standing on end. The protein powder found in Shake Awake’s all-day-energy products had been linked to severe illness in hundreds of consumers. People were landing in the ER with extreme dehydration following weeklong bouts of nausea and vomiting. Half a dozen consumers had already needed their gallbladders removed. A handful had even gone into liver failure. “It’s a disaster. We’ll have to issue a statement. There was no way we could’ve known.”

I remembered then, face tingling from the sudden loss of blood: the email. My eyes darted around the bathroom before landing on my stricken reflection. I wasn’t going to be able to hide this.

“Joy.”

I didn’t respond.

“Tell me you didn’t know.”

“Not exactly…” I crossed my arms tightly and tried to explain that the email came through anonymously, without any supporting evidence. “We googled it, I swear, but nothing came up.”

“We?”

“Me and Benny.”

His jaw tensed. “When was this?”

“A few weeks ago.”

“And in all that time it never once occurred to you to mention it?”

“I forgot. You weren’t there, and then—” I cringed as the order of events came back to me in full color. That was the day of the hug.

Xander must have done the math. My equilibrium shifted and I pressed my back to the shower glass.

“It’s like you’re trying to sabotage our negotiations.”

Pulse racing, I shook my head, sending rivulets of water down my chest and back. “I would never.”

“Do you know how stupid I felt when our lawyers called me just now? And you’ve been sitting on this information for weeks?”

“It’s not my fault,” I said. Although it was beginning to feel like it was.

He let out an unnerving laugh. “It’s never your fault.”



WE ISSUED A statement, a carefully worded apology, saying we were devastated that our partnership with Shake Awake might have put anyone in danger. The energy products contained ingredients that were “generally recognized as safe” by the FDA, but their protein powder was being used in a different capacity than originally intended. More than one person threatened to sue us and everyone else associated with the Shake Awake brand.

“But we read the ads for free. They can’t sue us for reading a free ad,” Benny said.

Per our lawyers, they could. Whether or not it would hold up in court was another matter, but these people had every right to be angry. We’d given an unsafe product a very big platform; it was entirely possible the men and women suffering from toxin poisoning wouldn’t have heard about Shake Awake if it weren’t for our podcast. The fact that we were unaware the product was harmful was a nonstarter. Listeners trusted us. Our brand was survival, for crying out loud.

Benny and Xander fought every time the topic came up. Benny blamed Xander for putting us in this position—Xander was the one who did the research, the one who vouched for Shake Awake. “We trusted you,” Benny kept saying. “You told us to trust you.”

Xander wouldn’t stand down. Benny had been there with me when the anonymous email came in. Like me, he had assumed it was a scam and let it slide.

There were no winners here, only losers. And if anyone hit us with a lawsuit, it would delay negotiations even further. The longer the whole debacle dragged on, the more furious Xander became.

Benny eyed me curiously as all of us tiptoed around one another one afternoon. “Bad period?”

It was scorching outside, and yet I’d put on a sweatshirt. “Yep.” I said it too quietly, so I nodded for emphasis.



BY MID-AUGUST, I’D finally hit my limit.

“What are you reading?” Mallory said when she arrived early to record one morning.

“Oh.” I stopped short as I came out of my bedroom. Xander had a meeting; I’d thought I’d had the house to myself. My heart thudded irrhythmically as I returned to my laptop, where an article titled “Starting the Divorce Process” was up on my screen. “I read once that divorced people are more likely to die from preventable accidents than married people, so I just thought … it might be an interesting topic. For an episode.”

“Huh.” She tilted her head but said no more.

After that, I researched only in incognito mode when I was certain I was alone. I said nothing to Benny because I needed our recording days to go smoothly. Or as smoothly as possible in what had become an incredibly tense environment. No matter what I did, it was going to be messy, and that alone was enough to give me pause, even on the worst days. The tricky part was the impending contract. It promised life-changing money. Money I would need to start over. And while I would’ve rather left Xander immediately, it didn’t seem wise to do so before the deal went through. Our negotiations were too fragile. Xander was too intertwined. I had to tread carefully. Wait until the deal was inked. And then serve him with papers.

It was an exhausting time, all of the acting I had to do. I required a lot of naps.

One late afternoon, waking up, I smelled something delicious wafting down from the kitchen. It had been ages since Xander had cooked one of his special meals. Ages since we’d shared a table. I treaded warily upstairs, unsure what to expect, and found him in an apron at the stove.

“Scallops and delicata squash,” he said with a timid smile.

I stared at him.

“I know what you’re thinking. I know things have been bad.” He averted his eyes. “And I know I’ve been…” Running a hand down his mouth, his gaze shifted back toward me. “Are you hungry? Dinner’s about ready.”

I was not. I nodded anyway and took a seat at the table.

I watched Xander finish cooking. Watched him plate our dishes. Light candles. Pour wine. I watched with the guardedness of someone who’s upwind from a wild animal.

To my surprise, I came to only one conclusion: he seemed different. I couldn’t pin it down, but it was as though he’d peeled off an ugly mask. He seemed like—I was almost afraid to hope—his old self.

“Did something happen?” I asked, forking a sliver of silky scallop.

“In a manner of speaking,” he said slowly.

I waited.

“I’ve been”—he cleared his throat—“I’ve been seeing someone.”

My fork clattered to the plate.

“No no no, not like that.” He waved a hand and let out an uneasy laugh. “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m so nervous. I mean a therapist. I’ve been seeing a therapist.”

My heart pounded. I took a second to let his words in. “A therapist?”

“It’s still early days, obviously, but … I want to be better for you. I’ve been difficult to live with, I know, and I don’t want to be that person anymore.” He pushed his seat back and knelt at my feet, gently cupping my knees. “I will do everything I can to make it up to you. I don’t know if you have it in your heart to forgive me, but if you do…” He lowered his head. “I’m so sorry, Joy. I’m so, so sorry.”

Reader, I cried. Sloppy, disgusting, soul-cleansing tears. It felt like I’d been holding them in for a century; when the dam broke it flooded the entire room.

Xander wrapped his arms around my waist. “I love you so much,” he said into my heaving chest. “I hope you still know that.”

“Where have you been?” I murmured.

“I’m sorry.” He kissed my tears away. “I’m so sorry.”

We held each other until the food grew cold, and then I let him carry me downstairs, where he laid me on the bed and stared into my puffy, bloodshot eyes.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.

It had been months since we’d had sex. I’d used every excuse in the book: infections, exhaustion, stress. I’d dreaded this moment, and yet here we were. Maybe we could find a way to love each other properly again. Maybe it was worth another chance. Potsie jumped onto the bed and licked our faces, and we laughed, and Xander kissed me gently, as if for the first time.

We took it slowly. I made no excuses.

It was good.

The next morning, Xander rubbed his nose against mine. “Breakfast in bed?”

“Mm,” I said, nodding. “Can I help?”

He smiled. “That would defeat the point of breakfast in bed, wouldn’t it?”

I slunk back down under the sheets. “Mm.”

Laughing, he said, “Enjoy.”

I could smell the crepes within minutes. I lazed, mouth watering, and read from the book on my nightstand. When I’d completed two chapters without his return, I grew curious. After a third, I decided to get up.

He wasn’t in the kitchen, but his phone was, open to a recipe with a pop-up ad playing silently in the foreground. I plucked a strawberry from a bowl of macerating fruit and circled the upstairs rooms, finding them all empty. It wasn’t until I reached the front door that I heard the voices. Faint, indistinct. Squinting through the peephole, I found Mallory and Xander, but something told me not to announce myself. Whatever they were discussing was serious. I tried to read their lips but couldn’t. Quickly, I returned to Xander’s phone, closed the tab to the unremitting ad, and toggled over to his messages. It was open to a conversation with Mallory.

Quinn knows was the last message she sent. She saw our texts. I’m coming over.

Knows what?

Joy’s in a funk, Xander had written yesterday. I need to do something.

How about a special meal? Mallory responded. I know she loves your cooking.

My stomach soured, remembering his delicately plated scallops. I scrolled further back. Business. More business.

And then a few weeks ago:

Xander: Anything happen while I was gone?

Mallory: One thing. Something I saw on Joy’s computer. I’ll call you when Quinn leaves for work.

My breath hitched. I checked the date, and sure enough—that was the morning Mallory arrived early to record, the morning she caught me researching divorce. My hands shook. I scrolled further.

Mallory: They just left together.

Xander: And you didn’t stop them?

Mallory: What was I supposed to do?

Xander: Wtf, why else do you think I gave you this job? Where’d they go?

Mallory: Benny’s. When are you getting back?

Xander: Not for a while. Shit.

Mallory: What do you want me to do?

Xander: Wait there, I guess. Call me the second she’s home.

For this exchange, I didn’t need to double-check the date.

I wanted to throw up.

As I write this, the hindsight bias is strong. All the signs were there. I had to have seen it coming. But in truth, it was like stepping through a portal into another dimension, only to realize I’d been living the alternate reality all along.

Just as I’d had ulterior motives for bringing Mallory onto the team, so had Xander. I was left wondering if anything he’d ever told me was true.

I was back in bed before Mallory was gone.

“What took you so long?” I asked when Xander brought down the tray.

“Burned the first batch.” He fed me a strawberry with his fingers.

“Yum,” I said, forcing it down.

After he left the bedroom, I scrubbed myself raw in the shower and threw on the first clothes within reach.

“I’m going for a walk,” I said, passing Xander’s office.

“What?” He looked up from his paperwork. “What are you wearing?”

I regarded my ZERO LUCKS GIVEN St. Patrick’s Day shirt and holey pajama pants. “Laundry day.” It was a bad lie.

He tilted his head. “What about the stalker?”

“Who cares? It’s just photos, right?”

“Wow, okay.” He nodded uncertainly. “Give me five minutes?”

My pulse did the jitterbug. “Potsie’s going nuts.” Another terrible lie. “You stay. Finish your work. I’m fine.”

Potsie and I were gone before he could catch up. To be safe, I left my phone at home and took the long way to Benny’s house. Straight past the rec center instead of an immediate right. Eight hundred extra steps for me to prepare what I had to say. This conversation was going to suck, but I had no other choice. It was time to tell him the truth. Every shameful secret I’d buried to date. I couldn’t live like this anymore.

Walking, my insides roiled with a torrent of emotions, but most of all I felt anger. It sliced at me like a spate of throbbing paper cuts. All the times Mallory showed up early or stayed late when I would’ve otherwise been alone. All the times she looked over my shoulder at my computer screen.

Stupid. That was the word repeating in my brain as I turned the corner onto Benny’s street. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

I didn’t see Ted until it was too late.

“Joy,” he called from behind his DSLR. “How about a wave for the camera?”

I froze in the middle of the asphalt, a thousand thoughts whirling through my head at once. I’m not supposed to be here. Why is he recording me? Is Benny right—is Squirrelly Ted my stalker? What am I wearing? What will Xander do when he sees this? Can’t I have at least one moment of privacy? Is there anyone I can trust? Why me? Why why why why WHY?

I lost control. I threw some things. I screamed. You’ve all watched it. You know what happened. And now you know why.

Be kind, friends. You never know what someone is going through.



THE NEXT FEW weeks were ugly. The internet is a dark pit of despair when you’re its target. People can be cruel. We had to put out a lot of fires with Apex Plus, and all the while, everyone was watching me sidelong, waiting, like I might lose it again at any moment.

I didn’t end up telling Benny. I couldn’t. I couldn’t let that shitstorm be the way our podcast ended. But I couldn’t bring myself to confront Xander or Mallory either. Instead, I chose door number three. I enlisted the help of someone who wasn’t inextricably entwined with the podcast. Over a few clandestine conversations she helped me see a way out that might not ruin my life, but I was afraid.

I am still afraid.






Benny Abbott


Day Three

My sides ache, and I’m dripping in sweat by the time I’m home.

“Can you please tell me now?” Sarah demands breathlessly, sliding in behind me through the front door. The dogs jump all over her as she presses hands to knees. Her hair is plastered to her head; round blotches of perspiration darken her tank top.

“Joy said something a few weeks ago. When I mentioned her computer password was too easy to guess.” I beeline toward Joy’s laptop, navigate back into the XYZ folder, and click on the PDF. “She said she liked to imagine Potsie and Richie and Fonzie all squished together holding hands on the Happy Days set couch. That’s why she mashed their names together.”

“Random.”

“Not random. She knew I would remember her saying that. Which was why she sent the holding hands emoji. It was part of the clue.”

All this time I’ve been trying to piece together meaning from the episodes, when in fact the answer’s been staring me straight in the face. Typing carefully, I mash the raw track titles into one long entry, with no spaces, no caps, just like Joy’s computer password.

atticdismembermentsappliances

The file opens. “Thank god,” I breathe.

Sarah joins me at my side. “What is it?”

“It’s…” I scroll, and then stop when I see the words “I can sleep anywhere.” My body goes slack. “It’s her memoir.”

“I thought you already found that.”

I don’t know what I was hoping for, but it certainly wasn’t this.

“Hold on,” Sarah says. “How many pages did you read before?”

“I don’t know.” I can’t even look at it I’m so disappointed. “Couple chapters.”

“Benny, this is more than a couple chapters.” She taps the screen at the top of the document. “It’s a hundred and ten pages.”



WE READ WITHOUT stopping, without moving, without even breathing, until we reach the end.

I am still afraid.

My heart jackhammers my chest.

“That can’t be the end.” I frantically search Joy’s computer for other files, other drafts, but find nothing.

It’s worse than I imagined. So much worse.

Arriving at 7:00 p.m. sharp that night, I’d assumed something was amiss, but even when she led me downstairs and sat beside me at the recording table, even when she took my hand and said, “We’re gonna need to take a break from the podcast for a while,” I still had no clue.

“Is this about your health?” I eyed her pajama shorts and oversized long-sleeved shirt. “Are you sick?”

“It’s not that.”

My thoughts careened in every possible direction. Was it the Shake Awake stuff? The stalker? Did it have anything to do with our negotiations? She said no, no, not exactly.

“Wouldn’t a break be bad for negotiations?”

She lowered her head until her bangs hid her eyes. “I hope not.”

“Joy.” I dipped my own head, forcing her to look at me. Her furtiveness felt like a ticking bomb. “What’s going on?”

“I…” Her eyes were moist; she kept blinking them, trying not to cry. “I’m sorry. I can’t. I thought I could, but…”

“Maybe I can help. How can I help?”

“You can’t. Not yet. I just thought I should warn you. Since it might mess things up for a while. I need to know if you’re okay with that.”

Was I okay with that? How could I possibly know? I realized then that the sound equipment was on and ready to go. I regarded it with growing concern. “What is this?”

“I wanted to put out a statement … to announce our break.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Joy, I’m gonna need more. Are you sure there isn’t another way?”

She visibly shrank. I felt her disappointment like a burning ulcer as I fumbled for words. We were so close to signing the biggest deal of our lives. Had I been given the full picture I wouldn’t have questioned it, but what did I have to go on? Whatever this was, it felt rash and ill-advised. I couldn’t imagine it being our best option. And still. Still. Staring at her crumbling face, I knew there was only one thing to say. “Okay.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

I nodded, then sat there unmoving, watching as if out of body as she cleared her throat and pressed record.

“Today’s episode is a departure from the norm,” she said into the mic. “I’m not sure how to do this, so I’m just going to say it.” Here, the tears began. After a moment of charged silence, she wiped her face with her sleeve and said, “I can’t.”

I assumed she’d changed her mind, and for a moment I was relieved. Until she said, “I’m sorry, Benny. I have to do this alone.”

It was as if she’d poured a bucket of ice water over my head. “What? No. No no no. Let me help. I’m sorry, I’m—I’m here. What do you need?”

“You should leave.”

“But why? Please, Joy, just tell me why.”

She shook her head, lips pressed in a tight line.

I felt desperate. This was so unlike her. Joy had her bad days, but this wasn’t that. This was different, and I’d be damned if she kicked me out without giving me a chance to help. Not again. Not ever again. “Does this have something to do with Xander?”

I’ll admit—when she didn’t respond, my desperation gave way to hope. I hoped he’d messed up somehow. That I could be the shoulder to lean on. The one to pick up the pieces for once. “It’s our podcast,” I said. “Ours. Yours and mine. Whatever’s going on, I’m here for you.”

She picked at the hem of her pajama shorts.

I scooted forward so we were knee to knee and pressed my forehead against hers. “Hey,” I whispered. “You can talk to me.”

“I can’t. Not like this.”

Her breath was sweet, a late summer strawberry. Taking it in, I felt suddenly calm. I exhaled. “I can do this all night.”

I felt her relax, melt into my forehead. “I can too,” she whispered.

“Do you remember the time we dressed as Waldo and Wenda for Halloween, and we spent the whole night hiding from each other?”

She let out a little huff. “You were so easy to find.”

“There weren’t enough people at the party.”

“No, you’re just bad at hiding.”

I chuckled softly and stared into her deep brown eyes. “Where are you now?”

She shifted in her seat, but kept her forehead pressed to mine. I hoped she was changing her mind, gearing up to tell me the truth. Instead, she said, “What happened between you and Luna? Why didn’t you make it?”

I inched backward, not out of her orbit but far enough to be able to see her more clearly. Scanning her face, I asked, “Luna?”

“You said when it all came down you couldn’t find enough reasons to stay married. But why did you start talking about divorce in the first place? Was it the baby stuff? Because you wanted kids and she didn’t?”

My heart beat faster. “There was no one thing.”

She looked disappointed, but what was I supposed to say? This shift in conversation had thrown me, and my first instinct was to change the subject. I’d been doing it with or without success for the better part of a year.

“Let’s say you’re trying to tell your best friend something sensitive,” she said, “but you don’t know how, and you’re so worried about how he’ll respond you can barely breathe.”

“Sensitive,” I repeated. It took courage to ask the next question. “Is this about … us?”

She nodded. My heart galloped. I thought—hoped—I knew what she was saying, and I understood why she was afraid. Why she had to do this when Xander wasn’t home. Why she couldn’t invite me over in front of Mallory. I thought of our moment together in the Fox Theatre. And in my hotel room. And all the moments before, when I almost said something. All the times I held my tongue. I thought all the way back to when it was just us, just me and Joy. This felt like that. There was never a right time before, but this was different. Joy wanted the truth. If ever there was a time to tell her, it was now. Head lightening with fear and possibility, I said, “Luna divorced me because she knew I could never love her enough.”

“But why?”

“Because she knows I’m in love with you.”

The ensuing silence throbbed in my ears.

“Oh, Benny,” Joy eventually said.

I died a thousand deaths. I wanted to take it back. I wanted to infuse the room with amnesia-inducing gas. It was the painful truth, the truth that hammered the final nail in my marriage’s coffin, and still it wasn’t enough. It was not enough. Because this wasn’t about me, and I’d made it about me, and no matter what happened from this day forward, these words, this moment, would be a wall between us—the moment I finally told her I loved her and she made it clear she didn’t love me back.

“What did Xander do?” When she didn’t answer, I asked again. “What did he do?”

I hated him then. More than I’d ever hated him before. My blood was rising magma, thick and sticky. He didn’t deserve her. I’d shown so much restraint over the years, put up with so many of his snide comments, his condescending looks, and now I felt as if I could violently explode. I trembled as I took her hand and said, “What did he do to you? What did he do? If he hurt you, I swear to god I’ll kill him.”

She yanked her hand away.

“Joy—”

“Just go, Benny.”

The microphone was still on.

I don’t remember what happened next. Only that I was no longer welcome. I must have stood. Must have walked away. Must have let myself out and stumbled home and poured the first of too many drinks before begging her via text to forget what I said.

That was the last time I saw her. She never returned my texts, and the episode is gone.



I’M LOST IN this memory when my cell rings.

It’s Keller. My head is swarming. It takes me a second to recalibrate. I put her on speakerphone so Sarah can hear. “Is there any news?”

Keller doesn’t waste a beat. “There’s no easy way to say this, Benny, but we found a body.”

I’m buzzing all over. Why is she saying it like that? “Please tell me it isn’t Joy.”

“It’s not Joy.”

Sarah drops her head onto my shoulder. I exhale so hard it nearly flattens me. “Oh, thank god. Thank god.” It’s as if I’ve been carrying this tension around for months. Years. My entire person is trembling with relief. “Listen, I found something Joy was working on. Her memoir. There’s a lot of messed-up stuff in there about Xander. He was abusive, and I think it’s pretty clear he must have kidnapped her, or—I don’t know. It’s really bad. Can I forward it to you?”

“I don’t think you understand.”

A second, hour, lifetime passes before she speaks again. I know what’s coming next.

“We found Xander.”






Part Two







Joy Moore


Day Three

I wake to a hammering at my door. Three sharp raps. My head whirs, and I roll toward the wall, every inch of my body protesting the effort. The pillow rubs against my swollen cheekbone and I nearly yelp from the pain, but I manage to remain quiet as I wait. My heart pounds uncomfortably into the mattress. Sure enough, rap rap rap.

Two attempts, three raps each. It’s the only way I know another day has passed.

In this room, I’ve lost all sense of time.



I WAKE WITH a sour taste in my mouth. My body is heavy as I roll back around. If I didn’t know better I might believe I weigh five hundred pounds. I open my good eye a slit and my headache flares. I close it again.



IT’S DARK NOW and my muscles protest as I stumble forward. One, two, three, four. Five steps. I listen for voices, for the scuttle of feet. Hearing nothing, I open the door and retrieve my tray.

A bottle of water. A muffin in plastic wrapping. A banana.

I set the food on my nightstand and return to bed.



I SIT UP so fast my vision swims. Squinting, I focus on the untouched muffin. “Naturally flavored wild blueberry” coated in unnatural shine inside its plastic sheath. I reach for it, and it crinkles beneath my fingers. I watch my hands as if they’re separate from my body, trembling with the effort of opening a simple wrapper.

The sticky scent of baked goods fills my nostrils the moment the muffin is free, and my swollen eyes water. Exhausted, I sag back onto my pillow, but I don’t sleep.

I lie motionless, Benny’s words playing on repeat. Because she knows I’m in love with you. My heart aches as time reverses itself, all the way back to the flaming margaritas, to the first mention of TSMSYL. In hindsight, it’s clear how we ended up here, but who could’ve known back then? We didn’t throw a pebble into a lake. We shot a rocket, and that rocket hurtled us into the stratosphere. Before we knew it, we were all trapped in space.

I sit up and stare at the muffin, determined this time. Pinching off a piece, I bring it to my mouth. Everything hurts—my jaw, my eyeballs, my skin—but I force myself to chew until I have no choice but to swallow, and then I break off another crumb, stopping when I’ve had enough.

Tomorrow, after I hear the knock, I’ll do the same, even though food is the last thing I want. I can no longer think only of myself. I need to stay strong for the baby.






Benny Abbott


Day Three

The temperature in interview room three is alternately too hot or too cold. Presently, the air conditioner blasts, but soon it will shut off, and the outdoor heat will seep through the soundproof walls like odorless poison.

So far, all I’ve learned is that Xander was found dead beside his MG deep in Angeles National Forest. At some point on Tuesday night he drove off a curve and crashed in a location not visible from the road. A hiker discovered him this afternoon. I receive this information with rising dread. “What about Joy? Was she in the car with him?”

“That’s still unclear.”

“What if she’s injured? What if she’s lost in the forest or, or—”

“We’re not ruling it out.” Her tone is not kind but not unkind either. “We have a team searching the area right now.”

I take this in, blood throbbing in my ears. Somehow this doesn’t make me feel better. The A/C goes off, stilling the air. “Her neighbor—Emil? You talked to him, right? He said something last night…” I pause. Was that last night? I rub my eyes. Blink them into focus. “About the MG. He was worried—because it’s an old roadster—he was worried it might’ve had some issues. Is that what happened?”

She makes a note of this, and then studies me. “Let me ask you a question. How many fire extinguishers do you own?”

“I guess…” I blink again, unsure where she’s going with this. “I guess … two.”

“You guess?”

“Two,” I say more definitively. “I had one, and then I bought another when I realized my dog liked to chew on electrical cords. Why?”

“And Joy and Xander?” she asks, ignoring my question. “Any idea how many they have?”

“There’s one in the office downstairs…” I trail off. “Does this have something to do with the accident? Was there a fire?”

Keller glances at baby-face Price, who sits cross-armed in a squeaky chair at the end of the laminate table. The silence stretches, and the details sink in—Xander was found beside the MG. In the forest. Not visible from the road. There is, I realize, a very important piece of information they’ve been leaving out. “How exactly,” I ask, “did Xander die?”

“We’re still waiting on results from the coroner,” Keller says.

“Are you saying—are you saying he might have been murdered?”

“Again, we’re waiting on results from the coroner.”

Far as I’m concerned, that’s a yes.

I know my feelings should be more complicated, but after what I’ve learned, the thought of Xander dying at someone else’s hands doesn’t exactly hurt. And yet, almost as quickly as this heartless thought passes through my mind, several others press forward to take its place: Whose hands? What happened to Joy? Why hasn’t she been found?

Keller is watching me. She puckers her wrinkled lips and leans in. “You’ve admitted you and Xander weren’t close. But you have the key to their house, the code to their security system, and basically free run of the place.”

“All because of work,” I say quickly.

Keller’s eyes flash.

It’s hot again. I rub my sweating palms on my thighs.

“You mentioned something on the phone,” she says. “About Joy’s memoir? Do you have it with you?”

I try not to show my disappointment. I’m starting to worry my hasty admission was a mistake. While there are a lot of incriminating details about Joy’s marriage, there are also several passages about me I’d rather keep private.

But there’s no going back now. I pull the thumb drive from my pocket and hand it over.



THEY TELL ME I don’t have to stay. “You’re not under arrest,” Price says with a disturbing pair of air quotes, adding they’ll likely call me right back in for more questions after they finish reading. So I wait, heart fluttering and skin whirring with impatience. I want to be out searching. We should all be out searching.

An hour in, another officer brings me a coffee. I ask how much longer it will be, and he shrugs. “Just got here.”

I slink down into my chair. The coffee is hot and weak. I’m not thirsty, but I finish it anyway. Keller could’ve skimmed Joy’s pages at least twice by now. Tearing the waxy paper cup into tiny pieces, I review what I’ve learned over the past twenty-four hours. Mallory’s documented duplicity. Quinn’s odd behavior at the search party. Did they or did they not know what Xander was doing to Joy behind closed doors? Because if they did … And then Ted. I want to punch a hole through this boring cream wall knowing Joy was this close to telling me everything when he stepped in with his stupid camera. If it weren’t for Ted, the truth would’ve come out sooner, and I would’ve taken Joy far, far away from Xander, and we would’ve cut him out of our lives, and our business, and Joy would not be missing today.

I’m burning up when Keller and Price return.

“Care to explain what your face is doing?”

I shake my head, flames cooling as Keller slaps a stack of papers onto the table. Joy’s memoir. They both take their seats.

“All right,” Keller says. “We had a chance to speak with Mallory while you were waiting.”

“She’s here?”

“Of course she is. Her brother is dead.” Keller opens her notebook. “Let’s return to your whereabouts on Tuesday night.”

My gaze darts back and forth between them. “I’ve told you multiple times,” I say, indignance masking a rush of alarm. “I slept at my place. Alone.”

“Before that. You said you were at Joy’s house for thirty minutes. What exactly did you do while you were there? Walk us through it.”

Keller makes it sound so devious, this question. I haven’t been actively lying about it. It simply hasn’t come up. I swallow. “We started recording an episode.”

“Just the two of you?”

I search their eyes. They know. I know they know. But how? The file disappeared. Mallory and I looked in every folder, every— “Mallory found it, didn’t she?”

Keller’s lips form a smug line as she reaches for her phone. A few seconds later, Joy’s voice fills the room. “I’m not sure how to do this, so I’m just going to say it.” It hits me like a sock to the stomach, and for a moment I can’t breathe.

Keller presses pause. I rub my palms on my shorts and close my eyes.

Joy’s voice returns. “I can’t.”

The room falls silent. I open my eyes. Keller is watching me. “Why was Joy leaving Xander, Benny?”

“It says everything in her memoir.”

Keller puts on an exaggeratedly grave expression and presses play again.

“Luna divorced me because she knew I could never love her enough,” my voice says.

“But why?”

“Because she knows I’m in love with you.”

I feel sick. “You took that out of context.”

Keller offers a skeptical sniff.

“It’s no secret we love each other,” I say. “We’ve been best friends for years.”

“What I heard just now doesn’t sound like platonic love.” Her voice has a serrated edge to it.

“Out of context,” I repeat.

“What about this? Is this out of context?” I know what’s coming and I can’t do anything to stop it.

“What did he do to you?” My voice is a shotgun of emotion. “What did he do? If he hurt you, I swear to god I’ll kill him.”

My ears ring. I grip my seat, trying to calm myself before asking, “Is that all? Can I leave now?”

“You’re not under arrest,” Price says again. No air quotes this time.

I push out my chair and stand.

“Before you go, one more question,” Keller says.

My feet stop even as my brain tells me to keep moving.

“Does Joy love you back? As much as you love her?”

I take one last look at the memoir on the table, then slam the door behind me.






Joy Moore


Day Four

My room is simple. Plain white walls, one basic pine nightstand, one oak dresser, and a closet-sized bathroom with cream linoleum and a walk-in shower stall. My sheets are worn ivory cotton. The quilt is handsewn in various shades of blue: periwinkle florals, navy filigrees, cerulean stars.

From under these covers I listen to the morning shuffle—the buzz of an alarm clock, rushing water from a nearby shower, the whistle of a teakettle. As the day progresses the noises will grow louder. Doors slamming. A television at full volume. Intermittent cries and shouts. The pattering and stomping of feet across my ceiling. I’ve only left my room once, when I staggered out in the middle of the night with the equilibrium of a drunk, pressing my hand to the wall for balance as I tried to get my bearings.

My hallway has eight doors. At one end is a shared kitchen; it’s utilitarian and smells of fish, and most of the food is labeled. At the other end is a communal lounging area filled with mismatched couches, a television, a bookshelf packed with ex-library books, and a wall of colorful plastic toys.

I don’t know how many floors there are in this building, or how many rooms are full, or where in the city I am. Four nights ago, I awoke on a faded sofa with an ice pack pressed to my cheek. I had a lump the size of a walnut above my brow, and my eye was swollen shut. A woman with fuchsia eyeglasses exhaled loudly and said, “Oh, thank god.”

I came around slowly and she helped me sit up. Gave me juice. There were two other women in the room whose faces I didn’t commit to memory. They asked if it would be all right to take pictures of my bruises. I nodded, and they photographed me from several different angles. When I was ready to walk, Fuchsia Eyeglasses brought me up two flights of stairs, through the fishy kitchen, and into my room. It smelled like fabric softener and hair spray. “You’re safe now, honey,” she said.

I locked myself in, lay down on the bed, and immediately fell asleep.

The next morning, she returned to check on me. “It’s Gloria,” she called through the door. “I brought you some toiletries.”

It took me an eternity to answer. My legs wobbled as I unfastened the latch. “Thank you,” I said, accepting the proffered plastic bag.

“That doesn’t look good.” She was referring to my face. “Let me get you another ice pack.”

She let herself in when she returned. I was already back under the covers.

“You can have this room up to thirty days,” she said, sitting on my bed. “We can talk more about your options when you’re in better shape. In the meantime, there’s an open kitchen. And clothing downstairs. Plenty of items in your size.”

I nodded, as if this all made perfect sense. My head throbbed with the effort. “Thank you.”

“Joy?” She paused on her way out.

I rolled to face her. I didn’t remember giving her my name.

“I’m sorry you’re here.”

Pain and exhaustion had cut my defenses. My eyes welled with tears. “Thank you.”

I went back to sleep.

My memories from that night are scattered: running out the back door; feeling nauseated as I awoke on the faded sofa. Despite the manic shuffling, my meds made it to my room. I reach for them now. Seven days in a colorful plastic organizer separated by a.m. and p.m. Stimulants, antidepressants, birth control pills, nighttime sleep aids, vitamins. Xander assembles them for me, and every day I dutifully take my doses at their designated times. We’ve been doing it this way for years at Xander’s insistence. It makes him feel useful, like we’re tackling my health “as a team.” When the color of my birth control pills switched from yellow to white three months ago, I thought it odd. For years I’ve skipped the week-four nonhormonals and jumped straight to the next pack in order to forgo my period, so the tablet has never changed. “No idea,” Xander said when I asked about it. “Packaging is the same.” I found the empty box in the trash later that afternoon, and he was right. Same name, same pink cursive logo.

When my nipples grew sore a month later, a tiny warning bell rang in my subconscious. When I started suffering from breakthrough exhaustion, I asked the internet. One quick search confirmed it: Xander had been filling my pill boxes with placebos. I wonder how long he’d been saving them. How long he thought he could get away with it.

By my calculations, I’m eight weeks pregnant. Xander doesn’t know.

I’m bone-tired, and bruised to my core. Xander was fuming mad when I left. Angrier than I’ve ever seen him. But I’m safe now. That’s what Gloria keeps telling me.

I’m safe.

Sometimes, when I’m falling asleep or waking up, I hear his voice. He tells me he loves me. Promises he’ll find me. As far as I’m concerned, this is reason enough to stay right where I am.



A KNOCK AT the door. My muscles don’t work and the ceiling is spinning.

“I’m naked,” I lie. It comes out as a near inaudible slur. I lick my lips and raise my voice. “You can leave it in the hall.”

“I’ll wait,” Gloria’s voice calls out.

I sink deeper into the pillow.



SHE’S KNOCKING AGAIN.

“Coming, coming,” I mumble, rolling onto the floor. I crawl across the room and brace myself against the wall as I open the door.

Gloria holds out a pile of clothes. “These are roughly your size.”

I take them from her outstretched arms and hug them to my chest. They’re soft, and they smell of lavender, and this small kindness makes my throat swell. “Thank you.”

“There’s plenty more downstairs.” She doesn’t comment on my appearance, or the fact that I’ve filled my days here with sleep. My room probably smells. I probably smell. I remind myself to use the toiletries she left for me last time she was here.

“I wanted to check in,” she says. “And to let you know we have our weekly support group in an hour.”

Words are difficult right now. “Sport…” I try again. “Support group?”

“To help you plan your next steps.”

She tells me about the other services this place offers. Life skills classes. Job skill training. Individual counseling. “There’s also a computer lab down the hall.”

Hearing it spelled out like this, I fill with guilt because these are things I can afford, things I shouldn’t be taking for free. There must be someone who needs this room more than I do. Hanging my head, I try to summon the energy to gracefully exit the conversation when she adds, “We also have a legal advocate in case you decide to obtain a temporary protective order.”

“Protective order?” I seem to only be capable of parroting today.

She’s staring at my swollen eye. “Restraining order.”

I’m so tired I can’t think straight. It feels like a punishment, this exhaustion. What eventually comes out is, “Computer lab?”



“COMPUTER LAB” IS a generous term for a compact room with two desktop PCs. At the newer model is a young woman wearing a maroon bindi, a navy sweatshirt, and skinny jeans. She glances up at me, eyes widening at the sight of my face, my bruise. She covers her surprise with a cough, and her expression shifts to a forced indifference. I point to the black screen of the unemployed machine. “Is it working?”

She shrugs. “They’re not supposed to be off. They take forever to boot up.”

I sag into the empty chair. In front of me is a sign reminding users not to shut down the computers. Another states that all IP addresses in the shelter are protected. The last offers a sternly worded reminder to not share the shelter’s location for the safety of all staff and residents. They’re written in English, Spanish, and Korean.

My computer comes to life with relatable slothfulness, and as it does I allow myself a moment to consider the measures Xander must have already taken to locate me. He’ll have traced my phone back to the house and gone through all of my things. He’ll have set up alerts on my credit cards. Called hospitals. But what he won’t have done, I’m certain, is admit I’m missing. Admitting I’m missing would mean admitting why, and he’s too proud for that. Because by now, he’s been served with divorce papers. Even though nothing went as planned, I assume this hasn’t changed.

When at long last the wheels stop turning, I load the browser for my email and then pause, realizing I don’t have my login info. The auto-generated combination of random letters and numbers and symbols is stored in my password manager, and I’ve stored that master login info deep in a notebook I forgot to take in my hurry to leave. There’s no way to reset any of these because I don’t have my phone.

I close the tab, awash with unexpected relief. I am truly unreachable.

Leaning hard against my chair, I cross my arms and tilt my head back as far as it will go, unsure what to do next.

“I’m almost done here if that one’s not working.”

There’s a dark brown water stain in one of the ceiling tiles. “It’s working fine.”

A few moments pass, enough for me to think the conversation is over. Then she blurts, “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t say anything. I wasn’t going to. But I have to tell you I subscribe to your podcast. I am a very big fan.”

I restore my head to its natural position, understanding anew the expression on her face when I arrived. She bites her lip and waits for my reaction. I know how I look. How this looks.

“Oh” is all I say.

“And I know I’m just a stranger to you, but … um…”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I snap, and immediately hate myself. “I’m sorry, I just … don’t.”

She nods several times, clearly disappointed. And even though I barely have the energy to speak, I find myself asking, penitently, “Is this your first time here?”

She ducks her head slightly. “Third.” She can’t be more than twenty-five. I learn that her name is Mitali. She doesn’t have any children, but she hopes for a gaggle one day. “I just have to figure out a few things first.” She says this with resolve that doesn’t reach her eyes. “There are moms here with three, four young ones. I don’t want to end up like them. I don’t want my children to see this place.”

A question forms on my lips that I have no right to ask. Because it’s true—she’s a stranger to me. But we do share one thing, the same terrible thing that brought us here. And for some reason I need to know. “You want children … with your husband?”

She blinks several times. More quietly, she says, “I do.”

Sadness permeates my entire person. I do my best not to react. “How did you meet him?”

Her shoulders relax; a slight smile plays at her lips. “My parents wanted me to marry someone else. A man who was twenty years older than me. We were strangers, but he was rich. My mother said, ‘Money can’t buy you happiness, but it can buy you a house.’”

This I know to be true. “And?”

“And I said no. I moved to Los Angeles, and I met Arturo, who was not old enough to be my father, or rich, or even Indian. He is, some might say, nothing special. But he fills something inside of me.” She touches her chest. “And I am aware of how it sounds, me being here and saying these things. But he’s a good man. He just needs to grow up.”

“Does it help, you being here?”

She lets out a sad laugh. “You must think I’m a fool.”

I shake my head, wondering if anyone else has clued in to their secret. If they have the type of relationship people envy on social media. If she believes she’s happy. “I don’t think that.”

“I come to the shelter to give him a break from himself. When I return, he’s much better.” Averting her eyes, she adds quietly, “We’re much better.”

My queasiness has returned, and I don’t want her to have to explain herself further, so I say, simply, “Thank you. For your honesty.”

Nodding, she stands and stretches her back; it cracks twice. “I should go. It was very nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.”

“Don’t forget to clear your data before you leave.”

The computer hums in the quiet room. Alone, my thoughts turn to Benny. He’ll have read the memoir by now. He knows the secrets I’ve been too ashamed to share. I’m not ready to talk, not yet, and I need to sleep. But there is one thing I can do to let him know I’m all right. I pull up our website and click through to the submissions page, then type in a few words.

A tingly rush of nerves floods through me as I press send. I stare at the screen, fingertips pressed to my lips. On impulse, I pull up another tab and type in my name. The loading icon spins and spins. I’m ready to give up when the page fills with words.

I am instantly lightheaded.


Famous podcaster Joy Moore still missing after husband found dead in Angeles National Forest …

Search continues for podcaster Joy Moore after producer husband found dead …

LAPD searching for missing podcaster Joy Moore; foul play suspected in husband’s recent death …



The words come at me in waves. Missing. Dead. Foul play. I’m trembling so violently I can barely click the first link. Blinking spots out of my eyes, I skim the article and close out of the browser. I barely make it to my private bathroom before I’m sick.






Benny Abbott


Day Four

It’s nearly noon when I exit my bedroom, though I’ve only managed a few hours of fitful sleep. In the living room, I head straight for the front windows.

“Still there,” Sarah says as I peek through the curtains.

The reporters have multiplied. There are now at least a dozen parked outside. We tried shooing them away this morning, but that only revved them up.

Sarah hands me a mug of coffee. “You look like shit.”

“Thanks.” I take a sip and press a palm to my forehead where a migraine is forming. “Any word?”

She shakes her head.

“Do you think the cameras are at Joy’s house too?”

“Mallory says no.”

At the mention of Mallory my muscles tense. “You talked to her?”

Sarah searches my face. “I’m sure there’s more to the story, Benny.”

I haven’t been able to get Keller out of my head since I left the station. Is this out of context? I keep trying to remember it in a way that doesn’t make me sound like a suspect. In a way that doesn’t make me feel guilty. Does Joy love you back? As much as you love her? I need Mallory to tell me everything she said.

“She’s at Joy’s?”

Sarah nods. “She doesn’t want to leave the house unattended.”

I plunk my mug on the side table, sloshing coffee over the rim.

“Benny,” she says, as I sift through the bowl beside the door.

I check the floor, comb the drawers in the console. “Did you take my keys?”

“At least shower first.”

“Did you take my keys?”

“Benny, you’re tired, and you’re upset, and those idiots outside are going to pounce. You’re not ready for this.”

“Where are they?” We stare at each other. “Know what, never mind.” I grab the dogs’ leads. They hear the clasps clink from the other room and bound toward me, the only welcome sight I’ve had all day.

“Benny, don’t—”

I shut the door behind me. It takes only a second for the reporters to start shouting.

“What do you have to say about Xander’s death?”

“Where is Joy, Benny?”

“Do you know what happened to Joy?”

I’m trying to push past them when one voice shouts above all the others: “Is it true you’re in love with her, Benny? Is it true you and Joy are in love?”

“Mind your own business,” I tell my slimy squirrel-feeding neighbor as he points his camera for the money shot.

Someone grabs my arm and I yank it away.

“It’s me.” My sister shoves my keys into my hand. “Go.”

I make a run for my car, the dogs bounding excitedly ahead. They think this is a game and jump in happily through the driver’s side. The cameramen tail me through the neighborhood, plowing forward when I speed, bearing down on me when I slow. At Joy’s house, I slam on the brakes and scramble toward the gate, securing the latch the second the dogs and I are safely inside.

I’m halfway to the door when I spot Mallory and Carlotta at the side fence. Mallory glares as I veer toward them. My anger is a living, throbbing thing, and I’m not sure how to handle it. Mallory told so many lies. Kept so many secrets. But the grossest reality of the day is that her brother is dead.

“I’m sorry about Xander,” I say, forcing myself to make eye contact.

Mallory scoffs. “Like hell you are.”

Carlotta tightens her robe, watching as if we’re performing a sketch for her sole benefit, so I search for something nice to say, something to make this less awkward. Instead, I come out with, “You’re being ridiculous. I was offering condolences.”

“Yeah. And you sounded super sincere.”

We’re like children at the playground. I have half a mind to go tell the teacher Mallory is being mean, but thankfully Carlotta steps in to save us from ourselves. “It’s so sad,” she says.

My wariness is mitigated by her soothing tone. I’m an ass. Mallory’s brother is dead, and Joy is still missing, and everything is a complete disaster. Did I drive through a swarm of reporters just to bicker with Mallory in front of a neighbor? My shoulders drop. “Is there any more news about the accident? Have they said what caused it?”

I mean it as a peace offering, neutral territory, but when Mallory’s eyes flick back to Carlotta I realize my mistake.

“The police have questioned Emil, if that’s what you’re asking,” Carlotta says.

“I wasn’t insinuating…” I say quickly. Although maybe I was. Before sticking my foot in it again, I ask Mallory if we can talk inside.

She tells me she’ll be along in a minute.

I wait in the living room, watching them through the window until their conversation is over. When Mallory returns, it’s obvious she’s been crying. She crosses her arms and glowers at me from the doorway. “Well?”

“I’m sorry about Xander.”

She lets out a bitter laugh and leaves the room.

I find her in the kitchen, filling a mug with water.

“I am sorry,” I say. “For you.”

“Go on.” She sets the mug down with a slosh. “You didn’t brave the paps to tell me this. So go ahead and say it. Whatever you’re here to say.”

I stare her straight in the eye. “I know you were spying on Joy.”

She crosses her arms. “You have it all wrong.”

“I read the memoir, Mallory. It’s all there in black and white. You were spying on her. Reporting back to Xander like some fucking toady. Did you not once wonder why he asked you to do that?”

“He told me he was worried about her.”

“And that made it okay?”

Her palms shoot up. “I was afraid things had gotten out of hand.”

“Out of hand? Out of hand? Listen, I know you have a weird relationship with Xander. I get that he took care of you when you were a sick kid. I get that you’re loyal to him—”

“Did Quinn tell you that? What else did she say?”

Something has shifted. “What do you think she said?”

She shakes her head. “He was a good brother to me. I don’t care what Quinn thinks.”

“Oh, I’m sure he was a great brother.” My words drip with sarcasm. “But even with your blinders on, you must have known what he was doing to Joy.”

“I told you, I was afraid things had gotten out of hand.”

“But did you know?” When she looks away, I press harder. “Did you? Did Quinn?” I glance around, realizing belatedly that she might be here too.

“Quinn’s at work,” Mallory says, answering my unasked question.

At work. One day after learning her wife’s brother is dead. I make a mental note to mull this over later. “If you knew, then why would you help him? Why would you spy on us? Did you actually think I was some sort of threat? Because you heard the recording. I made a fool of myself. And then—” I feel sick mentioning it in light of what happened. “What I said about Xander. Why would you give that to Keller?”

“What else was I supposed to do with it?”

“Maybe not give it to her?”

“They were asking a lot of questions. And anyway, why did you give her the memoir? It’s not like that makes me look good.” To her credit, she looks pretty miserable.

Still, I’m not letting her get off this easy. “I don’t understand why you hid the recording from me. You knew I was looking for it. Why didn’t you tell me you had it?”

“Maybe I’m not sure who I can trust right now, all right?”

We stand in suffocating silence. She reaches for her mug again. “If you didn’t do anything, you should have nothing to worry about.”

“Wow.” I press my fingers to my eyelids. I don’t know what I expected, but this isn’t helping.

My pocket starts buzzing. I pull out my phone. Hold it up for Mallory to see.

“Answer it,” she says.

I put it on speaker. Keller’s voice comes through on a staticky connection. “I’m outside the gate. You want to let me in?”

“Right now?”

“No,” Keller says. “In an hour.”

Mallory gestures for me to go. The cameramen try to get in a few shots as Keller slides through the gate in a gray dress shirt and black pants, cross-body satchel hanging at her hip. Voices call out to us through the bougainvillea, but we ignore them.

Keller follows me inside and glances around. “House cleaned up well.”

She takes a chair in the living room and waits for us to join her on the opposite couch. The same seats we took when Joy and Xander first went missing four days ago.

“I’ll get right to it.” Keller removes her notepad from her satchel. “Preliminary autopsy came in.”

My heart judders. “Already?”

Mallory makes a strangled sound beside me.

“I’m sorry, this must be difficult. I’ll be as fast as I can.” Keller fans herself, revealing a sweat patch beneath her arm. Nothing about her actions screams fast as I can. “According to initial reports”—she scans her notes—“it appears Xander’s death was caused by a traumatic closed head injury. Brain bleed.”

“So…” I say after a pause. “From the crash? He died in the crash?”

“Based on the angle and location of the injury, it’s unlikely.”

My vision clouds as I recall what I learned in the interview room. Found deep in the forest. Location not visible from the road. “And … there’s still no sign of Joy? Do we still not know if she was in the car with him?”

Mallory widens her eyes at me, and I realize I’ve unintentionally implicated my best friend. If Joy was in the car, that leaves open the prospect that it was she who killed Xander. The possibility has fleetingly crossed my mind, I will admit. But there’s no way to know how many people were in the car to begin with. And anyway, if she did kill Xander, it would obviously have been in self-defense. In which case, she’d have come to me for help, wouldn’t she? She’d have known I would help her fix it.

Likely, Keller knows this too.

“You mentioned fire extinguishers last time,” I continue, needing more but also needing to deflect. “Did the car catch on fire?”

“That’s one reason I’m here. You said Joy and Xander keep a fire extinguisher in the office downstairs. Do you want to show me where?”

I do not, in fact, want to show her where, but I do it anyway, Mallory trailing us down the stairs. When the three of us reach Joy’s office, I search for the canister where I last saw it, hanging in Joy’s swag closet beside a pyramid of TSMSYL hats and mugs. It’s not there.

Keller doesn’t seem surprised. “Is there another?”

I take her back upstairs to the kitchen pantry. The other canister is in its usual spot beside the charging hand vac. Untouched to the extent that it bears a slight film of dust.

“You still haven’t explained,” I say. “Was there or was there not a fire?”

“Large enough to ignite the entire forest in flames,” Keller says. Her expression is wooden. “Luckily, someone had the foresight to bring along a ten-pound extinguisher.”

“Someone … as in Xander?” It would make sense. Like Emil said, it’s not improbable the MG was having issues. Xander might’ve noticed the smoke, pulled over, put out the fire, and then … I’m beginning to understand exactly how complicated this is. Why was he driving through Angeles National Forest in the first place? And why would he bring the office fire extinguisher with him? And at what point then does the brain bleed come in? This is worse than I thought. Keller is studying me. Eventually, I manage, “What aren’t you telling us?”

Keller doesn’t respond. The dogs are barking outside. I stand, needing something to do with my body, and cross over to the window. The coyote is back, sitting motionless on Carlotta’s side of the fence. Richie and Potsie pace in front of him, trying to tease him into playing.

“Regarding the money transfer…” The detective clears her throat.

Somehow I knew this was coming next.

“Money transfer?” Mallory asks. I never looped her in on this.

“A million dollars,” Keller says. “From the corporate account to Benny’s personal account.”

Mallory gasps.

“It was fraudulent activity,” I say quickly. “It didn’t go through.”

“According to bank records, you initiated the transfer at eight p.m.,” Keller continues, ignoring me. “Just after your little conversation with Joy. Was that to spite Xander? Because she wouldn’t leave him for you?”

“That’s not—” I open my mouth to argue it was the opposite—that Xander must have done it to spite me—but now that he’s dead I realize my theory no longer holds. I realize, also, how bad this makes me look. Keller has likely been playing dumb about these records all along. Which means she knows I’ve been withholding the information I learned from my financial advisor. Information that quite plainly incriminates me. If I hadn’t fled the interview room she may have gotten around to this in private, but now she’s doing it in front of Mallory, and I can already see the next layer of distrust forming behind Mallory’s eyes. “I didn’t do it.”

“When Xander found out he would’ve been angry. Angry enough to pick a fight.” Keller leans forward. “And we already know, after what happened in Tucson, that you sometimes lose your temper.”

Something seizes in my chest. Mallory’s face goes as pale as her hair. This hasn’t come up on the podcast since she joined the team, but she clearly understands what Keller is insinuating.

“You went ahead and made a public statement when I advised you not to,” Keller says. “Was that so we would be distracted by a thousand different leads? Was that your plan?”

She’s clearly satisfied to have gotten me worked up again, and I struggle to keep my cool. To prove I’m not the man she seems to think I am. But when she asks why my fingerprints were found on Xander’s wheelbarrow I almost snap. “I had to move it to get the plywood,” I say through my teeth. “For the window. I just pulled it out and put it back in.”

“It’s true,” Mallory says, and for this I nearly forgive her every one of her transgressions on the spot. “Right before Potsie showed up at the gate.”

Keller has the gall to appear disappointed.

I can no longer bring myself to look at her. “Is that all?”

She says nothing for an uncomfortably long time. “You can stick around if you like. I have a few additional items to discuss with Mallory.”

Mallory is unreadable. I can’t tell if she wants me to stay or go, but I’m done. I don’t look back as I let myself out. The wind is hot, but I am ice cold, hands trembling so violently I can barely leash the dogs.

It takes hours for my pulse to slow down.






Joy Moore


Day Five

My room is dark, with only the faintest light from the setting moon filtering through the blinds. My first full thought upon waking is that I need to water my plants. I can’t recall the last time I watered them.

And then I remember Xander is dead. My husband is dead. I can process the words, but I don’t trust their meaning. Xander being dead is like the moon disappearing from the sky. My head aches as I try to understand. Angeles National Forest? Suspected foul play? Like so much of my life since adolescence, the narrative is filled with gaping holes.

I know this: I’d just finished uploading the audio file when he stormed in. I wasn’t expecting him yet; he’d come out of nowhere, and he was upset. Most of the time Xander’s anger was quiet, sinister, a flattened viper awaiting its prey. This, though. This was thunderous and hot-tempered, and it left me cold. “It’s too late,” I said.

I wanted a tantrum. Silence scared me, but his yawping gave me strength. Veins bulged in his neck and forehead, time stood still, and then it happened.

I got what I asked for.

The next part is fuzzy. Red giants exploding behind my eyes. Broken glass. Screaming. Running. Waking on the sofa downstairs. Gloria.

“You’re safe now,” she said.

I believed her, but that was when I thought Xander was alive. When I thought I was only hiding from an abusive husband. Now I don’t know who I’m hiding from.

Something terrible happened after I left, because somehow, at some point after I last saw him, Xander ended up in Angeles National Forest. Dead.



I WATCH THE wind agitate the sweetgums from my chair at the recording desk. They’ve grown since I last saw them, limbs reaching out to rap at the windows as a series of gusts blow through. I usually hate this weather, but today feels different. It’s just me and Benny, and he’s wearing his favorite Pixies shirt, frayed at the hems. He’s laughing, green eyes shining, his hair is a mess, and in this moment I’m so happy I could cry.

“We almost forgot,” he says, holding out the Fonz.

I try to rub his ducktail for good luck, but for some reason my limbs don’t work.

“Joy?” Benny says. “Are you all right?”

But my mouth doesn’t work either. My body feels odd. Different. And then I remember: I’m pregnant. But I can’t tell him this. I want to, but I’m afraid of what he’ll say, and it’s clear to me now that he’s afraid too. He’s squeezing my arms. “Joy? Wake up, Joy. Joy, wake up.”

“Ayyy,” I mumble.

I swim back to the surface and peek out through heavy lids. I’m alone. Disappointed, I close them again.



THE NEXT TIME I open my eyes, there’s a woman sitting on my bed. I recognize her from the computer lab. Mitali. I think her name is Mitali.

“I tried knocking first,” she says. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. You never leave your room.”

Threads of light weave through the closed blinds in such a way that I can’t tell if it’s morning or afternoon. “What time is it?”

“Noon.”

I try counting days and fail. “Sunday?” I clutch the sheets to my chest, remembering afresh that my husband is dead. It hits me like the blast wind after an explosion. Dead.

Mitali eyes me with concern, and I realize she must have already heard about Xander. That’s what she was trying to tell me in the computer lab. I know I’m just a stranger to you, but … um …

“My husband is dead,” I say, testing the words aloud.

Mitali’s shoulders drop. “So you know. I wasn’t sure how to bring it up.”

“I just learned.”

She takes my hand. “You must be in shock. What are you going to do?”

What am I going to do? I’m not even sure how I feel. Or how Xander could have possibly ended up in Angeles National Forest, dead. Again, that word. By my count, I’ve been asleep for fourteen hours. Fourteen hours have passed since I learned that people are looking for me, and I’ve done nothing to let anyone know I’m okay. I try to sit up, but the room spins.



“THERE YOU ARE. You had me worried for a minute.”

Through cloudy eyes, I can just barely identify Mitali holding a washcloth in the dim light of my room.

“I have to tell Benny I’m all right.” I try again to get up, but my body is impossibly heavy. Like trying to lift a car.

“Don’t.” Mitali presses the washcloth to my forehead. “I think you just fainted.”

Blood pulses in my ears. People are looking for me. Benny must be beside himself. “Do you have a phone?”

She shakes her head. “Just the one in the kitchen. Do you want help getting there?”

I say yes, I do, but even with her help it’s no use. Slumping back onto my pillow, I start to cry.

“What can I do?” she asks.

I stare at my pill box on the nightstand. Whenever I flip open the plastic compartments, the yellow and orange and white circles all seem to be shouting, Not recommended during pregnancy, not recommended during pregnancy, not recommended during pregnancy! I’ve tried to be responsible, tried to avoid withdrawal as I taper off, but clearly I’ve done this wrong. If Xander were here he’d have spreadsheets, he’d be writing down symptoms. “I don’t know.”

“I can get someone to help.”

“No.” I don’t want more people in here, looking at me. I just want Benny to know I’m okay. I tell her this and beg her to make the call without me.

“Consider it done.” She looks inordinately relieved to have been given a task she can perform. “What’s his number?”

“Three-two-three … six…” I don’t remember the rest. Six-six-seven? No. There are two sixes, I know that, but the end eludes me. I shut my eyes, trying to visualize his number on an imaginary cell phone screen, but the digits keep moving around.

“It’s okay. I’ll figure it out.”

Tears of gratitude spill onto my cheeks as I watch her go.



I’M STILL HEAVY when I wake, but when I try to use my legs this time, they work. Unsteadily, they carry me to the bathroom, where I relieve myself and drink a glass of water. I don’t know how much time has passed since Mitali left.

Back in bed, I sink deep, deeper, until I am one with the old cotton sheets. The pillow beneath my weighty head is flat and lumpy. In another life this would bother me. When we toured, I squished my favorite feather pillow into my luggage. Xander made fun of me for it. “You’re like a toddler with her lovey.”

I think of all the times on tour he wedged himself between me and Benny. He’d tell me Benny had dinner plans so I wouldn’t invite him to eat with us while on the same night telling Benny I’d requested a romantic meal for two. He’d inform Benny that I was frustrated with him for running late, and casually mention to me that Benny thought my jokes were off the night before. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this,” Xander said once, “but Benny was making some negative comments about your recent weight gain.”

Once, before a show, Benny jutted his bushy beard out and said, “I changed shampoos.”

“Okay…?”

“Xander said you didn’t like the way the other one smelled.”

“Did he now?”

Benny’s eyes rapidly searched mine. “You didn’t say that?”

“I love eucalyptus, you know that.”

Another night, leaving the green room, Xander handed me a box of mints. “You might want to pop one of these before the next meet and greet.”

“Do I have bad breath?”

“Well, Benny said…”

This went on. And on. I wish I could say I tried to put a stop to it, but it was easier to disengage. If I argued, for example, that Benny would never comment on my weight, Xander would laugh and say, “Of course he would never say it to your face.” And then he’d spend the next ten minutes telling me how lovely I was. How lucky I was to have a husband who could see my beauty in all its different forms.

And even though I knew what he was doing, even though I saw right through it, his words got under my skin. Benny might not have said anything about my weight, but clearly it was on Xander’s mind if he thought to bring it up. Benny had never complained about my breath, but I still found myself popping mints whenever either of them was around.

There was no love lost between Benny and Xander by the end of our tour, and things only worsened after that. It occurs to me, as I wait for Mitali to return, that Benny might have already reached his tipping point before finding the memoir. If he hurt you, I swear to god I’ll kill him. Fear coils around my heart. If he read it that night, if he returned to my house later to have it out with Xander and something happened …



THE BED SHIFTS. I open my eyes to find Mitali sitting at my feet. She stares at me for so long my skin starts to tingle. “Did you get through?”

“I couldn’t figure out how to call Benny, so I called the police.”

My pulse quickens. “And?”

She takes my hand. “You’re to stay here. Rest. As long as you need. Gloria already knows.”

“Stay?” I assumed someone would come get me.

“For now, you’re safer here.” Lowering her voice, she adds, “Whoever killed Xander hasn’t been arrested yet.”

Arrested. I almost don’t want to ask. “And … Benny?”

Her eyes crinkle. “They promised they would let Benny know you’re okay.”

Hearing this, I’m hit with a jolt of relief so powerful it makes me dizzy again: Benny couldn’t have done it. They wouldn’t say I was safer here if they thought Benny was responsible for Xander’s death because Benny would never hurt me. Never. My throat swells. I want to see him. I wish I could see him. “How long do I have to stay here? How am I supposed to know when it’s okay to leave?”

“I gave them my email. They said they’d let us know if they had any updates.”

I close my eyes, suddenly heavy again. There are still countless unanswered questions, but I’ll worry about those later. For right now, here, I’m in no danger, and Benny will soon know I’m alive, and I suppose that’s all that matters.

When I open my eyes again, Mitali’s holding my pill organizer. “When was your last dose? Are you due?”

Again, the shame that I’m not doing this right. That if I were more scientific about tapering off my drugs, I wouldn’t be so out of sorts.

That Xander would’ve done better.

“You shouldn’t take these on an empty stomach.” She regards my collection of half-eaten muffins and browning bananas. “Wait here.”



I WAKE TO find Mitali holding out a bowl. It smells of curry and cumin, ginger and garlic. I’m overwhelmed to the point of lightheadedness. “Go on, then,” she says. “It’s mulligatawny. I made it last night.”

I love mulligatawny, but for the life of me I cannot bring myself to reach for the bowl. “I’m sorry. I’m not very hungry.”

Mitali releases a disappointed sigh.

“I’ll eat it later. I promise.”

She searches my face, and sets the bowl on the nightstand before leaving. At the door, she stops. “Before it gets too cold.”

“I will,” I say. “Thank you.”






Benny Abbott


Day Five

“Turn right up there,” I say.

Sarah points to the strip mall off the main boulevard. “There?”

We’ve been in the car all day, having left the house before reporters set up camp in the hope of finding answers about Xander’s accident. The exact location in Angeles National Forest was never disclosed, only that it happened off the Angeles Crest Highway, a windy two-lane mountain road north of Los Angeles. We drove the entire stretch from the dry-brush hills through the pine-stippled mountains and out the other side to where the highway ended, and then we turned around. But nothing. No traffic cones, no camera vans, not a single piece of yellow tape. Which means they’ve either misled us about the location, or they’ve given up their search for Joy.

Or—I can’t even bear to think it—they never started searching to begin with.

The entire round trip took four hours, and between fits of anger and frustration, Sarah and I dissected every shred of information we’ve been given over the past few days. The part we keep coming back to is Mallory. And whatever it is she and Quinn are hiding.

“I can’t tell if it’s open,” Sarah says when she pulls into the parking lot.

Sandwiched between a liquor store and a sign shop, Quinn’s Cupcakery is hard to miss. Once a three-star donut shop, it is now a beacon of 1950s nostalgia with its bright neon signs and checkerboard floors. Through the front window, we watch Quinn slide an empty tray into an aluminum rack.

I call her number. She glances down at her phone, then lets it ring.

“Figures.” I unbuckle. “You coming with me?”

“Only if you buy me a cupcake,” Sarah says, already getting out of the car.

Quinn is still facing away when I push on the door. It’s locked. I rattle it to be sure.

“We’re closed,” she shouts.

I rap my knuckles on the glass. This time Quinn sees us, and her bright red lips form a stern line.

A moment passes in which I reassess everything I know about Quinn and realize it doesn’t amount to much. I’m associated with her only through Mallory, who’s an even greater enigma than her wife. When Quinn cracks the door, I find myself at a loss.

“Did something happen?” she asks.

“We were hoping you had a minute to talk,” Sarah says when it’s clear I’m not going to take the lead.

It seems entirely likely Quinn will shut the door on us, but she opens it wider without another word. The buttery aroma of baked goods fills our nostrils as we take a seat at a pedestal table with aqua-blue chairs. I wasn’t prepared for how awkward this was going to be.

“So, you and Mallory aren’t answering your phones,” I say.

“Because there’s nothing to discuss.”

I blink at her. “I think there’s a lot to discuss.”

Quinn sighs. “Do either of you want a cupcake?”

“Yes, please,” Sarah says. She follows Quinn to the display and coos over the choices.

On the wall in front of me is an old poster for milkshakes. Beside it, a marquee sign with old-fashioned light bulbs pointing THIS WAY FOR COCA-COLA. There’s a jukebox in the corner and vintage napkin holders on each of the three tables.

“Did you make all these yourself?” Sarah asks as Quinn plates two chocolate cupcakes with vanilla icing, one topped with a fondant poodle skirt, the other with a vinyl record.

“I have help in the morning,” Quinn says, more kindly than before. “But I do all the decorations myself.”

“Amazing.” Sarah pulls out her wallet but Quinn waves her off.

When they return, Sarah and I dig in. I’m not hungry, but Sarah’s tactics are clearly better than mine, and she seems to think this is necessary.

Quinn watches us chew. “So what have you heard?”

“Nothing since Keller showed up at Joy’s house yesterday,” I say, covering my mouth. “I’m sure Mallory told you about it.”

“About your criminal past?” She nods.

I flinch. “That’s not what I came here to talk about.”

“No?” She crosses her arms. “Did you come here to talk about the million dollars you stole?”

“I didn’t…” I gape at her, startled less by her words than her tone. She’s angry with me. No, furious. “Stole? Is that what Mallory told you?”

“Is it wrong?”

“Of course it’s wrong.” My voice is so shrill, so weirdly defensive, it takes me a second to remember why we’re here in the first place. “How long was Mallory spying for Xander?”

Quinn laughs bitterly. “How long have you been in love with Joy?”

“Fuck off.”

“Okay, okay.” Sarah holds out her hands. “We’re all a little on edge right now. Let’s start over. How are you handling this, Quinn? I can imagine your feelings are extremely complicated at the moment.”

Quinn sniffs at this.

My sister is right. Telling Quinn to fuck off probably wasn’t the best strategy. Brushing the crumbs from my hands, I push my plate away and try again. “What you said during the search party—”

Quinn stands abruptly and heads for the back room. “You can go ahead and forget that,” she says over her shoulder. For a moment I worry I’ve made another tactical error, but then she returns with a broom and begins sweeping the checkered floor.

“You don’t have to take it back,” Sarah says, flashing a meaningful glance at me. “We understand. He had your wife spying for him. Of course you didn’t like him. That’s a rotten thing to do.”

“Yeah, well. He’s done worse.”

“So you knew he was hurting her,” I say.

“Not exactly. Not that. I knew there was something weird going on, and that Mallory never sees things clearly when it comes to Xander. So I figured it was probably worse than she was letting on. But no. No. I didn’t know until Keller told us. And I want you to know it makes me sick.”

I shift to the edge of my seat. “Do you have any idea who might have killed him?”

She keeps sweeping.

“You know it wasn’t just a car accident, right?” I press.

She flattens a hand to her hip. “Why are you here, Benny?”

“Because—seriously?” I look to Sarah for help.

“Because whoever’s responsible for his death might lead us to Joy,” Sarah says.

“Just tell us what you know, Quinn.”

“What do you know, Benny?” She white-knuckles the broom. “If anyone had reason to kill Xander, it was you. You were in love with his wife. You keep playing dumb, but there’s no way you didn’t know about the divorce.”

I hold up a hand. “I swear I didn’t.”

“Bullshit. You wanted to push Xander out before signing the distribution deal. That’s why you emptied the account—so he would have nothing to fight with. Then as soon as he’s out of the picture, you sign the deal—more money for Benny, more money for Joy, and fuck everyone else, right?”

“That’s not…” I scrub my face. “Is that really what you think?”

She’s aggressively sweeping again. “We moved four hundred miles for your stupid podcast. I put all our money into this stupid cupcake shop expecting a safety net when your stupid distribution deal went through, and— You know what? No. Fuck this. We’re not doing this right now.”

I’m not sure how best to go about it, but I need to keep her talking. “When you said you’d have a safety net when the deal went through…”

Quinn’s red lip curls. “I know it’s hard for you to imagine, but some of us aren’t sitting on a pile of cash. We needed that money.”

“No, I mean…” What do I mean? I connect as many dots as I can as quickly as I can and take a shot in the dark. “Xander promised Mallory a bonus when the deal went through, didn’t he?” I try to say it like I already knew as much, and I’m relieved when she nods. Bingo.

“But after that shit with Ted and Emil went down, he threatened to take it away.” Quinn smirks. “But I’ll bet you didn’t know that part, did you?”

That shit with Ted and Emil? I’m about to ask what the hell she’s talking about when Sarah puts a hand on my arm. “Why would he do that?” she asks.

“Because I told Mallory to stop—” Quinn exhales sharply through her nose. “It wasn’t spying, all right? But when she told Xander she was out, he threatened to cut her bonus.”

“Motherfucker,” I mutter.

“You can say that again.”

We let that linger in the air.

Something occurs to me. “If you didn’t know Xander was hurting Joy, then what did you mean when you said he’s done worse?”

When she doesn’t respond, I press on. “How did you know something weird was going on?”

“I just had a feeling, that’s all.”

“But how?”

Quinn clears our half-eaten cupcakes from the table and tosses them into the trash. “What does it matter? He’s dead.”

My sister knows something. I can see it on her face. “He’s done this before, hasn’t he?”

The overhead lights hum.

“To Mallory,” Sarah adds quietly.

Quinn averts her eyes. “Not like that.”

“Like what, then?”

Cinching the drawstring, Quinn removes the garbage liner from the bin.

“Quinn,” I say.

She sets the bag down with a sigh. “I asked her recently if her family did anything to prevent her from getting sick. I know if I had ear infections that were so bad they made me throw up, then I would try literally anything to stop them before they started.”

“And?” Sarah says.

“And she was like, yeah, of course, Xander put these special drops in my ears every day.”

I don’t know where she’s going with this. “What kind of drops?”

“Some herbal concoction that was supposed to prevent bacteria.”

“That sounds reasonable.” My gaze darts between Quinn and Sarah. “Doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, well. Would you feel the same if you knew he made it himself?”

Sarah’s jaw unhinges. “And you think…”

“I’m just saying,” Quinn says with a one-shouldered shrug. “Kind of a weird coincidence that the infections stopped when Xander went away to college.”

My vision clouds. I don’t want it to be true. I can’t even bring myself to consider what this might mean for Joy if it’s true. “Does Mallory know you think this?”

Quinn nods. “She doesn’t see it. Or she didn’t. I don’t know anymore.”

We’re all silent for a moment, which seems to be all Quinn needs to remember she wants nothing to do with me. “Listen, I have to finish cleaning up. I told Mallory I’d be home thirty minutes ago.”

“Hang on,” I say. “Just a minute. Can we talk about this?”

But she’s clearly done with us, avoiding eye contact as she holds open the door. Sarah takes my elbow, and I reluctantly follow. The moment our soles touch the strip mall concrete, Quinn locks us out without another word.






Joy Moore


Day Five

Footsteps outside my door. Three taps. I get up, blinking away the spots before my eyes. Gloria holds out a tray—an apple and a granola bar this time. A bottle of juice.

“Just checking in.”

I take the tray and stare at the apple. There’s an eruption of laughter in the kitchen down the hall. The thud of something hitting the floor. A sternly worded reprimand. I know now that Gloria’s aware of my situation. That even though my abusive spouse is no longer the problem, I’m still not safe. That I’ve been instructed to hide out until the cops see fit to retrieve me. “Thank you. For everything.”

She adjusts her fuchsia eyeglasses with a frown and a nod, and it occurs to me with a belated twist of shame that my situation might affect the others here. I might even be endangering them. If someone leaks my whereabouts and this shelter makes it into the news, I’ll have compromised everyone’s safety. The expression on Gloria’s face all but confirms that she wishes for me to leave.

I don’t blame her at all.

But before I can surrender to my fate, her frown lifts. “Is there anything else I can do? Anything at all.”

My chest deflates with emotional whiplash as reality comes back into focus. We’re all hiding from dangerous people. That’s the whole point of this place. Gloria isn’t upset with me—she wants to help. Moved by her generosity, I cast about for words, voicing the first thought that pops into my head. “Is there—” My tongue is thick. “Is there any way to see a doctor?” It might be days before I’m able to return home, and I can’t wait any longer.

Gloria beams like I’ve just presented her with an award. “There is, in fact.” She explains that there’s a discreet doctor who works with the women here. She donates her services, and she won’t require any information I don’t want to provide. Gloria could arrange for me to be taken there first thing tomorrow.

“And it’s safe? It’s okay for me to do this?”

“We’ll make certain of it. Consider it done.”

Grateful tears fill my eyes. “Thank you.”

She nods, then disappears down the hall.



“YOU DIDN’T EAT your mulligatawny.”

I blink up at Mitali and then at my nightstand. The bowl is gone. My cheeks burn. She must have taken it away while I was sleeping. I didn’t even get around to emptying it. “I’m so sorry.”

“You need to eat.”

“I know. It’s just…” The thought of eating makes me sick. “Not now.”

She takes her usual spot at the foot of the bed. Studies me. I want to look away but find that I can’t. Gently, she says, “What are you going to do?”

I don’t understand her meaning until her gaze shifts to my belly.

“How…”

“Your secret is safe. Does anyone know?”

I sent my parents on a cruise to protect them from the fallout of the divorce, having no idea the world was going to end. I pushed everyone else away. I’ve done everything wrong.

“No one.”

“Not even Benny?”

It’s as if she’s laid bare my soul. “I couldn’t.”

“Because you were afraid?”

“It’s a long story.”

Mitali settles in beside me. “Go on, then.”

And so I do.

The truth is, I’d always intended to hide away this week. The plan was to send Benny the memoir through a series of clues—the whole memoir to date, not just the three chapters I shared with Xander when he insisted I show him what I was writing. Then I would record the episode letting our listeners know we were taking a break and hide out while Xander was served with papers. In that order. When the dust settled, I would return home so Benny and I could have a proper talk.

I knew it would take Benny a minute to “piece together” my clue, but he would eventually get it. I realized, though, as soon as I reread that final chapter, that I’d made a terrible mistake. So I snuck a note into Benny’s pocket: Meet me tonight. Here. 7pm sharp. Very important. Because he deserved to hear the truth in person. Deserved to record with me what could possibly be our final episode.

But the way he looked at me when I started to explain. I didn’t deserve for him to be looking at me that way, with so much love, not after all the secrets I’d kept. I wanted it, but I couldn’t convince myself that I deserved it.

I can’t imagine what he’s been going through these past few days.

“The police have told Benny by now, don’t you think?” I ask. “That I’m okay?”

“I’m sure they have.”

I hope she’s right. I need to believe she’s right. “I’ve always thought I’d be a much better survivor than this.”

“Well, this is an awful lot of surviving to have to do without your sword.”

I laugh, then abruptly close my mouth. My entire head goes hot.

“It’s okay,” she says. “Laughter is allowed.”

It’s nice of her to say, but it still feels wrong. Everything’s so turned around. “Have they written to you?”

She blinks down at me with her soft brown eyes.

“The police,” I say. “You said you gave them your email. In case they have any updates.”

“Oh.” She shakes her head. “Nothing. I promise I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”

I sink deeper into my pillow. “I don’t know how I can repay you. You’ve been so kind.”

“It’s the least I can do for my favorite podcaster. I’m honored you shared your story with me.” She squeezes my knee. “If you need anything, I’m just across the hall.”



IT’S SWELTERING OUTSIDE, and my hands are covered in dark, loamy soil. Potsie barks at the coyote down the hill as Carlotta and I plant vegetables in her garden. I dig a small hole, and she shakes her head. “Deeper.”

I go deeper, and deeper, but she keeps shaking her head. Even when I’m up to my waist in the earth, she remains unsatisfied. “Deeper,” she says.

When I wake, I’m covered in sweat. It takes me a minute to realize I’m still in my bed, in the shelter, and not digging a human-sized hole in my neighbor’s yard. But even after the sweat is dry, I’m still thinking about Carlotta.

I knew nothing about horticulture when I started gardening with her. She taught me the basics of soil pH, pollination, drainage, companion planting, pruning. She was a good teacher. Patient. Motherly.

“Do you have kids?” I asked one day. I’d never seen any visit, but I figured she must.

“No.” She snipped off a knobby green cucumber and placed it in her mesh basket. “We tried, but no.”

I turned to her, tomatoes in both hands, to tell her I understood. But somehow, the moment I met her eyes, I felt she already knew.

“It’s nice of you, helping me with this,” she said. “Emil likes to have his hands in pretty much everything but soil.”

I let out a quiet laugh. “He does seem to keep busy.”

She tapped her nose twice. “It’s the cancer. Ever since it came back, he’s kicked it into high gear with the side hustles. I have the pension, not as much as it would’ve been if I hadn’t retired early, but you know how it is. Even with health insurance, five years of illness starts to add up.”

“I get it,” I said with a knowing nod. “Xander’s provider instinct is pretty intense as well.”

“Hm.” She studied me for a second. “Speaking of, I keep meaning to ask—has Xander mentioned anything about a project with Emil?”

I twisted another tomato off the vine. The men had been friendly for months, ever since Xander hired Emil as his trainer, but I told her no. Not that I was aware. “Why?”

Carlotta waved it off. “Forget about it. I must’ve heard Emil wrong. You would know.”

I wasn’t sure that was true. Regardless, the conversation was over. She handed me a basket, filled to the brim with that day’s pickings, and sent me on my way.

But I didn’t forget about it. I thought a lot about that conversation over the coming months as my world grew smaller. Because it turned out Xander and Emil did have a project.






Benny Abbott


Day Five

Sarah and I sit at the kitchen table with our laptops open, uneaten peanut butter and jelly sandwiches hardening beside us, dogs at our feet. Outside, the moon rises over the reporters lining my sidewalk.

“When I asked Mallory why she gave Keller the missing episode, she said it was because she didn’t know who to trust. And I’ll admit, it seemed true at the time. But what if it was all an act? What if she was purposely trying to throw Keller off the scent?”

Sarah’s head angles back. “You think she killed her own brother?”

“I wouldn’t have thought it possible until a few hours ago. But maybe. Or maybe she’s hiding something for Quinn.” I run my hands through my hair. One of the dogs licks my leg. “And what was that about Emil? Quinn said after that shit with Ted and Emil went down, Xander threatened to take the money away. What does that mean? What does Emil have to do with it?”

“You said he sold Xander the MG?”

“Yeah, but what does that have to do with Ted?”

“No clue.” Sarah drums her fingers on the table. “Back to Mallory. Let’s narrow things down. What else does she have access to?”

“Everything—our cloud files, our website, our bookkeeping. You name it.”

“Website,” Sarah repeats. “When’s the last time you looked at your website?”

“We handed that stuff over to the detectives on…” It takes me a second. “Thursday morning.”

“But you still have access to it, right?”

I nod.

“I was just thinking … you said she tried to talk you out of posting the episode asking for help.”

I bite my lip. “Do you think she could be deleting leads?”

Sarah watches as I wake up my laptop, click through to our home page, and sign in as administrator. We read through a couple dozen tips, but it almost instantly feels futile. I have no idea what we’re looking for. There’s no way to know if any of this has been tampered with.

Defeated, I log out. Reflexively, I sign in to our submissions page, where listeners write in their stories. I’m surprised to see nearly two hundred entries from the last five days, despite everything that’s been going on. Scrolling through them, I scan posts about everything from haunted houses to sink holes. Two-thirds of the way down the list, a post catches my eye.

When I open it, my lungs fill with air.

Under the title “I Survived an Abusive Spouse” is one word.

“Ayyy,” it reads, followed by two thumbs up.



SARAH AND I hug for a long time.

“Should we tell Keller?” she asks.

“Yes.” I break away and wipe my face with my sleeve. “No. Yes? What if it’s just a coincidence?”

“You know it’s not.”

She’s right. My heart is swelling with hope. I need it to be her. It has to be her. But where is she? And why is she hiding?

“Two thumbs up,” Keller says when I call her.

“The Fonz,” I say. “From Happy Days. He’s our office mascot.”

Keller makes a humming sound and says she’ll get someone to track the IP ASAP. “But don’t expect anything. In all likelihood it wasn’t her. If she’s in trouble and somehow has access to a computer, I doubt she’d be passing information through emojis.”

“But if it’s her—” Everything lifts just saying these words.

“Like I said, don’t get your hopes up.” She ends the call.

Sarah and I spend the next hour pacing, and around nine o’clock I finally get a text: IP address not found.

I respond with a flurry of questions. When I realize Keller plans to ignore them, I drop onto the sofa and hug a pillow to my chest. “Maybe it wasn’t her.”

Sarah shakes her head. “No. That doesn’t make sense.” Rubbing her thumb knuckle against her lips in a gentle side-to-side motion, she gazes up at the ceiling. “Maybe … maybe that post had something to do with the statue.”

“Of course it did.” I’m already feeling sorry for myself. “What else could it have meant?”

“No, I mean the actual statue.”

“Like, a clue?”

“It’s not like she hasn’t left you clues before.”

I consider this. “Are the reporters still here?”

She peeks through the curtain. “Not as many. What are you thinking?”

We make a plan and turn out the lights. It’s after eleven when the street clears. I reach for my keys, but Sarah stops me.

“Let’s take my rental. Just in case.”

We slip outside, hugging the shadows until we’re safely inside her car. It takes us four minutes to reach Joy’s house. All the lights are off. I lock the gate behind us and let us in through the back door. Only as I’m turning on the first lamp do I realize Mallory might still be here.

“Mallory?” I whisper.

There’s no answer, but it’s late. If she was here, she’d likely be sleeping. I call her name as Sarah and I pass through the living room, switching on lights until we reach the basement.

“Mallory?” I shout it one last time for good measure. When it’s clear we’re alone, I head directly to the workstation.

The statue is in its usual spot in the center of the table, ducktail rubbed shiny by hand oils. I pick it up and run my fingers over all twelve inches of bronze-plated metal. There are no loose parts, no etchings, no secret compartments in the granite base.

“I don’t see anything.” I hand it over to Sarah.

“Heavy,” she says.

She takes a turn with it as I check the table; I run my fingers over the glossy wood, then get down on all fours to make sure there’s nothing written or taped to the underlying metal. When I’ve examined every last edge, every last corner, every last screw, I move on to Joy’s rolling chair.

“I feel like we’re in an escape room,” Sarah says, studying the base of a table lamp.

After inspecting the docking station and mic stands, I’m ready to give up. If there’d been anything to find, the techs would’ve found it, which means it either doesn’t exist or is sitting in a pile of evidence at the police station. I sink down to the rug and lie flat on my back. “This is stupid.”

Sarah’s brow puckers. I think she’s going to chide me for losing hope, but instead she joins me on the floor and takes my hand.

“So this is where you work, huh?”

It occurs to me that Joy and I might have recorded our final episode, and we didn’t even finish it. I’m still sick with regret over how our last encounter went down. How self-centered I was to assume it was about me. How shortsighted I was to not look past my humiliation and see how deeply she was hurting.

If there’s any consolation, any at all, it’s that I got to tell her I love her.

I pinch the bridge of my nose and squeeze my eyes shut until the threat of tears is gone. When I open them again, I freeze. Blinking, I sit, then stand, edging slowly toward the corner as if stalking prey.

“What?” Sarah asks.

I point to the ceiling. There’s a filter beyond the decorative bronze air grille—black, washable, new since they replaced their air-conditioning system a few months back—making it difficult to know if what I’m seeing is a shadow or something else.

Sarah’s beside me now.

“Help,” I say. Together we slide the desk toward the corner until I can stand on top and reach the air vent without having to stretch. Hastily, I fumble with the multi-tool on my key chain in search of a screwdriver. I don’t want to believe it until the grille is off.

“What is it?” Sarah asks. “What do you see?”

I’m staring straight into the eye of a surveillance camera.

It’s magnetized, and easy to remove. Holding it in my palm, I’m overtaken by a powerful surge of revulsion. “It wasn’t enough to sic Mallory on us,” I say.

“Oh my god,” Sarah whispers. “He had backup.”

Another ripple of disgust passes through me when I realize it’s the kind of spycam that connects to Wi-Fi for instant access. Upon closer inspection, I locate a microSD card on the side. Pressing gently, I pop it out, then click it back into place, so relieved to find this thing has local storage I nearly let out a whoop. Only I have no way to look at the footage here. My laptop and SD card reader are at home.

I can’t get out of the house fast enough. Sarah follows at my heel, and by the time I shove the gate open, I am a fireball of nerves.

Running through it, I smash into something solid.

My vision flashes with light, and the contents of my hands plummet to the ground.

“What—” Sarah holds on to me for balance. “What just happened?”

“Sorry, man,” another voice says into the dark. “Sorry about that. You all right? You came out of nowhere.”

“Ted?”

My neighbor hands me the surveillance camera after giving it a second look.

I’m struggling to process his presence in front of my face. “What are you doing here?”

“Just going for a walk.”

He’s in slippers and the same stupid brown robe he wears when he’s feeding squirrels. It takes me only a second to locate his banged-up Ford hatchback down the road.

“A walk, huh?”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

The lie is so absurd I have to laugh. Inexplicably, he laughs too. He’s shielding something from my view. I step to the left, and he shifts on his feet, but he’s not fast enough.

“You took your DSLR along for a walk? With a zoom lens? At midnight?”

“It’s not what you think.”

It’s the same camera he used as he shouted over the crowd, Is it true you’re in love with her, Benny? Is it true you and Joy are in love? The same camera, I’m sure of it, that captured “the hug” in my backyard. Whatever images he took tonight will give the impression that I was sneaking into Joy’s house during a time when there is deepening suspicion around my involvement in Xander’s murder. I glare at the surveillance camera in my palm, jaw tensing at the fact that I have to share this secret with him.

Tucking it deep into my pocket, I say through my teeth, “What do I think?”

“I mean…” He inches backward. “It’s sort of what you think. But it’s not personal, man. I saw you drive away, and I thought—hell, if you’re going to accuse me of being some sort of stalker, I figure I may as well make some money from it.”

Bubbles of anger simmer under my skin. I hold out my hand. “Show me what’s on it.”

He shakes his head. “I didn’t get anything.”

“Show me what’s on it.”

“Let’s go, Benny.” Sarah grabs my elbow, but I swat her away.

“Honest to god,” Ted says.

The creak of a hinge. The crunch of leaves. Ted shoots a look to the driveway next door.

Someone is lurking in the shadows.

“Emil?” I say, recognizing this someone by his open shirt. “What are you doing?”

“I saw you running out of Joy’s house.” He creeps into the light. “Just wanted to make sure everything was all right.”

My gaze darts back and forth between the two men, Ted with his wild eyes, Emil with his He-Man bulk. Quinn’s words bounce around in my head, that shit with Ted and Emil, and suddenly I understand. It can’t be a coincidence that they’re both out here so late, that Ted somehow knew where we went even though I’m sure—certain—no one followed us here.

“Have you been working together?” I ask Ted.

Ted backs farther away, the camera swinging from his shoulder. “I’ve never met this man before in my life.”

“That can’t be,” I say. Because as far as I’m concerned, it’s crystal clear. The stalking started when Joy moved to Mount Washington. It made sense to blame the paparazzo, but who better to monitor her comings and goings than her next-door neighbor? She would never have suspected him—not this man whose wife was struggling with cancer, this man who brought over vegetables and sold her husband vintage cars. Did Emil call Ted every time Joy left the house? Is that why Ted is here now? Not because he saw me leave, but because Emil saw me arrive? “It was both of you. You were both taking pictures of her, weren’t you?”

“I told you, I don’t know this man,” Ted says.

“Bullshit,” I growl.

Sarah presses a hand to my back. “Benny…”

“Where were you on the night Joy and Xander went missing?” I ask Emil.

He edges forward with his hands out, palms down, as if trying to talk me off a ledge. “Now hold on, there. You’re going to want to calm down.”

But his words have the opposite effect. I’m furious. Ballistic, raving, seeing-red mad. How did Mallory and Quinn know what Ted and Emil were doing? Why didn’t either of them say anything? Why didn’t they go to the cops? All those conversations we had about the stalker, all the worry they could’ve spared Joy. Everyone’s been lying. Everyone is hiding something.

Emil is nearly upon me now. Sarah tugs at my shirt, but I hold my ground because how dare he? How dare they?

I rip Ted’s camera off his shoulder, slamming it to the asphalt with a resonant crack, and then someone wrenches me back. Stumbling, I break my fall with my arm. Pain shoots through my wrist, and I curse at the shock of it as feet scuffle around me. Loose gravel hits my face. The men yell at each other. Sarah yanks my arm, “Benny, get up, get up, Benny,” and I scramble to my feet, cradling my wrist as we sprint toward her car. The door handle slips through my fingers once, twice, and then we’re inside, frantically locking the doors.

Ted pounds on my window as Sarah shifts into drive.

“Go!” I shout. “Go go go!”






Joy Moore


Day Six

It’s early, just after sunup. I slept poorly last night, much of it consumed by visions of Xander. He knelt at my bedside, begging for forgiveness. He cried and flailed and swore he wasn’t dead. He murmured in my ear, reminding me how much I need him, how lost I will be without him.

The room undulates when I sit up, and it takes me a second to get my sea legs. Sweaty sleep clinging to my skin, I change into the clothes Gloria brought me the other day—a gray T-shirt, a pair of cotton pants.

Gloria waits in the hall as I ready myself in the bathroom. I’m a fright. Pale and hollow cheeked. Bags under red eyes, one of which remains swollen. My bruises are a bilious green. After splashing water on my face and brushing my teeth, I exit my room. Gloria takes my arm, and I’m grateful for the assistance. All I want is to turn around and climb into bed.

Outside, the sun is too bright; I squint and shield my face. There’s a car waiting. Gloria opens my door and guides me into the back seat.

“Ready?” the driver asks, a woman with oversized dark sunglasses and a baseball cap over lilac hair.

“Ready,” I manage.

The driver’s name is Frankie. She explains that the clinic is unexceptional but safe. The doctor takes patients from the shelter in the morning before opening to the public. “She won’t ask for any information you don’t want to give. So remember that, okay? Everything is up to you.”

They sound so nice, these five words. Everything is up to me.

I sit low in my seat, shoulders hunched, watching through the bottom of the window as the neighborhoods pass by. We’re moving in the general direction of Mount Washington; my pulse quickens, and I worry that this is where she’s bringing me. That this is a trick, an elaborate charade to get me out of the shelter because they’ve realized I am, in fact, too much of a liability, and they can no longer protect me. But then we veer north and I see we’re aiming for Glendale.

I don’t have to wait when we arrive. I’m shown straight to a back room, where a nurse takes my vitals. She tuts at my low blood pressure, asks me to pee in a cup, and leaves. When I’m done in the restroom, I lie down on the examination table.

I haven’t yet seen a doctor for this pregnancy—how could I if I didn’t want Xander to know?—and now that I’m here, ready to face it for the first time, I’m terrified. What if the tests reveal it’s all in my head? Or perhaps worse—that it’s not. My fear is water on sand.

The silence here is different from the silence at the shelter. Magnified. The paper crinkles beneath me as I turn my head. I wonder how many women this clinic has seen in these early morning hours. How many children.

I’ve already fallen asleep when the doctor knocks on the door. She waits for me to come back around, introduces herself as Dr. Singler, and scans my chart. She asks what medications I usually take. I tell her, and explain that I’ve been tapering off.

I expect her to ask why, but she only nods. “So you know you’re pregnant.”

My eyes fill with tears.

“And how is that going?”

“The pregnancy or the withdrawal?”

“Both.”

“Not well,” I admit.

She bites her cheek, holding back. I want to applaud her for her restraint. She gets that I don’t want to talk about the sickly bruises. Or how I got here, to this point. It’s impossible to be certain, but I don’t think she recognizes me.

“Do you know how far along you are?”

I can’t remember what day it is. “Around nine weeks?”

The doctor nods kindly. “Shall we take a look, then?”

She calls out the door, and a nurse wheels in an ultrasound machine. Dr. Singler snaps a condom on a wand, squirts on a dime of jelly, and asks if I’m ready. I am suddenly awash with white-hot panic. I can’t do this, my lizard brain says. This may be your last chance, my heart responds. I try to picture myself raising Xander’s baby. A little human with blond hair, blue eyes. I wanted this once. I can’t wrap my mind around the injustice of getting it now, here. My heart thunders so hard it hurts to breathe. “Go ahead.”

The first time Xander saw the tiny sac on the ultrasound monitor, he wept. Big, fat tears rolling down his cheeks. The sight stunned me more than the positive test. I’m glad he’s not here today. I’m glad he never knew. This is my secret. Mine, and Mitali’s, and Dr. Singler’s. The only person weeping now is me.



BODY SWAYING WITH the car as it bumps its way back, I close my eyes and compose a letter to Benny in my head.

Let’s say you’re at a crossroads. There’s no going back where you came from, there’s only forward, and both roads begin with a terrifying tunnel, so dark and twisty it’s impossible to know what’s on the other side. How do you choose?

Xander coddled me when I was pregnant. No task was too small to take off my plate. He touched my belly a thousand times a day. Sang to my womb. Rubbed my feet. Brought me any food I desired. I was rarely nauseated, just tired. Tired and panicked because I had no idea what I was going to do with a real live baby.

And then we lost her.

I expect Dr. Singler thought I left my husband because I was pregnant. To protect myself. To protect the baby. And I did. But at the same time, if he’d known I was pregnant, he would never have lost his temper. He would have wrapped me in his arms and whispered every promise under the sun. He would have been good. And if the worst happened, he would have shielded me from the outside world, and he would have let me wallow, and we would have wallowed together, while also drifting further apart.

“You have choices,” Dr. Singler said, and I laughed through my tears because this wasn’t a choice. I didn’t choose this. Xander did. And now he’s dead.






Benny Abbott


Day Six

I’ve been pacing the Glendale Memorial waiting room for six hours when Keller finally returns my call.

“I got your messages,” she says. I hear voices in the background, the slamming of a car door.

I gesture for Sarah to follow me into an empty beige-tiled hallway beside the elevators and put Keller on speaker. “So will you question them again? Ted and Emil?”

“Where are you right now?”

“The hospital.” Technically, the ER. I glance down at my fingers, stretched to the point of shininess, like greasy cooked sausages. “I may have broken my hand.”

“Your hand.” She doesn’t sound surprised. “Why were you at Joy’s house last night?”

I haven’t mentioned the surveillance camera yet, nor will I until I’m reunited with a working SD card reader. I brought one with me but my laptop rejected it on the way to the ER, and Sarah refused to turn around. “I was just grabbing something for Potsie,” I lie. “Did you talk to Ted and Emil?”

“I did, yes.”

“And? What did they say?”

The line dampens, like she’s covered the microphone. A muffled conversation ensues. Sarah hugs herself, back pressed to the wall.

“Detective?”

“I’m gonna have to call you back.” The line goes flat.

The elevator dings and a man pushing an empty wheelchair steps out. He nods at me and then quickly turns away, as if embarrassed. I wonder what I must look like. Sarah continues hugging herself, but I can see the gears shifting behind her eyes.

I’m about to ask what she’s thinking when a nurse steps into the hallway. “Abbott?”



“HOW’D THE OTHER guy fare?” the technician asks as he coaxes my hand into a semi-flat position on the X-ray table.

I don’t respond. The pain is so intense I can hardly breathe.

“Hold that pose,” he says, going behind a wall.

The doctor, an older man with voluminous ear hair, meets me in the examination room an hour later. I’ve fractured the fifth metacarpal bone but I won’t need surgery. Ice, pain medication, splinting, rest. “Never hit hard on hard,” he says. “Only hard on soft or soft on hard.” He narrows his eyes beneath bushy brows, giving me a not-so-subtle once-over. “Better yet, don’t hit anything at all.”

“I didn’t…” I start, but it’s not worth it. I stare at his ear hair and thank him for his wisdom. Soon Sarah and I are back in her car.

Sarah relies on the navigation app instead of asking for directions, and we’re quiet for most of the drive. Only as we climb the hill into Mount Washington does she break the silence. “I get that everything is terrible right now, but I have to tell you—it isn’t healthy the way you’re coping.”

“I know, I know. I’ll take a nap when I get home.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

I regard my sister from the corner of my eye. “Then what do you mean?”

“This is coming from a place of love, okay? I just think we should talk about it before things go any further.”

She chews at a fingernail, and I wonder if she’s about to ask something delicately preposterous, like whether I might have, possibly, forgotten to mention that I murdered Xander. I wait until I can no longer stand it. “Spit it out.”

“You really scared me last night.”

I glance away, out my window at the passing houses. Halloween is in full force now, yards peppered with ghastly ghouls and pumpkins and tombstones. “You can put Dr. Sarah away now. It was just a bad night.”

“A bad night is food poisoning. It’s sitting on hold with your internet provider for four hours because your router stopped working. It is not landing yourself in the hospital with a broken hand because you picked a fight with your neighbor.”

“Are you serious? You were there. You know I didn’t start it.”

“I know things got tense. That part wasn’t on you. But let’s remember the sequence of events, Benny. No one laid hands on anyone until you grabbed Ted’s camera.”

A hundred snarky responses come to mind, but what I say instead is, “What would you have done? There’s no handbook for this. What would you be doing if you were me?”

“Do you want Dr. Sarah or not? Is this the Joe Schmoe question again? Because I have a better answer this time.”

I exhale. “Fine.”

“All right, Joe. If you were my client, I would remind you that some things are out of your control. And because you’re probably blaming yourself for this, just as you did with your mother’s death, I would sternly remind you that you are not at fault now, just as you weren’t at fault then. And even though—”

“But what if it is my fault?”

“Benny.”

“What if it is? Mom wouldn’t have died if I’d taken a different flight. That’s a fact. That’s simple cause and effect. So how can you say the same isn’t true for Joy? Because I can think of a lot of things I could’ve done differently. Like maybe not opening my stupid mouth and getting myself kicked out the night she went missing. Or not being so goddamn blind when she sent me her memoir. The clues were right there. Right in front of my face. And not just for the memoir—for all of it. If I’d read between the lines just once, just once…”

She turns onto my street. “Benny…”

“Stop, okay? Just stop.” My voice cracks. I focus on my splinted hand. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I’ve had enough of Dr. Sarah for now.”

“No, Benny—”

“I said stop!”

“No, look.”

Reluctantly, I follow her gaze. “Oh.”

The crowd of reporters has doubled. Tripled. They race toward us, and we slow to a crawl as they shout out questions, lenses tapping the glass of my window. Did you kill Xander, Benny? Where are you hiding Joy? What have you done with Joy?

I exchange a terrified glance with Sarah. “Why are they saying that?”

“This can’t be good.”

There’s no way to get past without going through.

“Try backing up,” I say.

“I can’t.” Sarah white-knuckles the wheel. “If I run over them I’m the bad guy, right?”

“I think that’s usually how it works.”

We inch forward. At the pace we’re going, it’ll take an hour to cover half a block. But then someone shouts for everyone to clear the way, and the crowd begins to part.

“Oh, thank god,” I say.

The relief lasts for exactly five seconds.

“Benny?” Sarah says. “Why are there so many policemen here?”

There are three cruisers—no, four. My front door is open, uniformed officers tramping in and out of my house. Keller is waiting at the curb.

“Benny Abbott,” she says when I step out of the car, “you are under arrest for malicious destruction of property and concealment of evidence.” She says more but I can’t process for the pain in my hand as she pulls my arms behind my back.

I yelp as she snaps cuffs onto my wrists. “Please don’t,” I rasp, “it’s broken.”

She holds a piece of paper in front of my face and explains that they have a warrant to search my home. The angle at which my arms are fixed is awkward. The pain is excruciating. “Please,” I say. “Please. It hurts.”

She nods at another officer, who rests a hand on his gun as she unlocks the cuffs and repositions my arms to the front of my body. It’s no better. There are so many spots floating before my eyes I can barely see.

“Enjoy the ride.” She pushes me down into the back of a cruiser and slams the door.

This time, I get a lawyer.






Joy Moore


Day Six

Staring out from under my handsewn quilt, I wish for the thousandth time I hadn’t visited the doctor. I wish I could go back and unlearn that Xander is dead. Wish I could unsee that tiny sac.

Dr. Singler asked me to come back in two days. “Perhaps then we’ll have a better idea about how to proceed.”

She said it like a question, as if to gently remind me that I need to make a decision, and I nodded my consent because I would love a better idea about how to proceed.

When Carlotta first mentioned the shelter, I could never have imagined it playing out like this. It was three weeks after Ted ambushed me on the street, and I hadn’t left my property since. Carlotta caught sight of me on my back terrace, slumpy shouldered and pale faced, nursing a midmorning coffee, and called me over for some “soil therapy.”

“I’m starting seeds for winter,” she said as I slipped through the side gate. She handed me a spade and a plastic tray with twelve empty cells and led me to the glass porch table, which was covered in pocket-sized packets listing every winter vegetable under the sun. I’d never started seeds before, and so she taught me how to handle each one: sprinkled atop the soil or buried a quarter-inch deep, single or multiple per plug, sprayed with a gentle mister until just so.

“How long do they take?”

“Some, one to two weeks. Others, two to four.” She sighed at the planter beds. “You always have to decide this time of year whether to cling to summer or prepare for winter. It hurts, uprooting the ones that still have something left to give.”

The cantaloupes had all been harvested from their vines, but the tomatoes and jalapeños held on to some fruit. The bell peppers showed signs of exhaustion, as did the picked-over lettuces. The butternut squash leaves were turning yellow, but the herbs were teeming and aromatic, more than any one household could ever use. On this warm day in mid-September, it was impossible to believe winter would ever come.

“I can see that,” I said.

“I know you can.” It was an odd response, and I was still contemplating its meaning when she changed the subject.

“This whole business with Shake Awake…” Her baby-fine silver hair was wet with sweat; a drop trickled down her cheek, and she wiped it away. “I feel just awful about it.”

I’d never mentioned the toxin poisoning scandal, but she would’ve heard our apology on the podcast. More people had landed in the hospital since the news came out. The only consolation at this point was that no one had died. “I do too.”

“The gall of those shady food scientists they hired, thinking they could get around the FDA like that. I swear to you, Emil had no idea. He thought it was a safe investment. A chance for everyone to make a little extra money.”

This sent an unpleasant tingle down my spine. “I’m not sure I’m following.”

Her cheek muscle twitched. “I thought…” She looked down at the table, now coated in a speckled layer of soil. “Xander said he was going to tell you.”

But of course Xander hadn’t told me.

That day, I learned everything I never wanted to know about the Shake Awake corporation. I believed we’d donated those ads out of the goodness of our hearts, but in fact Xander had traded TSMSYL’s premium mid-roll space for a personal stake in the company.

As for how it came about, Shake Awake’s cofounder just happened to be one of Emil’s longtime personal training clients. In need of venture capital and aware that Emil trained a number of deep-pocketed A-list actors and producers (most of whom he’d met on set during his stunt-double days), this cofounder offered Emil a commission for every investor he brought in.

I wasn’t surprised Xander jumped at the chance to be involved. He would’ve loved being considered one of Emil’s A-listers.

What did surprise me, however, was that Xander had been making these little trades all along. I didn’t want to believe it at first, but the details added up. Every time Benny and I thought we were donating ad space, Xander was actually making a side deal. Philanthropy, my ass. Xander’s “long game” equity investment portfolio from our early marriage had not proven fruitful, and that sneaky bastard was using our podcast’s clout to ameliorate his loss. He’d found a way to invest risk-free, and he was goddamn proud of it.

So proud he bragged about it to Emil after sealing the Shake Awake deal.

Not long after, shit went down.

Now Xander’s outsized reaction to the whole ordeal made so much more sense. Shake Awake didn’t recall their products quickly enough when they learned their “generally recognized as safe” runaround was in fact unsafe, nor did they inform Emil or any of their investors. And Xander couldn’t explain why he was so angry, because then he’d have to admit he’d started the entire venture with a lie.

Dozens, maybe hundreds, of people had taken seriously ill, and due to my husband’s greed, we were connected in a far more tangible way than I originally believed. I had no way to know what these side deals looked like on paper, or if Apex Plus was clued in, but either way it didn’t bode well.

I found myself struggling to breathe. Xander had been in charge of our money since day one, and now I wondered what else he’d been hiding. He paid our bills. Balanced our budget. Filed our taxes. I once asked if I could take a more active role in our accounting, and he laughed. “You’d be lost without me,” he always said, and now I realized he was right.

When I pushed my sleeves up, overtaken by the dizzying heat of anger, Carlotta let out a heavy sigh. Gaze locked on my forearms, she said, sadly, “I had a feeling.”

Mortified, I yanked my sleeves back down, but it was too late. She’d already seen the bruises.

“I—I fell out of bed.”

She shook her head. “There’s nothing I haven’t heard.”

I knew she was referring to her years as a judge. The cases she’d presided over. “It’s not like that,” I insisted. “He’s just stressed. It’s been a bad month.”

“It has. I’ve seen his anger directed toward my partner and it’s not pretty. But I’m not worried about Emil.” Touching my sleeve, she said, “If a man is capable of that over a bad month of business, I’m afraid of what he would do over a bad month of marriage.”

“It’s not like that,” I said again, but I was already losing steam. “I can leave.”

Carlotta glanced out at the garden, frown pulling down her weathered cheeks. “I imagine a lot of the victims in my courtroom would’ve said the same thing.”

I didn’t respond. She took my hand.

When I was ready, she knew a place.

But it still felt impossible. There was the podcast, and I would have to tell Benny, and if the energy shake scandal didn’t end our prospects with Apex Plus, my disappearance surely would. The life-changing money I’d counted on to start over was no longer a given, but I couldn’t rule it out. The stress resulting from this intolerable limbo depleted my central nervous system. For days, I slunk through life as if trapped in a debilitating hangover. I was nauseated, and tired, so very, very tired. So tired I nearly convinced myself I was better off doing nothing.

And then, a week later, I learned I was pregnant.

Everything hurts. In the past, when I was like this, Xander would reposition me every few hours, placing a pillow behind the small of my back, between my knees, under my elbows. When the need passed, I marveled that it was ever necessary in the first place. “What would you do without me?” he would ask.

What would I do without him?

I need a shower. My armpits are oniony. My breath is foul. If Xander were here he would carry me to the bathroom and lather me from head to toe, and I would play puppet, accepting my role. He would rinse me and dry me and return me to bed, naked and clean.

He loved me this way. I let him love me this way.

I don’t feel bad that he’s dead.



IT’S UNCLEAR WHAT time it is when Mitali visits. The light outside is gray, which means it could be morning or night, or midday shadowed by a passing cloud, but I don’t care. She smiles down at me, cheeks flushed, wearing the same navy sweatshirt and skinny jeans as the night we met.

“How was the doctor?” she asks. “Did you get what you need?”

I consider telling her but decide I don’t want to talk about it.

She doesn’t press. “Have you eaten?’

“A little while ago.” Another tray from Gloria I could barely keep down. I clear my throat with a slight cough. “Is there any news? Have you checked your email?”

She hesitates long enough that my heart begins to flutter. “Still nothing.”

“Nothing from Benny?” I’d assumed Benny would pass along a message as soon as he learned I was okay.

Mitali blinks hard. I can’t read her face. “Do you want me to reach out to the police again?”

I open my mouth to say yes, but something feels wrong. “No.” I should do it myself. I try to sit up, and I’m so lightheaded I may as well be floating.

“Don’t overdo it.” Mitali smiles. Presses a hand to my leg. “I’ve got this. You rest.”

Again, I try and fail to get up.

“I’ll go now,” she says. “I’ll be right back.”

I find myself unable to respond. A rush of cold sluices through my body as she pauses in the door. “Anything for my favorite podcaster.”






Benny Abbott


Day Six

They take my personal items. Make me remove my shoes. I stand on two painted footprints and spread my legs while a male officer pats me down, checks my hair, my mouth, the bottom of my feet. I go through a metal detector and they lock a chain with cuffs around my waist. These are less uncomfortable than the others, but my hand throbs as I sign receipts for the personal items they’ve stored in a locker. I sit in a row of plastic seats beside several other cuffed men until they call my name and take me behind a cubicle. For the second time in twenty-four hours, my vitals are taken. They ask a series of questions about my medical history, and then I’m guided down the hall, where I stand on a yellow line for mug shots. Again, I am fingerprinted, but not with black ink this time. They do it on a glass plate, and it hurts like hell when they paw at my broken hand. The scanner chirps when it’s satisfied with the images, and I’m taken to a holding cell. There are more men than seats in this square chamber that reeks of urine and vomit and body odor. I stand in the corner for an hour before someone shouts my name, at which point I’m granted my phone call.

“I asked Luna to put me in touch with a lawyer,” Sarah says. “His name is Philip Kim. She said he jumped at the chance to take you on when he learned who you were.”

I’m not sure how to feel about this. “Are they still searching my house?”

She makes a sound I take to mean yes. “It looks really bad. They searched your car too.”

I lower my head. “The dogs?”

“They’re with me.”

There are men talking on wall phones in either direction, and there’s a buzzing sound over my head. In the next room over, someone is shouting.

“Benny, I’m scared.”

She isn’t the only one. I shouldn’t have begged Keller to question Ted and Emil. If I hadn’t, Ted might not have told her I broke his stupid, expensive camera, or spitefully mentioned my “suspicious behavior” at Joy’s house last night, and Keller might not have been granted a warrant to search my home. And if no one had searched my home, they wouldn’t have found Joy’s computer and thus known I’ve been concealing evidence since day one. It’s all my fault, and I’m worried they’re going to find some way to use my previous offense as an excuse to hold me. I would let someone pound my throbbing hand into the concrete if it meant getting out of here sooner than later. “Did the lawyer say what to expect? Will I have to stay overnight?”

“He doesn’t know yet, but he’s doing everything he can.”

We talk another minute before I’m returned to the holding cell, where I stand and then crouch until my legs are so tired I have to sit on the filthy floor. At long last, my name is called.

“Be grateful for overcrowding,” the officer says.

Mr. Philip Kim must be worth whatever he’s costing me because I don’t have to post bail. I’m released on my own recognizance on the promise I’ll appear in court for future proceedings.



“CONSIDER YOURSELF LUCKY,” Philip says. “Next time they’ll make room for you.” He accepts my sister’s proffered coffee with a grateful nod and takes a seat beside Luna, who is ready with a notepad at the kitchen table. She looks like she just rolled out of bed, hair flatter on one side than the other, white T-shirt wrinkled and stained at the hem. She’s never seen this volatile, reactive side of me. I hate that I’ve added stress to an already stressful situation.

It’s dark outside, nearing ten o’clock, and my house is a wreck despite Sarah’s best efforts to tidy up after the search team left. We’ve probably exhausted half of Mr. Kim’s exorbitant retainer in this one day of employment, but I don’t care. I need to know where things stand before I cave to my exhaustion.

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “There won’t be a next time.” My head aches, and my hair is wet after an awkward shower. I couldn’t scrub thoroughly enough with only one hand. I still feel dirty.

“Are they actually trying to pin this on my brother?” Sarah asks. “Do they really think Benny could have killed Xander?”

Philip adjusts his wire-frame glasses. “I think they’re under a lot of pressure to find a suspect.”

“But why me? Why are they so focused on me?”

“You were the one to report him missing. You’re in love with his wife. You attempted to transfer a million dollars of company money to your personal bank account—”

“That wasn’t me.”

“—and you were caught on tape wishing him dead. The good news is, they don’t have any evidence directly tying you to his murder.”

“Because I didn’t do it.”

Philip opens his computer and looks over the top at me, expressionless. “Right. Let’s back up. To the reason you were arrested. You were upset because your neighbor was taking photos of you as you were leaving Joy’s house last night? Is that correct?”

“Ted. And Emil, he was there too. I think they’ve been working together. I think Emil was feeding Ted info, and Ted was using it to sneak photos of Joy.”

Philip lets out a cynical hum. “I don’t know about Ted, but my aides did stumble across some information about Emil that might be useful.” Philip then proceeds to tell us an infuriating and yet believable story about Emil’s connection to Shake Awake and Xander’s side trade for company shares.

“And here I keep thinking Xander can’t possibly get any worse,” I mutter. Xander was impossible to be around when that Shake Awake stuff went down. I knew he was blame-shifting, but I figured it was because he was embarrassed. For not doing the research. But there was so much more to it than that. “I can’t believe Emil never said anything. Don’t you think that’s suspicious?”

The more I think about it, the more suspicious it gets. Could Xander and Emil have had an altercation that didn’t end well? What else is Emil hiding? I recall him skulking in the shadows, all muscles, as I argued with Ted outside Joy’s house last—

I gasp. I can’t believe I forgot.



MY BACKUP SD card reader isn’t registering the memory card. I unplug the device and try again. “No,” I breathe as nothing happens.

“Could be the card is damaged,” Philip says over my shoulder, unhelpfully. To Sarah, he says, “It was in your car all day? In this heat?”

“Yes, but—” She looks stricken. “Wait.” She slides her own computer across the table. “Try mine.”

I hold my breath as I plug in the connector, and there it is. A pop-up window showing the contents of one shady surveillance camera. Luna and Sarah inhale sharply. There are dozens of files.

With my clumsy left hand, I click on the most recent, and there I am, in grainy color, standing on the desk to unscrew the air grille. The image is distorted by waves, and the range is limited—because of the grille’s ornate design it shows only a bird’s-eye view of Joy’s chair in the corner of the room—but it’s better than nothing.

“Likely triggered by motion,” Philip says.

“That asshole,” I mutter.

“How far back does it go?” Sarah asks.

I find the end. “Ten days.” I exchange a wide-eyed stare with Sarah.

“This could be all we need,” she says quietly.

The gravity of the situation slams into me like a hard-on-hard blow.

“Go on, then,” Philip says.

But my hands are frozen. Everything we need could be on here. Everything. I’m not sure I’m ready for this.

Sarah seems to understand. “Do you want us to do it?”

I nod. She takes my chair, and I plant myself on the floor beside the couch, where the pups are sharing the dog bed. Rubbing the silky fur beneath their floppy ears, I listen as my sister clicks through the files.

“Okay,” she says. “Six days ago would be … okay. Here we go. Wait. Shit.”

“What?” I give in, craning my neck to watch the screen.

“Error message.”

She exes out of the pop-up and tries again. Again, error.

“Try the next one,” Philip says.

The next file opens, but my relief evaporates when I realize it’s even more distorted than the first, stripes of red and green punching through the image so that only shadows of movement are visible.

“I’m sorry,” Sarah says. “I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have left it in my car. I wasn’t thinking about the heat, I just—” She stops at the sound of Joy’s voice.

“Aren’t you going to be late?” Joy says. The words reach into my chest and squeeze like a heart attack.

“Leaving in a minute,” Xander says.

A slight movement. The audio crackles. I imagine Joy sitting in her seat at the recording desk, brown hair down around her shoulders, chin propped on her palm. “Where are you meeting for dinner?”

“Some new sushi place downtown.” Another shadow enters the picture.

He’s no more than a ghost, but I still want him gone. “Skip to the next one.”

She does. Again, an error message. My veins thrum as the next few do the same. I close my eyes, praying this wasn’t all for nothing when Joy’s voice punches through again. “Today’s episode is a departure from the norm…”

“Skip,” I say. “Skip skip skip!”

Sarah pauses the feed. The image is heavily pixelated, but I can see our silhouettes. Me, in my chair beside Joy, as she speaks into the mic.

“We don’t have to do this right now,” Luna says, reading my mind. She knows what I said to Joy that night.

Philip won’t hear of it. “We only have a few left.”

Sarah nods, and offers me a sympathetic frown. Unpausing the feed, she quickly scrubs forward. My voice says, “Do you remember the time we dressed as Waldo and Wenda for Halloween, and we spent the whole night hiding from each other?”

“Skip. Skip, skip!” I edge my sister out of the chair. I manage to grab the mouse in time to bypass the worst of it.

I press play when my pixelated form exits the frame. Joy remains at the desk, but in this distorted bird’s-eye view I can’t see her face. She doesn’t move for roughly thirty seconds. I’m beginning to wonder if either she’s fallen asleep or the file is frozen when she says, “I’m leaving Xander. You might ask why I’m doing this so publicly, and that’s because—I guess you could call it an insurance policy. I don’t know what Xander will do to stop me. Believe me when I say he’ll try, but there’s no turning back now.”

Sarah rests a hand on my shoulder.

“I’m not sure what will happen to the podcast. I think it’s probably going to be ugly, so please bear with us. We’ll do our best.” Joy pauses. “What doesn’t kill you…” She leaves it at that.

The next sounds make it clear she’s editing. Blips of audio feed come through as she cuts, replays, cuts, replays. There’s another stretch of silence before she exits the screen.

It’s a struggle to speak. “She was just gonna say we were taking a break…”

I can sense the rest of them exchanging glances over my head. Luna wrings her hands beside me as I hover the pointer over the next file.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Philip says.

The following recording is from ten minutes later. The same indistinct mosaic. Joy takes a seat again. Silence. It’s impossible to say for sure, but it looks like she might be typing. Her phone rings. She picks up. “I thought you were at your dinner thing.”

Xander. I fast-forward until she ends the call. We watch her sit at her computer for another minute before she leaves the room.

There are three more from that night. The first two give error messages. I turn my head before trying the third. “Someone else do it.”

Sarah reaches over my shoulder and presses play.

“What’s happening?” I say after an extended silence.

“Can’t tell,” Sarah says. “The picture is really bad.”

I turn back to find only stripes of red and green.

“Can we make it any louder?” Philip asks.

I hold down the volume key. “This is as high as it gets.”

We all lean in.

“I’m not catching anything,” Philip says.

The recording finishes. Sarah and Luna let out synchronous exhales.

“What’s the time stamp?” Luna asks.

I double-check. “Eleven fifteen.”

No one comments on what we didn’t find, what questions remain unanswered, but the disappointment is palpable.

“I’m so sorry.” Sarah looks miserable. “I knew it was hot, but I—there was so much going on.”

“Don’t blame yourself.” I press my palms to my eyes. “The other SD card reader rejected it on the way to the ER. Could’ve already been damaged.”

“In any event, I should probably hand it over to the police,” Philip says. He promises to do so first thing tomorrow, and suggests we call it a night. “I’ll have my aides follow up on everything we just discussed, and we can pick up where we left off in the morning.”

Before he leaves, I copy the SD card onto my computer. Just in case.

Luna hugs me tight. She’s still a little shaky. “Well,” she breathes. She surveys my messy house once more, and ruffles the dogs’ heads on her way out.

“What a day,” Sarah says when we’re alone.

“You can say that again.”

Sarah fills a glass with water, hands it to me, and turns me toward my room. “Go to bed.”

My pillow is miles away, but I do as I’m told.






Joy Moore


Day Seven

Shivering, I half doze for hours, trapped in the margins of sleep. When I finally rise to use the bathroom, the building is quiet. No hissing pipes. No footsteps. No distant chatter.

If Mitali returned, she didn’t make herself known, and in her absence the wrongness has grown. It occurs to me with a tingly sense of dread that I know almost nothing about her apart from what I learned in the computer lab, and that doesn’t amount to much. Since, I’ve done almost all the talking. I’ve entrusted her with my deepest, darkest secrets, and enlisted her help, and all I know is that she intends to have babies with the man whose bad behavior led her to seek refuge in a shelter. That, and she’s a very big fan of the podcast.

The wrongness swells. My chest aches, and my limbs are equal parts tender and weak. I wrap myself in my quilt and tiptoe down the hall past Mitali’s closed door, all the way to the computer lab. Keeping the lights off, I wait for the monitor to wake up. When the browser loads, I brace myself.

I know my whereabouts are to remain a secret, but I expect to see headlines announcing I’m alive and well. What I find instead is morbid acceptance. My husband is dead, and according to the world I am too.

The ache in my chest expands to my abdomen.

My breath catches when I read the next headline: “Benny Abbott Arrested for Malicious Destruction of Property and Concealment of Evidence.”

I click on the link and skim the short article, certain it must be fake. But it’s not. There are pictures of him in cuffs. Of him being shoved into a police car. Below these is a video.

An ad plays first, the five seconds before I can press skip interminable, and then there he is, exiting his house with the dogs. Reporters and paparazzi surround him.

“What do you have to say about Xander’s death?”

“Where is Joy, Benny?”

He’s pushing past them when a man shouts, “Is it true you’re in love with her, Benny? Is it true you and Joy are in love?” I recognize this voice.

Benny turns to the camera. “Mind your own business,” he says, but his eyes tell the full story. My heart rips straight out of my chest.

I scan every headline, every article, looking for a single shred of evidence that authorities are aware I’m alive, but I find nothing.

They don’t know. They don’t know where I am.

Dragging the quilt behind me, I stumble to the pay phone in the kitchen. There’s a stack of quarters sitting on top beside a sign that reads NO PERSONAL CALLS. Did Mitali lie about everything? Despair pulses through me. Why would she lie?

I start dialing 911, but as I do my head swirls with images of cruisers, of news vans. Of paparazzi taking photos of this building filled with mothers and children who trust their location is safe.

Dizziness overtakes me. The overhead bulb flickers—



A HAND TOUCHES my cheek. “Are you all right?”

I squint up at the figure hovering over me. A woman. A light halo encircles her head, leaving the rest of her shrouded in darkness. “I have severe narcolepsy,” I croak.

“I know you do.” She kneels at my side, and her face comes into focus. She has on a pink robe, and I recognize her lilac hair. Frankie. The woman who drove me to the clinic. “Do you want me to get Gloria?”

“No.” Everyone’s still looking for me. My best friend’s been arrested. Mitali lied. “I want to talk to Mitali.”

Frankie’s pale face is etched with concern. “She’s not here.”

“Where is she?”

The briefest hesitation, the length of a sigh. “Mitali went back to her husband two days ago.”

The linoleum turns to ice beneath me. Two days ago. Understanding sinks in, but still I fight it. “No, she was here. Last night. In my room.”

“Should I get Gloria?”

“No, I just—I thought…” My skin prickles.

“I saw her out early Sunday morning.” Frankie’s voice is cautious, as if speaking with a child. “How about I go see if Gloria is up?”

“No.”

Frankie recoils at my tone.

“I’m fine.” I know what I look like. What I sound like. It’s obvious she doesn’t believe me, but she helps me up anyway.

Moving slowly, fighting vertigo, I shuffle down the hall. Mitali’s door is unlocked. I open it without knocking. Faint light seeps through the blinds. Her bed is made, her room clean. I stagger into her small bathroom and find it equally pristine. Not so much as a tube of toothpaste.



IT BEGINS HERE, in Mitali’s bathroom. A rush of warmth between my legs. I touch my hand to it and find blood.

My head lightens, and I begin to shiver.

When the sac first appeared on the ultrasound screen, Dr. Singler’s face was a mask. I thought she was keeping things clinical so as to not sway my judgment, but as she frowned at the heartbeat I realized that wasn’t the case.

“It’s possible your dates are off,” she said. “Come back in two days. Just to be sure. Perhaps then we’ll have a better idea about how to proceed.”

I try to focus on my reflection in the mirror, but I can no longer see clearly. Gravity bears down on me. I reach for the sink to steady myself, but it’s no use.






Benny Abbott


Day Seven

I roll out of bed at seven thirty, certain I’ve forgotten something. It bugs me while I make another one-handed attempt at scrubbing off the county jail, while I brew a strong pot of coffee, while I sort through emails and messages. And then, the moment I load our website, it hits me.

Sarah joins me as I’m opening the files I imported last night. Rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, she says, “You’re up early. What are you looking at?”

I don’t respond. I know exactly which video I want.

It starts with a heavily pixelated Joy taking a seat at her computer. Typing. Then she picks up a phone call. “I thought you were at your dinner thing.”

“We watched this one already,” Sarah says.

I shush her as Joy says, “No, I don’t think so.”

Pause.

“I did. And it’s already done.”

Pause.

“Not exactly. He left, but—”

Pause.

“Stop. I know. I know. But I’ll be—”

Pause.

“I know. But just in case—”

Pause.

“Okay, but just in case, the file is in your cloud.”

Pause.

“I know. I promise. I’ll text you if I need anything.”

Movement. I squint at the screen, and my pulse starts beating in my throat.

“Okay. You too. Thank you.” Other small movements, and then she exits the frame.

“Did you see that?” I ask my sister.

“See what?”

“She was looking at the camera.”

“Are you sure? She could’ve been stretching her neck.”

I replay it. And though the picture is indistinct, I can tell—I am certain—that she’s staring right at it. “She knows it’s there.”

“Maybe.” Sarah frowns at the screen. “But what does that mean?”



MALLORY PICKS UP on my fourth try.

“I hear the last twenty-four hours have been eventful.”

I ignore the barb and go straight for it. “I found the surveillance camera.”

It takes her several seconds. “What do you mean? Where?”

“Above our recording desk.”

She doesn’t respond.

“Did you know it was there?”

“No.” Her tone is difficult to read. “What was on it?”

Sarah holds her hands out, fingers splayed—What’s she saying? I put my cell on speaker and remind myself to take it slow. To not come on too strong. To not piss Mallory off. “You didn’t find the episode. Joy gave it to you. That night. She called to tell you she put it in your cloud.”

“What?”

“You knew all along. From before they were missing. You kept it hidden for days.”

“I did not. I didn’t find it until Friday.”

“I have proof, Mallory. There’s no use denying it.”

“I’m not denying anything! I found it in the backup cloud. She’d deleted it. I had to pay someone to recover it.”

“No. She called you. That night. The night she went missing.”

“That’s not true. I haven’t spoken to her since we recorded on Tuesday. You can check my phone.”

I don’t believe her. My pulse is a bass drum. “What I want to know is, why you? Why would she give it to you if she knew you were spying?”

“Stop saying that! I had no idea he was going to ask me to do that when I took the job. If I’d known—if I’d known—but then I got here, and the stuff he asked me to do? Keep an eye on her, report back to him? I told you already, I was afraid things had gotten out of hand. I figured if I stayed…” She’s crying now. “If I stayed, I could protect her.”

I exhale slowly. “In case Xander did to her what he did to you?”

“I don’t … it’s impossible to…” She trails off, but the rest is clear. Now that Xander’s dead, there’s no way for us to ever know the truth.

Still. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because I was trapped! I’d just moved four hundred miles. Quinn had just opened her bakery. I was afraid of losing my job.” She hiccups. “I’m not saying it was right. I know I should’ve done more.”

I look to Sarah, who’s rubbing her thumb knuckle against her lips. She raises her eyebrows in a way that suggests she believes Mallory.

“You’re not lying?” I ask quietly.

“No. Jesus, Benny, why would I lie about that?”

I replay the footage in my head. Just in case, the file is in your cloud. “Then who was she talking to?”

And just as I ask it, I know.



SARAH INSISTS ON driving, seeing my dominant hand is unusable, and we lead a caravan of paparazzi out of Mount Washington all the way to the Hollywood Hills.

Luna lets us in before we need to knock. I haven’t been here since my last carload of boxes, and if I didn’t know better I’d say her house had been searched too. There are clothes on the blue corduroy sofa. Take-out containers on the storage trunk coffee table. Balls of wool on the unvacuumed Moroccan rug. Even Luna, usually so put together, looks the worse for wear in baggy sweats and a rumpled black tank top. No bra. She crosses her arms, watching us take this in, as if daring us to say something.

“Get it over with,” she says.

I move a few items of clothing out of the way and sit on the sofa; she takes the burgundy wing chair opposite and tucks her legs to her chest. Sarah hangs back, keeping tabs on the paparazzi through the sidelight.

“You said the last time you talked to Joy was Tuesday morning, but I have surveillance camera footage of you calling her on Tuesday night.”

Her eyes narrow slightly, but she doesn’t move. “So you watched the rest of it.”

I nod.

“Did you find anything else?”

I shake my head.

She deflates.

“Why did you lie to us?”

“I didn’t lie.”

“You said you hadn’t spoken with her since Tuesday morning.”

“No. I said Xander didn’t know what Joy was planning as of Tuesday morning. I didn’t say that was the last time I spoke with her.”

“Please don’t turn this into an argument over semantics. What else did she tell you? What else do you know?”

She presses her lips together.

“Xander is dead, Luna. And Joy is missing.”

“Right,” she says. “She’s just missing.”

“Just? What the hell? What the actual hell? Is this about us? Because I’m sorry. How many times do I have to say I’m sorry? This is dredging up a lot of shit for me too. But Luna, please. What the fuck is going on?”

Sarah’s gaze has been ping-ponging between the two of us, but now it’s fixed on my ex-wife. “Luna,” she says, stepping forward. She kneels beside the wing chair and presses a hand to Luna’s forearm. “I know it’s difficult, but I think you want to tell us.” She tilts her head in, making eye contact. “And I think you should.”

Luna visibly shrinks.

We wait.

“You have to promise you won’t tell anyone,” Luna whispers. “Not the police. Not your lawyer. Not anyone.”

Every nerve in my body is on edge. I brace myself for the worst. “What?”

“I know where Joy is.”






Joy Moore


Day Seven

Waking on the floor of Mitali’s bathroom, I try and fail to get up.

The air is heavy, so heavy my limbs can’t compete. Lights flash behind my eyes, and I wonder if the pain will ever stop.

And then all at once, everything is dark. I’m back in time. The sticky floor of the Echo. The first chords of “Lovesong” pulsing through my veins as I wake and see Benny’s lopsided smile and wild copper curls. “There you are,” he says.






Benny Abbott


Day Seven

My body explodes with adrenaline. “You what?”

Sarah squeezes Luna’s arm. “Is she okay?”

Luna nods. “She’s fine.”

“Oh my god,” I say, nearly collapsing with relief. “Where? Where is she?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Luna!”

She winces. “I just thought you’d want to know she’s okay.”

“Are you kidding? Are you fucking kidding?”

“Have you known this whole time?” Sarah asks.

Luna nods miserably.

Sarah sinks to the floor. “Why would you keep this from us?”

“She’s okay?” I ask. “Why hasn’t she told anyone where she is? Are you sure she’s okay?”

“She’s perfectly safe. I was waiting for her to come home and tell you herself.” Luna unfurls her legs and bends over, like she’s trying to keep from fainting. “I thought she would come home sooner.”

I cannot get my head around this. “Where is she?”

“I can’t tell you.”

Sarah’s on her knees now. “Why?”

“Just trust me. I can’t.”

I’m too dumbfounded to respond. She wants us to trust her.

“I don’t understand,” Sarah says. “You’re gonna let everyone keep believing she’s dead?”

“Yes. No. I can’t—I can’t tell you. If I say anything else the whole thing falls apart.”

I stare at her in disbelief. “Have you been in touch with her?”

She averts her eyes.

I’m struggling to keep from losing it. “How do you know she’s okay?” I remind her that Joy’s health is delicate. That she might run out of medication. When she doesn’t answer, I ask again. “How do you know?”

“There’s a woman checking on her.” She finishes the sentence with an upturn, as if she’s not entirely certain what she’s saying is true. Wringing her hands, she adds, “She would come back if she wasn’t well.”

“Luna.”

“She can leave whenever she wants. No one’s holding her hostage.”

Every blood vessel in my body feels set to burst. Perhaps this is what Sarah sees when she glances up at me because she stands and rubs my back. “He’s not going to let it drop.”

Luna shakes her head. “Even if I told you, they wouldn’t let you inside.”

“I don’t think you have a choice,” Sarah says.



WE HAVE TO lose the paparazzi first, so Sarah legs it alone to her car while Luna and I slip through the back door of the detached garage. I hide under a blanket in the cramped cargo area of her Honda, hoping a few photographers will remain put if they believe I’ve stayed behind.

Luna reverses swiftly, then whips into drive, accelerating so rapidly I whack my head against the back door.

“Sorry!” she calls back.

“Is anyone following you?”

“Just one. No, two.” She speeds around a curve and I whack my head again. “Sorry—hold on.” She does this a few more times before we get onto what I’m guessing is Highway 101. “Okay, we’re good,” she says.

I push off the blanket and sit up, breathing out slowly to combat the motion sickness. After a minute, I push down the back seat and crawl through to the front, cradling my splinted hand.

“Did I hurt you?” she asks. “Did that make it worse?”

She did, and it did, but it’s the least of my worries. “I’ll be fine.”

My phone buzzes with a text from Sarah: I’m right behind you.

Did anyone follow you? I write back.

Don’t think so.

Traffic slows, and we sit in silence as Luna navigates the exit onto Vermont Avenue. After more coaxing, she admitted Joy’s been hiding in a domestic violence shelter, but refused to tell me if she was the one who drove her there, or why she’s been keeping it a secret, or even why Joy decided to go there in the first place. “She could’ve come to me,” I moaned, before remembering how things ended between us when she tried to tell me she was leaving Xander.

We pass liquor stores and construction sites, strip malls, auto repair shops. Eventually, Luna pulls into an alley behind a brown and cream apartment building, and slows to a stop in front of a rusty garage gate. Protecting the back entrance is a security fence topped with concertina wire.

“Here?” I ask. “She’s been here?”

Sarah pulls up behind us, and we all get out.

“Now what?” I ask when we’re standing in front of the fence.

Luna pushes an inset buzzer below a wall-mounted security camera, and we wait.

Nothing happens.

She holds it down a second time, and a crackly voice comes on the speaker. “Are we expecting you?”

“Not exactly.” I try to sound as pleasant as possible. “You see, my—”

The speaker clicks and goes quiet.

“I told you,” Luna mutters.

I force a smile at the security camera and hold the buzzer down. As soon as the speaker crackles again, I say quickly, “We’re here for Joy Moore. She’s my—we’re all friends with her, and we just want to make sure she’s okay.” In the resulting silence, I turn to Luna and ask, “Do you think she gave a different name?”

Luna shrugs.

“She has a medical condition,” Sarah adds. “She hasn’t been in touch.”

The speaker goes dead.

“Fuck.” I reach for the buzzer again.

I’m still holding it down when a door opens inside the garage. Two women approach, one older with fuchsia eyeglasses, the other a twentysomething with purple hair. They stop a few feet from the gate.

“I’m sorry,” Eyeglasses says, “but we have a strict no-visitor policy.”

“But she’s here?” Sarah asks.

She doesn’t answer. Her face is difficult to read.

“Right. Let me start over.” I press both hands to my chest in an attempt to calm my racing heart. “I’m Benny Abbott.”

The younger woman’s eyes go wide; she whispers something to Eyeglasses. On a normal day, I would take this to mean she’s recognized me because of the podcast. A good association, or neutral at the very least. But given the past week, and the utter silence that follows, I feel less than confident about continuing.

Luna seems to understand. “Give me a second alone with them.”

Sarah and I back up a few steps as Luna calls the women over to the fence. I hear them introduce themselves—Eyeglasses is named Gloria; the other, Frankie—and then Luna lowers her voice to a whisper, low enough I can’t hear. I trade an uneasy glance with Sarah.

When Luna’s done, Gloria pulls Frankie aside for another private conference, after which our gatekeepers seem to come to an agreement. “Frankie will check on her for you,” Gloria says, returning.

I want to know what Luna said to change their minds, but I’m afraid to utter a single word for fear I break the spell and Gloria sends us back on our way. For the next several minutes, we stand on opposite sides of the rusted gate in muted anticipation. I’m desperate to see Joy’s face. To tell her it will be all right. We will make it all right.

The back door slams against the wall with the bang of a gunshot, and everyone jumps. Frankie shouts something. I can’t make out what she says. My heart gallops, and Sarah grabs my arm.

The next words come out crystal clear: “There’s so much blood! Call an ambulance, now!”






Benny Abbott


Day Seven

Gloria runs inside and we’re left clutching the gate.

“What’s happening?” Sarah shouts.

“This is all your fault,” I yell at Luna. “I thought you said she was safe!”

“She—she was!”

“Then why are they calling an ambulance?”

Luna hugs herself and stares at the ground.

I kick the gate, too furious to speak.

“We should move our cars,” Sarah says, and when that’s done we all pace back and forth in front of the garage. At the sound of sirens, Sarah embraces me. And then the wailing stops. They’re not turning into the alley. We stare at each other, ears pulsing with the echo of sudden silence, then run for the street. Sarah, the fastest, gets there first and points. “They’ve gone to another entrance!”

“Why didn’t you tell me there was another entrance?” I shout at Luna.

The other door is locked, and we’re left pacing beside the red LAFD paramedic vehicle. The longer we wait, the more people gather on the street to gawk. Finally, finally, the door opens; three blue uniforms roll out a gurney, and there she is, strapped in with an oxygen mask over her face.

“Joy!” I push through the crowd, trying to get close.

“Back away,” an EMT snaps.

“I’m her best friend. Please. Can I come along?”

They shake their heads, but I’m desperate. Her eyes are closed. She’s not moving.

“Please,” I beg. “Please.”

They’re already lifting her into the patient compartment. One EMT, a white man with spiked hair, turns to Gloria, who watches from the concrete steps. Gloria nods, and the EMT gestures for me to get in. I have to sit in the front seat, and can’t see what’s happening in the back, but I’m grateful to be near her as we drive away, siren on.

“How is she?” I ask. “What happened? Is she going to be okay?”

“She’s hemorrhaging,” he says, “but she has a pulse.”

The words are rising dough in my brain, expanding to fill the space until there’s nothing else. Why is she hemorrhaging? A pulse. A pulse means she’s alive. Why is she hemorrhaging?

I ask for more but he concentrates on the road. He turns left through a red light, and then we’re at the hospital, and there are more emergency workers now, white coats mingling with the LAFD, and Joy’s eyes are closed, her face hidden by the oxygen mask, and I’m begging to be allowed back with her, but this time the answer is no. “I love you, Joy,” I shout as she disappears behind two swinging doors.



LUNA AND SARAH arrive ten minutes later, and we all sit together in a row of blue vinyl seats, my second time in an emergency waiting room in as many days. Sarah holds my good hand, and I close my eyes, trying to focus all my energy on Joy, willing her to be okay.

“Benny…” Luna says after a while.

“No. I’m not talking to you right now.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I’m so, so sorry.”

Her face is ashen, and it’s clear she’s hurting, but I have no sympathy or shits to give.

“You should’ve told me sooner.” Anger builds with each word. “If she dies, I swear to god…”

“She was supposed to be safe. They said she would be safe.”

“Who?” Sarah asks. “Who is they?”

Luna doesn’t answer.

“Who?” I say it too loud. Everyone nearby turns and looks: an older man with an ice pack on his shoulder; a mother and child sharing a bag of grapes; a tatted man knitting what appears to be a scarf. I lower my voice. “Joy is fighting for her life right now. If you have any information that can help, you need to share it.”

The man with the scarf is blatantly eavesdropping. Luna gestures for me to follow her outside. Sarah squeezes my hand and offers to stay behind in case there’s news.

When Luna and I are past the sliding door trigger, she says, “It’s not what you think.”

“Go on.”

“It wasn’t supposed to be so complicated. She was just going to leave you the memoir so you knew what was happening, then hide out at the shelter while I served Xander with papers. But then she changed her mind, and got the big idea to tell you in person, in front of his cameras.”

I recall a pixelated Joy staring up at the ceiling. “So she did know he was monitoring her.”

Luna nods. “The cameras were all connected to some app on his phone. She knew he’d watch right away, see her telling you she intended to divorce him, and then—” She sighs. “She had this idea that if the two of you announced her separation in a very public way—”

“The episode,” I breathe.

“—he’d lose his mind and … you know, overreact in front of his own cameras. The plan was to steal the footage somehow before leaving for the shelter, either to use as leverage in the divorce, or if necessary, in court. I told her it was dangerous—there are other ways, you know?—but she wasn’t listening to reason. So when I called to check in and she told me she’d done it, and that you were gone … that she was just sitting there waiting for him alone…”

“Oh my god,” I mutter.

“Exactly. I was walking into a dinner with clients, and I turned right back around. Didn’t even tell them where I was going. Xander was already home when I got there—I could see his cars in the garage—so I rang the doorbell.” Her expression tightens. “And when no one answered, I went around back.”

My head swims. I need this to be over so I motion for her to continue.

“I didn’t understand what I was seeing. Joy was obviously hurt, but he was … he was hugging her, and kissing her all over her face…”

I press my fingers to my temples. “Why didn’t you call nine one one?”

“Because it all happened so fast. I knocked on the window, and when he saw me he was … he was so angry, Benny. All I could think was, This is what Joy’s been living with? He grabbed her arm, and I just—I don’t know, I saw red. I started banging on the window.” Luna wrings her hands. “I just needed to get her to the shelter before he could do anything else.”

“But I don’t understand. If you knew where she was this whole time, why keep it a secret?”

“Because I had to! I told you, if I said anything, it would all fall apart.”

“But what does that even mean? What would fall apart?”

“I didn’t know it was going to blow up like this. She was safe. That was all that mattered at first. She was supposed to come back when she was ready. I thought maybe a day or two. And then Xander was found dead, and how would it look if I suddenly said, Oh, hey, I actually know where Joy is?” Luna’s crying now. “When she stayed longer, I thought—I don’t know, I thought maybe it was good she didn’t learn about Xander right away. After everything she’s been through. Maybe it was better to protect her from having to deal with that for a little longer.”

This isn’t an answer. Why not save me from my misery? Why let the police think I was involved? If she didn’t have something to hide she wouldn’t have kept her mouth shut for seven entire days. And then I realize there’s one huge question I haven’t yet asked. “Luna, how did Xander die?”

“You already know how he died. He drove his car off the road.” She averts her eyes. “He was probably looking for Joy.”

“He had a head injury,” I say, working through what I’ve learned. My brain hits a snag, and then something occurs to me, something I should’ve caught sooner. I narrow my eyes at her. “When did you visit Joy on Tuesday morning?”

“What?”

“You told Keller you visited Joy on Tuesday morning. But when I got there to record, Xander had only just left. Joy said we’d just missed him.”

“So?”

“So you wouldn’t have been making these plans in front of him.”

“It was a quick conversation,” she says, crossing her arms. “Out by my car.”

“Then why did you need to tell the police you were there? Why did you need to have your fingerprints taken?”

“What are you…” Her voice cracks.

I hold up a hand. I’ve just realized something else, and it’s so damning I have to catch my breath. “Cameras.” I steady my gaze on my ex-wife and add, slowly, “You’ve been saying cameras. Plural.”

Luna takes a step back.

“The camera we found was above Joy’s desk,” I continue. “Did you know about that one?”

She doesn’t respond, but I can tell by her eyes that she did not.

“Luna, where are the other cameras?”

“I … I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

But she’s lying. And all at once everything snaps into place. Why she needed her fingerprints accounted for. Why she so quickly listened to my late-night episode pleading for help. Why she kept talking me out of my theories when Joy and Xander first went missing. Why she kept Joy’s whereabouts a secret for seven days. She didn’t need to lie to Keller. She didn’t even need to tell us Joy was getting a divorce, not if she knew Joy was alive. She’s had one foot in this investigation from the start, letting us all get sidetracked by money transfers and audio files and search parties and fire extinguishers. I’d all but convinced myself Joy was dead, and all the while Luna said nothing. She knew exactly where the other cameras were, and she made sure to remove all of them. And I can only think of one reason why.

“Luna, what did you do?”

As I’m saying this, the sliding doors open, and through them Sarah calls, “They have news.”



SARAH HAS ALREADY convinced the doctor we’re family, so we’re able to get the full update. Joy has suffered extreme blood loss due to an incomplete miscarriage. They attempted to manage the bleeding with dilation and curettage, but this was complicated by several large uterine fibroids. Removing these led to further complications, at which point the bleeding was so severe it was determined the only course of action was an open hysterectomy, which they’re performing now.

Sarah presses a calming hand to my back. “Is she going to be okay?”

Beneath the doctor’s blue surgery cap is a hint of fire-red hair. She rubs her clavicle with a dry, cracked hand. “She’s lost a lot of blood. It’s good you found her when you did.”

It’s a nonanswer.

“Incomplete miscarriage…” I say, thwacked with the memory of my last moments with Joy. Why did you start talking about divorce in the first place? she asked. Was it the baby stuff? Because you wanted kids and she didn’t? I’d had no idea what she was asking.

“Did you know about this?” I ask Luna. “Did you know she was pregnant?”

Her jaw is slack. She shakes her head.

“I’ll keep you updated,” the doctor says.

I watch until she’s out of sight.

By the time I turn around, Luna is gone.






Joy Moore


Day Seven

I feel as though I’m floating. An odd sensation, considering I can’t move my limbs. The nurse, or doctor, or whoever was just here, asked if I knew what day it was and I laughed. Laughed! I don’t know what day it is. I haven’t known what day it is for days. This too strikes me as funny. I’m strapped to things, bleeps and tubes, and this is the best I’ve felt in ages. I’m not sleepy at all. I could stay awake for …



I WAKE UP. My throat is scratchy and the nurse, or doctor, asks if I know what day it is. I laugh. I don’t know what day it is. I haven’t known what day it is for days. I laugh at this too. I’m strapped to a lot of tubes. There’s some discomfort in my lower abdomen, and it occurs to me that I have no idea why I’m here.

“Why am I here?” I ask the nurse or doctor or whoever he is.

“You had surgery. You’re coming out of anesthesia.”

“Surgery?” As I voice the word, nausea slithers in. The discomfort in my abdomen amplifies. I tell the nurse or doctor or whoever he is.

“Let me help with that.” He does something, and I feel nothing. Or maybe nothing is the wrong word. Definitely something. Or the absence of something? It’s the best I’ve felt in ages. I’m not even tired. I could stay awake for …



I WAKE UP in a hospital. This is the first thing I notice. The second is the tubes. I’m attached to monitors and drips and who knows what else. I can barely swallow for how dry my throat is.

“Hello?” I croak.

A man enters the room. “Well, hey,” he says. He introduces himself as Nurse Todd and asks me what day it is.

I think about it. “No idea.”

“What about the year?”

I tell him.

“Good. President?”

I know this answer too.

“Excellent. How are you feeling, Joy?”

I try to adjust my posture and my body returns an odd combination of numbness and pain. I notice then a lump of bandages on my lower abdomen, and remember, with a growing sense of alarm, Mitali’s bathroom. The last time I opened my eyes, I was on Mitali’s bathroom floor. I press my fingers to my lips and say through them, “I’m not sure how I got here.”

He nods. “Let me get a doctor in to explain it to you.”






Benny Abbott


Day Seven

Joy’s parents phone from the mid-Atlantic while we’re waiting, and there’s a lot of crying, and questions, so many questions, for which we only have incomplete answers. I call my lawyer and fill him in. He asks if I want him to meet us here, and I tell him thank you but no, I’ll catch up with him later. I hold Sarah’s hand as we wait, and wait, and eventually the doctor returns, once to inform us the surgery went well, and the next to let us know that Joy is awake. “Are you Benny?” she asks me.

I nod.

“She wants to see you.”

It takes everything in me to keep calm as I follow the doctor back. I will never be able to find my way out through these winding sterile hallways, but I don’t care. Joy is alive, and her surgery went well, and she’s asking to see me.

At the first door past the second nurse station the doctor stops and turns to me. “I’ve been informed about her situation. The police want to speak with her, but I told them she’s not ready yet. Just—keep the energy low, okay? She’s fragile. And more than a little disoriented. Don’t feel like you have to answer all of her questions. Grab me if you need help.”

I understand why I need to heed this warning, I respect the need to heed this warning, but it’s all I can do to not rush the bed and wrap my arms around Joy the second I enter the room. She’s on her back, draped in a white blanket, with a nasal cannula and various other tubes and monitors, and her hair is matted, and her skin is pale, and she’s the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.

My throat swells and my eyes fill, blurring the room. I can’t get any words out. All I can do is grin like an idiot as I approach my best friend.

“There you are,” she whispers.

I laugh a little. A tear falls on her hand. “There you are.”



SHE IS, AS the doctor said, fragile. She’s lost a lot of weight, and despite the cocktail of drugs being pushed through her IV, she’s in a lot of pain. She doesn’t bring up the pregnancy, and so neither do I. Nor do we mention Xander. I can’t begin to guess what she knows, and in this moment it doesn’t matter. I hold her hand and tell her I missed her, and we skirt around the tricky stuff as if she’s just returned from war.

“I’m sorry I didn’t find you sooner,” I say eventually.

She scrunches her eyes. Even when she can’t smile, Joy’s smile reaches her eyes. “I was wearing my Wenda costume.”

I ache with everything I want to say, but now’s not the time. Instead, I kiss her forehead and tell her to rest.



KELLER FINDS ME an hour later in the hospital courtyard. Sarah straightens as the detective approaches the concrete table where we’ve been, until this moment, relaxing in the shade, waiting for Joy to wake up again.

“I’m not talking without my lawyer,” I say when she’s within earshot. I see no reason to volunteer any of the hows or whys or wheres or whos or whats involved with finding Joy. Not after what this woman has put me through.

“I know.” Keller stops just short of the table. “I just wanted to ask how Joy is doing. They said you’ve seen her.”

As with everything Keller says, this feels like a trap. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to enter her hospital room. Maybe I’ve inadvertently broken another law. I look to Sarah, and she seems to understand.

“Thanks to Benny,” Sarah says, pointedly, “it looks like she’s gonna be okay.”

Keller nods down at the table. “I’m glad to hear it. Very glad.” She turns, like she’s about to leave, but then stops. “One thing.”

I exchange a wary glance with Sarah.

“My team was able to geotag those social media posts. From your number-one fan.”

My head snaps back. “Could you have done this all along? When we first started complaining?”

“That’s the thing,” Keller says. “There were no complaints in the system. Not one.”

“What are you talking about? Xander filed multiple times. Online and in person.”

“Did he ever show you proof?”

The blood slows in my veins. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying, most of those geotags match Joy and Xander’s house.”

Sarah connects the dots first. “It was Xander?”

“But—” I shake my head. “He was in some of the photos.”

“He was,” Keller says. “And he paid for those. We found transactions linking him to three separate paparazzi. Turns out he had the same very specific instructions for all of them: to not be seen, and to make sure he was occasionally photographed alongside her. He told them it was to drum up interest for a project you were working on.” Noting our slack jaws, Keller adds, “He took quite a few as well. We’ve traced those to his phone and browsing history. He didn’t do much to conceal his actions beyond hitting the delete button.”

“Oh my god.” I don’t want to believe it, even as I absolutely believe it. “Was Ted one of the paps he paid? Or Emil?”

Keller shakes her head. “Apart from the video Ted posted in August, we’ve got nothing tying either of them to any published images of Joy prior to her disappearance. Ted even claims he saw Xander sneaking a few photos in the supermarket once. Says they showed up online later that day.”

My eye twitches at the memory of my neighbor trying to tell me this. “But—but what about the hug?”

“The what?”

I remind her about the picture outside my Zen Den, the picture Joy wrote about in her memoir.

“Ah. Right. Not Ted,” Keller says. “Xander paid a pretty penny for that one too.”

“But—” I refuse to accept it. “Then what was Quinn talking about?”

Keller doesn’t follow, so Sarah quickly recounts our conversation with Quinn at the bakery. That shit with Ted and Emil. “We thought it meant…” She grabs my arm. “When did those Shake Awake illnesses make the news?”

It takes me a second. “August.”

“So around the same time Ted took the viral video?”

“Just before,” I confirm with a nod. And then, recalling Ted’s adamant claim that he’d never met Emil before, I see where Sarah’s going with this. “That shit with Ted and that shit with Emil. The viral video and the Shake Awake scandal. Two separate things that happened around the same time.”

“Huh.” Sarah rests her chin on her palm.

“I can see why you were confused,” Keller says with a sigh.

It feels like a peace offering, this comment, this information, but I’m still angry with her, and I know she’s not done with us yet. “Is that all?”

She studies me for a second. Nods. “I’m glad you found your girl,” she says. And then leaves before I can respond.

Sarah drives me home when visiting hours are over. The cameramen have thinned in the fading twilight, but based on their questions it’s clear the news hasn’t reached them yet. A part of me wants to shout at the top of my lungs to the purple sky, “She’s alive! Joy’s alive!” But then I see Ted. Even knowing what I know now, my feelings are still complicated. I decide they don’t deserve the scoop.

“You’re eventually going to have to make things right with him, you know,” my sister says, dishing out Mexican takeout.

“Maybe I’ll move.”

“Or maybe you can just buy him a new camera.”

“Maybe.” I unwrap my burrito and take a bite. For the first time in days I can taste what I’m eating.






Joy Moore


Day Eight

The older detective, the one with weathered skin who calls herself Keller, is very thorough. “So you told him you were leaving him, and then what?” she prompts.

My doctors kept the detectives out for a full twenty-four hours due to my drug-induced haze. I still feel as though I’ve been run over by a traveling circus, but they need answers, and apparently my original responses weren’t good enough because Keller wants me to repeat everything in case I forgot something the first time.

“Then,” I say, “he hit me. A few times. And then I kneed him in the balls.”

Like last time, her eyes briefly flash with respect. “And then?”

“He lost his balance and hit his head on the recording table. It knocked him out for a minute. That’s how I got away.”

“And how did you get to the shelter?”

“I flagged down the first car I saw.” There’s a tickle in my throat, and I fight against it, but the cough wins. I hold my stomach in pain.

The baby-faced detective rises from the sofa to hand me my water jug. “You do know hitchhiking is dangerous.”

I adjust the bendy straw. “Not any more dangerous than staying with Xander.”

He returns to his seat.

“And your driver?” Keller asks again. “Any distinguishing details you can remember will help.”

I take a sip, pretending to think. “She was white. My age, give or take ten years. Brown hair. Silver car. If that helps.”

Keller’s expression tells me that it does not. “When did you realize people were looking for you?”

“Four days in.”

“Tell me what happened then.”

The detective failed to hide her skepticism on the last go around, so I add in a few extra details this time. “I met a woman named Mitali that night, right before I learned Xander was dead. After I saw the headlines, I ran back to my room to be sick, and then I fell asleep, and didn’t wake up until Mitali came to visit me the next morning. I was in bad shape, so she offered to reach out to Benny for me. To let him know where I was.”

“Only, she didn’t do that, did she?”

“No.”

“Because…?” She wants me to say it again.

“Because she never actually visited me in my room.” I stifle a sigh. “She’d left the shelter that morning.”

Keller looks like she’s trying to rein in her skepticism, but it’s clearly a struggle. “These hallucinations … you say they’re common in narcolepsy.”

I nod.

“So then wouldn’t it have occurred to you to wonder at some point if that was what was happening?”

“Under typical circumstances, yes,” I say, probably too defensively. Typically, I can trust my environment to help me parse the truth. I might witness the shattering of a window only to wake and discover it perfectly intact. Or I’ll see a stranger in the corner of my room—and not just see him, but smell him, hear him, feel the shift in the air—only to understand the moment I find Potsie sleeping peacefully at my feet that no one was ever there. That it was all in my head.

But I didn’t have Potsie with me at the shelter, and this— “This was like a fever dream. I never had time to second-guess before dreams and hallucinations overlapped. If Frankie and Gloria hadn’t seen her leave Sunday morning, I would swear on my life Mitali had been in my room. She tried to give me a bowl of soup. We had whole conversations.” I rub my burning eyes. “You have to understand, I was extremely unwell. My meds were off. Everything was going wrong in my body. And then I learned Xander was dead. I think I just really needed to believe that Mitali was helping. Until I realized maybe she wasn’t.”

“But that took you two days. In all that time, you never once…”

I open my eyes. I have no idea how long I’ve been asleep.

Keller exchanges a glance with Baby Face. “In all that time, you never once suspected these conversations were only in your head?”

I get it. I don’t like it any more than she does. But instead of admitting this, I meet her unblinking stare and say, “It makes sense now. After we met at the computers, I only ever saw her in my room. I was always in and out of sleep, always glued to the bed. But none of that felt odd at the time, given the circumstances.”

Keller consults her notes again. Turns the page. I’m relieved to see she’s moving on. “You said this was your first time at the shelter.”

I nod.

“But this was not the first time Xander hurt you.”

I shake my head. “I didn’t think…” My voice breaks. I try again. “I didn’t think I needed a shelter until I realized I needed a shelter. If that makes sense.”

Her eyes soften. She nods. “Do you have any idea why Xander might’ve been driving through Angeles National Forest that night?”

“That was something he did,” I explain. “When we fought. He cooled down with a long drive. He loved that stupid MG.”

“Did he always have a ten-pound fire extinguisher with him?”

She didn’t ask this last time. “Is that big or small?”

She studies me.

“You know how easily those old roadsters catch on fire. Xander may have been a lot of things, but he wasn’t an idiot. He would never have let himself be the cause of a forest fire in the middle of a Santa Ana windstorm.”

She turns the page in her notebook. “And the money?”

I shrug. “I guess I didn’t plan that very well. I just thought it’d be safer in Benny’s account. I knew Xander would’ve locked me out as soon as I told him I was leaving.”

This prompts a soft hum. “A million dollars is an awfully big transfer.”

“I figured I would need it. Xander was going to put up an awfully big fight.”

“And you got in through Benny’s login how?”

“I copied his password when we set up our accounts together. Knowing he might lose it,” I add quickly.

“But you didn’t tell him you were transferring the money?”

I consider explaining the full truth—that it wasn’t just about financing an ugly divorce. That I intended the transfer in part as an eff you to Xander for making all those side deals. One million eff-you dollars. If he could hide money, then so could I. But I stick to my original answer, remembering what I was told: keep it simple. The simpler the better. “No. Benny didn’t know.”

Keller makes a note. “He knew very little, it appears. So how did it come about that he came to get you when he did?”

I choose my words carefully, the same words I used last time. I tell her I couldn’t remember anyone’s cell numbers, even Benny’s, so I used another woman’s burner phone to call Luna’s office number, which I found online. Luna then promised she and Benny would come get me. Together.

“What happened then?” Keller asks.

“That’s when I started bleeding. I don’t remember anything else.”

Keller’s gaze circles my face, my bruises, and then settles on my stomach. “You’re lucky your friends arrived when they did.”

“I am,” I agree. So lucky.

She taps her finger softly on the open notebook. “One final question,” she says. “Did Xander know you were pregnant?”

I don’t have to fake the tears that spring to my eyes. “He did not.”

The room swims, but I can just make out Keller’s movements as she gathers her things. Stands. Approaches my bed. She reaches for my hand, squeezes it gently. “Thank you for your cooperation, Joy. I think you’ve given us enough answers for now. You’ve been very brave.”

Baby Face leaves a card on the hospital tray and asks me to phone them if I remember anything else. I nod, then close my eyes and pretend to sleep.



A NURSE WAKES me for checks, after which I speak with a psychologist, followed by the ob-gyn on rounds. It’s exhausting, all this human interaction after so many days without. By the time Benny returns to visit, I’m worn thin. I focus on his warm eyes, but I can tell he’s nervous.

“Hey.” I take his hand and tell him I’m better today. I’ll be okay.

“It’s not that. I mean, I’m so, so glad to hear it, but…” He pulls up a chair. “Luna called me,” he says quietly. “She told me what you said to the cops, and I guess I’m a little…”

“Confused?”

He nods. “I guess—I guess I’m curious … how much you know.”

“I talked to her too,” I say, making my eyes do more work than my words.

His expression tells me he’s starting to get it. Outside the door, a phone rings. Someone laughs. A high-pitched alarm goes off for several seconds. He rakes a hand through his hair. “So you’re not going to tell them the truth.”

“I am not.” I acknowledge it’s a risk. Those detectives aren’t through with us yet.

Leaning in close, he whispers, “Did she tell you how?”

“She was trying to defend me. I only know it was an accident.” I swallow and glance at the clock, wondering when the next nurse check will be. “I don’t think I want to know the rest. Just, please—I realize it’s a lot to ask, but I need you to go along with it. Everything I said.”

He takes this in. It’s a lot to take in. “Okay,” he says. “Okay. If that’s what you want.”

It’s what I want.

“Okay,” he says again.

We’re silent for a moment.

“Are you … did you…” His eyes search mine. “When you found out about Xander…” He runs a hand over his mouth. “I guess I wanted to ask how you’re doing. With that.”

I hesitate, briefly, and he quickly amends, “It’s okay if you’re not ready to talk about it.”

“No, it’s fine,” I say. “Do you want the long answer or the short answer?”

“I want the answer you’re most comfortable giving.”

It’s such a Benny thing to say. I rack my mushy brain for the right words. I owe him an honest answer. But I haven’t the slightest idea where to start. “To tell you the truth, I’m a long way from being okay.”

He nods somberly.

“How do you feel about it?” I ask.

He’s been holding his tongue for years. I imagine he has no shortage of opinions. But what he says instead, eyes welling with tears, is, “I’m so sorry about the baby.”

I reach out and he takes my hand. Squeezes it. Someday I’ll tell him all my feelings about this. That I’m equal parts relieved and devastated. That I believe my body has both saved and betrayed me. That if I hadn’t miscarried I’m not sure what I would’ve done. And then I’ll remind him about the eggs that remain frozen in an Inland Empire embryology lab.

But that’s a conversation for another time. “Thank you.”

He squeezes my hand again. I’m spent, and the drugs are wearing off to reveal myriad aches and pains. “Please don’t be mad at Luna,” I say when he stands to leave.

“She should’ve said something sooner,” he says quickly, as if this has been perched on his tongue since he arrived. “She should’ve said something. If she hadn’t been so focused on protecting herself you could’ve come home sooner. You almost died.”

“But you understand, don’t you? Why she did that?”

“You may change your mind about this. You may want to tell the cops.”

“I won’t.”

“You can’t know that.”

“Fine. Maybe you’re right. But until then?”

He shakes his head in a bewildered way, as if he can’t believe what he’s about to say. “My lips are sealed.”

“And you’ll try not to be mad?”

“Joy,” he says. Because what I’m asking is complicated, and fraught, and messy, and when it all comes down I don’t like it any more than he does. But this was what we agreed on. The incomprehensible promise I made to Luna in appreciation for saving my life.

“Promise you’ll try.”

“Fine.” He spreads his fingers wide, releasing them from the rail. “I’ll try.”

“Thank you,” I whisper.

Nodding, he scratches his beard. “I have another question.”

“For you, Benny, I might have another answer.”

“Did you post a message? On our website?”

I’d almost forgotten. “Ayyy.”

“It was you? I thought it was you. It kind of sent me spiraling, but in a good way.” He explains that this post led him to find the surveillance camera above the desk, which then led to Luna, who ultimately gave up my location.

“I’m impressed.” I posted the message right after I met Mitali. Remembering our conversation in the computer lab, the only true conversation we had, I feel a ripple of sadness. I deeply hope she never has to give her husband a break from himself again.

Benny kisses my forehead, saying he’ll leave me to rest, and as he’s walking away, I blurt, “What you said that night.”

He’s already waving me off. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

“What I should’ve said was…” Because this is not a conversation for another time. Because he’s waited long enough to hear it. Because it’s true. “Me too. I should’ve said me too. I just … I need a minute.”

His entire demeanor visibly lifts, and in turn my body fills with helium. “Okay,” he says.

“Okay,” I say, matching his smile. My heart swells so quickly it hurts in every possible, complicated way. I have to catch my breath before saying, “One last thing.”

“Anything.”

“You never told me how that woman got out of the whale.”

He laughs, and it’s the best sound on earth. “You really want to know?”

“I’ve been waiting for ages.”

He grins. “Humpback whales can’t swallow humans. Their throats aren’t big enough.”

“You’re kidding. So he could never have eaten her in the first place?”

He shakes his head, and then his face grows serious. “She didn’t know that, though. When she was swept into that mouth she thought she was as good as dead.”

I hear what he’s saying. My eyes fill with tears. “You’ll visit tomorrow?”

His smile returns. “And every day after.”






Benny Abbott


Day Three Hundred and Eighty-Five

My stomach is a hornet’s nest. Beside me in the shadows, Joy runs in place, punching the air.

“Is this thing ever going to start?” she asks, panting.

“Not until you’ve done at least fifty deep breathing exercises.”

She fans herself and adjusts her dress—white with black polka dots, new for the occasion. “I feel like I’m gonna puke. Do you feel like you’re gonna puke?”

I nod, though you’d think we’d be used to this by now. It’s been a year of nerve-racking waits. First, for Xander’s death to be officially ruled an accident after it was determined—fairly quickly, thank god—that all of our stories aligned. Then, for my charges to be dropped—Ted’s because I sucked it up and apologized with a grotesquely expensive camera, and the other as a matter of exchange. While it’s excessive to accuse someone of concealing evidence in a murder investigation when there is no murder to begin with, the courts still had a claim, seeing that Xander’s death wasn’t believed to be an accident at the time. They only dropped their charges after Philip threatened to sue the LAPD for “exacerbating my injury” while cuffing me—a lucky break, if you will. After that, there were months of back and forth with Apex Plus as we discussed how to best move forward. And finally, the book-related waiting—for notes, copyedits, foreign rights contracts, cover reveals.

And now, this. The launch of What Doesn’t Kill You: A Tragicomic Story of Survival.

“What if people hate it?” Joy asks, not for the first time. “What if they think—”

“Stop.” I press a hand to her cheek and let it linger, thumb rubbing her soft skin. It still sends thrills down my spine that I get to touch her this way. “It doesn’t matter what people think. But for the record, they’re going to love it because it’s you. Because you told the truth, even though it was hard. And because you’re an excellent writer.”

“I wasn’t worried about that half of the book,” she says, and I laugh.

Beyond the curtain, on the Orpheum Theatre’s forestage, is a bloodred rug, a round bar table covered in black cloth, and two black leather stools. It’s like a goth living room in a French baroque palace, spotlit with enough wattage to burn a horde of undead. Beyond the orchestra pit are two thousand fans chattering in their seats, well on their way to being drunk.

In the wings off stage left, our new senior producer, Esme, holds up a hand. Five minutes. We told her she could sit in the audience, but she wants to be on deck in case anything goes wrong with the audio recording. “It’s my job.” Technically true, though we’ve assured her the Orpheum sound techs know what they’re doing.

Though we forgave Mallory after a heavy heart-to-heart, we decided it was best she find another job. She agreed without question. And perhaps because she swore on her life she didn’t know Xander was Joy’s stalker, or because she too was scarred by him, or maybe because we’re just too damn nice, we gave her the bonus Xander once promised when our contract with Apex Plus finalized. A parting gift, so to speak, for someone with whom we share too many ugly secrets. We’ve been drowning in Quinn’s cupcakes ever since.

Joy peeks through the curtain, and then whistles. “Full house.”

I wrap my arms around her, and look over her head through the crack. Practically everyone we know is here, front and center in the red upholstered seats. Joy’s parents, who haven’t let a day go by without talking to her since they returned from their cruise. Our financial advisor, Alex. Our dog sitter. The entire dodgeball team from our early days in LA.

Farther down the row is Sarah and her new boyfriend, whom I intend to grill as soon as we have a moment alone. Beside them is our research assistant, webmaster, social media manager, and merch team, all of whom now have the option to work in person whenever they want. There are no more closed doors at TSMSYL. No more secrets. No one to hide from.

“Carlotta looks beautiful tonight,” Joy says.

I follow her gaze to the middle aisle, where Emil and Carlotta are making their way to their seats, Carlotta indeed beautiful in an emerald green dress, silver hair styled in a curly bob. Emil carries their drinks, two plastic cups filled with white wine.

“Emil even buttoned his shirt,” I add.

Of all the surprises this year threw at us, these two neighbors are among the top. I had no idea until a few months ago that it was Emil who sent the email warning us about Shake Awake’s toxic protein powder. He knew he couldn’t sit idly by when he learned he’d connected us with an unsafe product, but he was worried the founders would trace the whistleblowing back to him. Hence, the anonymity. “I should have done more,” he explained over dinner one night, “but maybe it was for the best things worked out the way they did.”

I still marvel at that now. Because if Joy and I hadn’t dismissed the anonymous email as a scam, then Xander wouldn’t have so cheerfully bragged to Emil a few days later about trading free advertising for personal shares, thus tipping Emil off that Xander was a self-serving snake. And if Emil hadn’t already been wary about Xander, he might have otherwise shrugged it off when Xander blew up at him after the toxin poisonings made the news. But he did not shrug it off. Instead, he asked Carlotta to keep an eye on Joy. And if she hadn’t, she might never have noticed Joy’s bruises or suggested the shelter, and Joy would not have asked Carlotta for a ride the night Xander died. No hitchhiking needed.

If none of these things had happened, our lives might look very different right now.

Not that I was told any of this until after the case was closed. When they finally fessed up, when I finally learned the full truth, I almost couldn’t believe it.

So many surprises.

Joy leans back against my chest, and I kiss her head as the host taps the mic and asks the crowd to finish taking their seats.

“I can feel your heart,” Joy whispers.

I hold her tighter. “I can feel yours too.”

It is surreal, being here, sharing this moment with our fans after everything we’ve been through. We listen, hearts thumping, as the host begins her introductions, and I take Joy’s hand when our names are called. As we step through the curtain, the crowd stands, clapping and screaming and jumping up and down. It lasts for so long Joy and I can’t help but laugh. We tell them to stop, it’s too much, we’re not worthy, and they continue to clap.



WHEN IT’S OVER, when we’ve read from our opening chapters, and answered questions, and signed a thousand books, when we’ve shared champagne and cupcakes in the Orpheum Club with our family and friends, when we’ve closed the historic theater down, I take Joy back to my—our—home, and we get ready for bed.

As we’re brushing our teeth, my phone dings on the counter. A text to both of us from Luna: Sorry again that I couldn’t make it tonight. Heard you were terrific. Congratulations!

I meet Joy’s eyes through the mirror, and we share a look that speaks a thousand words. After this year, I’d say my poker face is getting better, but I don’t need to wear one with Joy.

Five minutes later, in bed, Joy turns to me.

“I think I’m ready,” she says.

This was what she said eight months ago when she told me she was ready to give us a proper shot. And then again two months ago when she was ready to start gradually moving into my house. But I know this is something else. The one thing she needs to do before she’s ready for the rest.

“Really?”

She nods.

I stretch out my arm and she wriggles into my nook. Kissing the top of her head, I whisper, “I love you.”

“I love you too,” she whispers back. “So much.”

I never thought I could be this happy. Sometimes it renders me so weightless it threatens to carry me away. But here, now, I do my best to remain rooted to the earth, vowing to never again take a single moment with Joy for granted.






Joy Moore


Day Three Hundred and Eighty-Six

It’s early when I walk the 1,600 steps over the hill to my old house. Inside, I fill a glass with water and head down to the office, sidestepping the open boxes I’ve been using to sort through the last decade of my life.

Waiting for my laptop to boot up, I pull the SD cards from my pocket. I’ve had them for months—ten months, in fact, since the day the case was closed—but as of yet I’ve been unable to convince myself to watch them. Now, I sift through them and plug one into the card reader. A folder pops up, and I hesitate only a moment before clicking.

There it is: the final footage from one of Xander’s five secret cameras.

It took me several days to locate them all. I figured it out around the same time I learned about Xander’s partnership with Shake Awake. I’d woken from a nap to find an impasto painting of a coyote on the small wall between our offices in the recording room. The art itself was fine, but the placement struck me as odd. Too big for the space. With everything that was going on, I shrugged it off. Whatever. But the next morning, after dashing off a chapter of my memoir while Xander was at the dentist, I gave it a second look.

It made sense, by that point, that he would be willing to do pretty much anything. I had to search the house in subtle, brief increments so as to not arouse suspicion. He was clever. Hiding them in electrical outlets and fake USB chargers. In our bedroom alarm clock. When I confessed this to Carlotta, she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. “I think it’s time you get a lawyer.” I already had. A week later, I met Luna at Carlotta’s house, my first “safe house,” and we discussed options for how to move forward.

It’s a video from that first camera, hidden in the coyote’s textured black-tipped tail, that I click on now. Watching, I hold my breath as Xander clutches my arms in the grainy half-light. He squeezes so tight his knuckles turn white, and I struggle to yank myself free. He’s already stopped the money transfer, already heard the episode I sent to Luna. But what he’s most concerned about is the exchange between me and Benny.

“You’ve loved him all along, haven’t you?” When I don’t respond, he backhands my cheek. “Haven’t you?”

I shrink away, shielding my face. “Stop,” I cry.

He grabs my arms again, shaking me like a rag doll. “Haven’t you?”

Again, I resist, but he’s out of his mind. I’m worried I’ve gone too far. When he rears back to strike again, I thrust my knee into his groin. He lets out an animal-like yowl, and as I stumble away, he shoves my back. Hard. It’s my head that hits the recording table, not his. I crumble to the floor, and he drops to his knees.

When the room stops spinning, he helps me up, gently, so gently, as if I’m some precious, breakable thing. He kisses my swelling brow. I cry, and he tells me he loves me. Over and over, he loves me.

Then he freezes.

We both notice Luna through the window. She doesn’t fit in the frame, but the expression she wore—a mixture of horror and confusion—will be forever imprinted on my brain. Holding me tight, Xander yells at her to go away as she tries to open the door. The handle doesn’t budge, and she slaps the glass, screaming for him to let me go.

His jaw flexes, veins bulging on his neck. “Go away!” he shouts, and I take advantage of this distraction to kick him hard in the shin. He yelps and buckles in pain, and I manage to wriggle free again.

Before he has a chance to recover, I reach for the Fonz.

One swing. A downward cut, right for his head. One dull thud that sends him crumpling to the floor, dazed but very much alive.

It feels as if the next part moves in double time. Glass shatters in the next room, and Luna bursts in from my bedroom. Without stopping, she bolts straight past Xander to let Carlotta and Emil in through the terrace door. Though I didn’t understand their sudden appearance at the time, I learned later that they’d heard Luna shouting and come running. A godsend, because Xander is already getting back onto his feet. Emil takes over, restraining Xander stomach down on the floor in a police hold as Carlotta brings me outside, away from the cameras.

I can’t see us now, but I remember my hair whipping my face, Carlotta shouting over the howling wind, “Are you ready now?”

I nodded. “Take me to the shelter.”

She grabbed my elbow, and steered me toward the street and into her open garage, where we scrambled into her black Camry. Before starting the ignition, she turned to me. “Quick, before we go—is there anything you absolutely need?”

I covered my mouth. “My meds.”

“Where are they?”

I told her, and she nodded once. “You stay,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

Waiting in the locked car, head throbbing, all I could think was that I shouldn’t have involved Benny. I’d just wanted Xander to see us forming a united front against him. Recording an episode we could air to the world if necessary, which I would keep safe with Luna until the time came, if the time came. I knew Xander would come home fuming after watching us through his surveillance cameras, and when I had proof of his abuse—proof on his own goddamn cameras, proof beyond the bruises coloring my skin—I could hold it over him and force him to leave me alone and grant me a divorce. Audio feed and video feed—a one-two punch of security to guarantee my freedom. But then I chickened out, and Benny told me he loved me, and I just couldn’t. I couldn’t explain why I’d hidden the truth for so long. Didn’t want to see the worry in his eyes. I was ashamed, and I promised myself I would make things right between us when I was back from the shelter.

But of course I have no footage of myself sitting in Carlotta’s car, thinking these thoughts. What I’m watching right now is what happened in the room after I was gone. The moment I knew nothing about, and didn’t understand until Luna snuck into my hospital room the morning after my surgery.

I’m watching the moment Xander dies.

It happens without warning. One minute he’s struggling against Emil’s police hold, the next he’s completely still.

Just like that.

Emil checks his pulse, swears, and rolls him over onto his back.

“What’s happening?” Luna asks as Emil starts chest compressions.

She watches for a moment, stunned. Then she’s cursing. Cursing, and muttering, “Oh my god, oh my god.” She pulls out her phone.

“What are you doing?” Emil shouts.

“I’m calling nine one one!”

“Not yet.” He stops the compressions. “Hold on.”

“What are you—what?”

Examining Xander’s eyes, left then right, he says, “Fuck.”

This, right here, is the moment Carlotta returns for my meds. She halts in the open door.

Seeing her, Emil settles back onto his haunches with a sigh. “Head trauma.”

“Oh,” Carlotta says. “Oh no.”

“Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.” Luna fumbles with her phone again.

Carlotta gently plucks it from her shaking hands. “Give it a minute,” the judge says, still surveying the room. When she seems satisfied with what she sees, she nods once at Emil. He nods back. “All right,” Carlotta says to Luna, “let’s talk this through.”

Luna is clearly bewildered, but she doesn’t argue. She swipes tears from her cheeks as the three of them run through every possible outcome. Murder. Manslaughter. Self-defense. Accident. There would be a trial. It would be national news. International news. It would almost certainly ruin my life.

“But it doesn’t have to get that far,” Emil says.

“It does not,” Carlotta agrees.

Luna looks back and forth between them. “What…?”

“Let’s just say,” Carlotta says, “Emil knows how to crash a car.”

Luna’s jaw drops.

“Remember, Joy doesn’t know he’s dead,” Emil says, inspecting Xander’s head. “And we got lucky with the blood.”

Pressing her palms to her temples, Luna says, “It’s too risky.”

“You don’t have to stay,” Carlotta says. “You can leave right now and you were never here.”

“But what about you?”

“What about me? I’m on my second round of cancer in five years. I’m sick of thinking about me.”

“Don’t worry about us,” Emil adds.

“If you want to go, then go,” Carlotta says. “We won’t judge. Like I said, you were never here. But you know what she’s been through. And you know—I know you know—that justice isn’t always served by way of the law.”

Luna slides her hands down to her neck and exhales heavily. Lowering her voice, she asks, “But how would you get away with it?”

“Let’s just say,” Carlotta says again, more pointedly, “this wouldn’t be the first time we’ve helped cover things up for a friend in need.”

I was aware, waiting in the Camry, that Carlotta was gone for a disproportionately long time, but never in a million years would I have guessed this was the conversation she was having. On the way to the shelter, Carlotta asked where Xander’s cameras were. Initially, I’d planned to gather them up in the morning while Xander was training with Emil, just before I snuck out of the house. But that was no longer an option. I walked her through the entire setup, excluding only the camera directly above my desk. Luna had given it to me a few days earlier—“for backup”—and I hadn’t yet found a good spot for it. Because of the grille’s busy pattern it wouldn’t have caught much, if anything, which was likely why Xander hadn’t used it for one of his own hiding spots. But I wasn’t thinking that far ahead. I left it out because the only cameras we needed were Xander’s.

On the footage from the coyote’s black-tipped tail, Emil disappears for a full five minutes, all the while Luna stands unmoving in the center of the room. When he returns, he’s wearing a black hoodie and sweatpants, latex gloves, and disposable booties over his shoes. He holds out a pair of latex gloves for Luna, as if in question. Are you staying, or are you going? She stares at them, still unmoving.

When Luna snuck into my hospital room that morning, hours before I spoke with the police, I told her I was prepared to take full blame.

“Don’t,” she begged. She took my hand and explained what sacrifices everyone had already made to ensure I would get out of this okay.

Because in the end, Luna stayed.

I watch her take the gloves from Emil now. He nods once, firmly, and then walks her through the plan from beginning to end. I’m sure Luna is afraid, but she no longer shows it. She takes Xander’s phone from his pocket and turns it on with facial recognition. Emil brings over Xander’s laptop, and uses Xander’s finger to activate it. While Luna deletes the surveillance app, Emil ensures there’s no backup on the computer. This goes on for a while, until they’re satisfied all the downloaded videos are gone. They then make Xander’s phone unfindable, and power it off.

“What now?” Luna says to Emil after they return the phone to Xander’s pants pocket, the computer to its stand on Xander’s desk.

Emil plucks the keys from Xander’s other pocket. “Now we need a fire extinguisher.”

After taking the office extinguisher to the roadster, Emil skillfully hefts Xander’s body over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Luna watches him until he’s out of sight, then gets to work.

Not everything is visible from this point on, but I know she retrieved the cameras, having ascertained their locations from Carlotta, who had already dropped me off and was en route to collect Emil from their designated meeting place in Angeles National Forest. “Five? Are you sure there were five?” Luna asked. Carlotta must have convinced her she was certain, because Luna didn’t go looking for another.

After gathering the cameras and removing their SD cards, Luna tidied up, but not so meticulously as to arouse suspicion. She snapped the latch on the window she kicked in earlier so it looked like it might’ve broken in the windstorm, opened a few others upstairs to complete the effect, and deleted the house’s security cam footage through the main panel, turning it off for good measure before locking up.

As for Emil, his earlier career as a Hollywood stunt double served him well, because he managed to make that crash look accidental, down to the skid marks, the collision-induced fire, and the fact that a very conscientious Xander would’ve absolutely crawled out of his car to ensure there was no wildfire before succumbing to his head injury. I couldn’t have written a more dramatic script.

Luna confessed to me later that while they were thorough, she still worried. Each day I remained in the shelter, she grew more concerned the police would uncover something they missed. What if the detectives searched Xander’s app store and saw that the surveillance program had once been downloaded? What if he’d recently paid for in-app purchases and they showed up on his credit card statements? What if the files were backed up somewhere else? What if they searched her house and found the SD cards she’d saved for the sole purpose of giving me this closure? And the question that haunted her most, the question she was right to ask: What if there were other cameras?

But none of that happened, and the techs didn’t find my backup camera in the corner vent. Carlotta suspects that because Xander and I disappeared together, in his car (or so they thought), with scant evidence of foul play, they processed the house less fastidiously than they otherwise would have.

That, or we were just plain lucky.

When all was said and done, the only glaring mistake was Potsie. None of them realized he had escaped.

I close my laptop with a quivery exhale. When I’m ready, I rise in search of a hammer and step out onto the terrace.

After smashing the SD cards, I bag up the plastic and metal shards, and throw them in the trash.

I was hoping, like Luna, that these videos would provide some closure, but the guilt remains. Like a shadow in a fully lit room. I keep shining more light at it—this is what you wanted; you’re happy now—but it lingers, stubborn. They did so much for me. Took so many risks.

“We can talk our way out of this,” Luna said that morning in the hospital. “If you confess, I’ll say you’re lying. I’ll say you hit your head too hard to be trusted.”

“But it’s my fault,” I whispered.

“No, it’s not,” she said. “You didn’t do it. I’ll swear on my life. Benny will too.”

I should’ve guessed he’d be involved, but she hadn’t mentioned him yet. He hadn’t hinted at anything the few times I saw him. “He knows?”

“The truth?” She shook her head. “And let’s not change that.”

“Why?” I searched her intense brown eyes. “What does he think?”

“That I did it.”

She said it so matter-of-factly it took me a second. “What?”

She held up a hand. “Let him believe what he already believes.”

“No.” The very thought made my stomach twist. “I’m not letting you take the fall.”

“No one’s taking the fall. That’s the whole point. Just … trust me. You know as well as I do that Benny has a terrible poker face. Better if he’s out of the loop. At least for now. You can tell him eventually. If you want. But not until the police stop sniffing around.”

I was still confused.

“If they ask him about me and he has a strange reaction, it’s less suspicious,” she explained. “We’re divorced. It’s complicated. But they know how he feels about you. If he knows the truth, they’ll worm it out of him somehow. And he’ll never forgive himself if you end up going to jail for this.” Not I will never forgive myself, but Benny. Benny will never forgive himself. “Please. He loves you, Joy. I know you love him too.”

My heart panged with regret—it was too much to take in; too much to admit—but I told her the truth. “I do.”

She stood motionless for a long time. Unsure how to interpret the silence, I tried to apologize. “No,” she said, and I realized that she, like I, had been choking back tears. “I’m so glad.”

After that, we agreed on what to say.



I RETURN AN hour later to find Benny in the kitchen, standing at the sink with a steaming mug of coffee, both dogs at his feet.

“You’re back.” He opens his arms, and I tuck into his embrace. His white undershirt gives off the warm scent of eucalyptus and sleep, of Benny, and I burrow my nose into it.

“I’m back.”

“How was it?”

“I…” I take a moment. “I think I’m speechless.”

He asks no more, only squeezes me tighter, and we remain this way, without another word, until the dogs scratch at the back door.

“The internet is blowing up,” he says after letting them out. “Reviews are all good so far.”

I cover my ears, half joking. I told him I didn’t want to read any reviews, much less talk about them, but maybe I only meant the bad ones. My stomach flutters as I ask, hesitantly, “Yeah?”

He opens his mouth, and before my thoughts have a chance to catch up, my hands are waving for him to stop. “Never mind, I didn’t ask. Tell me nothing. Not a word. I don’t want to know.”

“But how do you really feel?”

I laugh, but it sounds hollow, even to my ears. “When do the interviews start?”

Glancing at the clock on the microwave, he says, “We have another hour.”

“Sixty minutes for you to read those reviews you’re never going to tell me about?”

“Sixty minutes for me to show you your surprise.”

“Surprise?”

His eyes twinkle as he leads me outside to the Zen Den, which was rebuilt, again, and christened as our full-time recording studio four months ago. A squirrel scampers to the roof, and our dogs turn frantic circles, sending wood chips flying in all directions as Benny opens the door.

I stop at the threshold.

On the opposite wall, behind our new recording desk, is a floor-to-ceiling painting of the family living room from the Happy Days studio set. However, pictured in it is not the original Happy Days cast. The only OG character is Fonzie, the king of cool, standing in the background with his thumbs up. In the foreground, on the iconic blue floral sofa, Benny and I sit squished together holding hands between our furry beagle-mutt costars, Richie and Potsie. The edges are painted to look like a seventies television, and the colors are saturated, and I immediately start crying when I see it.

“Oh no.” Benny touches my cheek, searching my eyes. “It’s too much, isn’t it? I knew it was too much. Fonzie—I shouldn’t have—that was stupid of me. I can take it down.”

He makes to remove it, but I grab his arm. “No.”

Several months ago, we threw the Fonz in the trash. The statue had too much history. But the fact remains that those two thumbs have saved my life in multiple ways. This gesture takes them back, gives them new meaning. From here on out, these happy days are Benny’s and mine. Live, and in Technicolor. “I love it.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Not too on the nose?”

“It’s absolutely too on the nose. But also perfect.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

He wipes a stray tear from my cheek. “Let’s say you’re finally together with your best friend, whom you’ve loved since the day you met, and you’re so excited about your new life together you might spontaneously combust. What do you do?”

“What do I do?” I wrap my arms around him. “Tell me first. Am I alone in my tandem kayak, or is he joining me this time?”

“He’ll join you, but you have to promise to stop sacrificing him to wild animals.”

“Fine. But only if he lets me have—” I angle back to meet his eye.

He waits for it. “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”

“Of course not. You’re going to do it willingly.”

Shaking his head, as if he can’t believe this is actually happening, he says, “Fine. You can have a sword.”

Through the windows of the recording studio, we see a flash of fur as the dogs chase another squirrel. Beyond that, slightly obscured by morning haze, is the jagged LA skyline. The air is warm, the promise of another hot fall day, and the wind is picking up strength. Unafraid, I tighten my hold on Benny as it whistles through the trees.
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