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         There was a buzzing sound somewhere in the distance, a little click-clicking, a rattlesnake or cicada or some other indeterminate
            desert creature.
         

         
         “You do not belong here.”

         
         Sonny wondered how the squat old man in his navy blazer and crooked glasses knew. No, Cecil, she thought, I do not belong here. This place isn’t for people like me.

         
         Sonny knew she was supposed to be awestruck by the landscape when the car pulled up to Sanctuary Resort & Spa: the jagged
            red mountain ranges surrounding her, the juxtaposition of the cacti and arid ground and unforgiving heat with the overflowing
            fountain in the center of the roundabout entrance. But she was just relieved to be done traveling. It was unexpectedly tiring,
            flying from Pennsylvania to Arizona, when really all she did was sit.
         

         
         

         Sonny became cranky and irritated by crowds and the sheer idiocy of people, which there was no shortage of in airports. She watched people clumsily maneuver their luggage and cram into the one empty seat at their gate instead of sitting in one of the forty empty seats just over there, as if sitting at the wrong gate would prevent them from flying. Traveling made people more susceptible to stupidity and insolence. Sonny had only flown once before (technically twice, round trip), but even she knew this universal truth. They wouldn’t miss the boarding announcement because they were an extra twenty feet away and everyone knew they were going to stand up as soon as they heard that “boarding will start in a few moments” anyway, just so they could squeeze in before everyone else, because that extra ninety seconds on the plane would really make all the difference. 

         
         Flying was disgusting. Sonny had been stuck sitting next to a child on the plane. She knew that he was staring at her—she
            could always feel the sensation of eyes upon her—but she pretended not to notice. Eventually, she couldn’t take it and needed
            it to stop, so she conceded and looked at him and that’s when he told her, “I like beans.”
         

         
         Sonny thought for a moment, unsure how to respond to this child of—four, five, six, nine years? She didn’t know anything about
            kids despite once having been one, and she didn’t know the rules about engaging with them. She looked up at the mom in hopes
            of help, but she was completely oblivious, so after a moment of deliberation Sonny finally nodded and told him, “Me too.”
         

         
         The boy accepted her answer and turned his full attention to a superhero movie that Sonny suspected was too violent for a
            child his age, however old that was. Later, during the flight, Sonny could feel the boy’s eyes upon her again, but she wouldn’t
            turn toward him that time, despite her curiosity of what he might tell her, because she could also see out of the corner of
            her eye that he was picking his nose and eating it. Sonny remembered the distinct tangy taste from her own childhood, but
            it still made her gag. She slid her black Beats over her ears. They looked comically large on her small head, and they had
            stopped working a week after she’d snagged them from a bucket labeled Electronic Miscellany at her local Goodwill. She wore
            them daily, enjoying the barrier they provided to the outside world, the clear message they conveyed to people: Leave Me Alone. It was the best $12 she had ever spent.
         

         
         Sonny avoided looking at the child when she got up to use the bathroom but walked slowly so that she could look at all the other passengers. She imagined what would happen to them if the plane were to crash and she was marooned on an island with them, the other survivors. That man there, with the blue checked tie and the neck pillow, typing on his laptop, he would be the one to reluctantly, yet eagerly, claim his position as leader, an act of heroic martyrdom that he would take oh-so-seriously. The woman behind him with the Snoopy tattoo on her forearm and thick red glasses would attack someone over the last bag of complimentary shortbread cookies. She would claw at them with her peeling black-painted fingernails until they bled, the group having to band together just to tie her up against a palm tree while she raged. The acne-ridden teenage boy would run away and try to survive on his own. His mom had just died of an infection from a shrapnel injury after days of agonizing pain and believing she’d finally gotten through the worst of it and might just make it after all. He would be grief-stricken, but the sunshine would clear up his skin and he would be happy and find peace eventually, learning to provide for himself and surviving alone for years before finding his way into a native tribe where he would wed the chief’s daughter and become their best fisherman. And this lady, anxiously awaiting middle age, all prim with her gold-buttoned tweed blazer and dragonfly brooch, her blown-out hair tall above her head and her round cherub cheeks that gave away her youth, still aching for innocence: she would be the first to suggest eating someone. 

         
         

         “You’re over here, miss, in the priority line,” a tall, thin man said, jolting her back to the giant beige room where she
            had somehow found herself.
         

         
         “Oh,” Sonny replied. She had never been in a priority anything. She was flustered, unsure how to handle such responsibility,
            until she realized both lines, priority and otherwise, had no one in them. The resort lobby was bare, save for a small round
            table in the center of the room with nothing on it but a large clear glass sculpture shaped into a knot. She stepped up to
            the man facing her on the other side of the priority desk and gave the other, non-priority employee an apologetic look.
         

         
         

         Sonny had been greeted at the airport by Cecil, a very, very old man who insisted on carrying her luggage to the black luxury SUV. She assumed she would be shuttled with a dozen other people in one of those large white vans with a logo on the side that she’d seen on the commercials advertising all-inclusive resorts in Jamaica. Cecil had struggled to lift her luggage into the back of the car but insisted he didn’t need help. Sonny watched him through the rearview mirror, sitting on her hands and chewing her lip, picturing his knee giving out or his heart bursting from the strain. 

         
         Cecil had been widowed three times already and would likely be widowed once again by the end of the year. Poor man just didn’t
            know when to give up.
         

         
         He finally got the luggage loaded and gave her a canvas bag with the Sanctuary logo embroidered on the side. A large S in the center, with a smaller R&S underneath it, and the outline of a flower above it—one of those big-petaled ones that
            looked like a lily but wasn’t a lily. Inside the bag was a water bottle with a matching logo, a package of trail mix, lemon-scented
            wipes, a purple crystal in a mesh bag and a folder that contained a map, summaries of all the offered activities and Sonny’s
            personalized itinerary.
         

         
         When booking the trip, Sonny had opted to have an experience planner take care of everything. She relinquished all control
            of her stay to Taissa, who ensured it would be a fulfilling yet relaxing week, full of surprise and wonder—Taissa’s words,
            not Sonny’s.
         

         
         

         “How was your trip in today?”

         
         “Great, thanks,” Sonny told the grinning man behind the front desk and she wondered what he would have done if she hadn’t
            lied and had instead told him, “Terrible.”
         

         
         After checking in, Sonny was handed off to Lucy, who had even more enthusiasm than the man at the front desk. Lucy guided her along the winding paths of the resort to her room. She pointed out the main pool (which was different from the fitness pool), the Zen garden (which was different from the meditation garden), the fitness center, the climbing wall, the spa. She told her about the smoking area near the entrance of the resort, and said smoking is off-limits anywhere else. She gave Sonny a look that indicated she knew she was a smoker, even though she wasn’t. 

         
         All of the buildings blended into the backdrop, their exterior walls mimicking the colors of the earth and wildlife surrounding
            them, and had an excessive amount of windows that would be a liability in any other landscape that threatened natural disasters.
            At Sanctuary, combined with the low-slung structures and muted color palette, they simply added to the effect that they weren’t
            there at all.
         

         
         “There aren’t many rules here,” Lucy explained, “but there is an expectation of being considerate to your fellow guests.”
            Don’t be loud. “There are often familiar faces roaming around, so discretion and privacy are highly valued.” Don’t pester the celebrities.

         
         Sonny didn’t listen to much of Lucy’s tour. She was distracted by the people. There was a gaggle of women by the pool responsible
            for a shallow babble. They all had tall glasses of something bubbly in their hands and huge hats and sunglasses. Sonny couldn’t
            tell who was talking; they were all animatedly moving their arms. There were other sunbathers on the wooden chaise lounges
            and people serenely floating in the large bean-shaped pool. An oasis in the desert—wasn’t that what she had read? She wanted to stop and take it in, to touch something solid that let her know it was real,
            and to look around and inspect the desert, to see if it was like her mother had described.
         

         
         Lucy stopped talking as she approached a small rust-colored building and handed Sonny a key card. Sonny looked around to figure
            out which door was hers until she realized there was only one door and the entire building was hers. All along the curving
            walkway were identical buildings, separated by whatever type of trees grew in the desert.
         

         
         “Welcome to your room!” Lucy said with a flourish as she entered through the front door. “You can stop by the front desk or use the phone in your room to reach me anytime!” 

         
         “Anytime?” Sonny asked.

         
         “Anytime,” Lucy confirmed.

         
         

         Lucy’s husband had told her the night before that he was leaving her for a younger version of her, but she told herself it
            was for the best and she didn’t need him anyway. She’d find an older version of him, maybe one who could grow a full beard
            and actually satisfy her. She smiled too widely and blinked a thousand times to ward off the tears.
         

         
         

         Just before leaving, Lucy spun around and told Sonny, “Oh, I almost forgot! There’s a welcome reception this evening for our
            arriving guests. There are cocktails and hors d’oeuvres and you’ll have an opportunity to mingle with some of the other guests
            who have just arrived! It’s at six by the palapa.”
         

         
         “What’s a palapa?” Sonny asked.

         
         “Well, it’s . . . it’s kind of like a large, round pergola, I suppose.”

         
         “What’s a pergola?” Sonny asked.

         
         “Well, I would say it’s kind of like a large, square palapa, but . . .” Lucy pondered for a moment before continuing. “It’s
            on the Sanctuary map in your welcome packet, but if you stop by the main reception area beforehand, someone will be happy
            to escort you over there.”
         

         
         

         Lucy left and Sonny examined her suite. It was much larger than she expected. She had seen pictures online but figured one of those real estate camera lenses had been used to make it look deceptively spacious like the ones that convinced her to sign a rental agreement for her own apartment without ever seeing it only to realize much too late that her bedroom was so small she couldn’t have both her closet and bedroom doors open at the same time. But this room was surprisingly bigger in person. There was an oversized entryway and a bathroom bigger than Sonny’s own kitchen. The main room had large glass sliding doors that led to a private patio with views of distant, sunburnt mountains. Sonny’s room, the selection that had garnered her the priority status, included a small private pool and a separate hot tub, which seemed gratuitous given the daily temperature often exceeded one hundred degrees. 

         
         Sonny jumped on her overstuffed bed and had an impulse to do a cartwheel in the empty space that filled up the room, before
            falling to the ground because she had never learned to do a proper cartwheel. She stayed on the ground and watched the ceiling
            fan spin. She noticed the ceiling was painted a color that she could not name. Not as bright as white and not as milky as
            cream. It was flawlessly painted and uninterrupted by those yellow splotches on her own bedroom ceiling that seemed to grow
            each week. She closed her eyes and imagined the stars up above it, obscured by daylight, wondering if she’d be able to see
            them at night now that she was actually in the desert, where the sky was promised to be endless and unspoiled.
         

         
         Her luggage was tucked in a corner, and she wondered how anyone had managed to get it there so quickly, before she had even
            arrived at her room. She then wondered if she should have tipped Lucy. She considered calling the front desk to ask but thought
            they might think she was dim, and she didn’t have any cash on her anyway. The last thing Sonny wanted was for the resort workers
            to think she was ill-equipped at being a proper adult. At only twenty-five, Sonny had experienced both more of life and less
            of life than most people. She had learned when and how to roll someone on their side while they slept by age six but also
            had never been on a carousel.
         

         
         

         Sonny had fallen asleep alone staring at her bedroom wall, which was covered in drawings and sketches that had come together to form a giant beautiful, chaotic mural. Doodles of animals in pencil, abstract shapes drawn with crayons, fanciful words scribbled in Sharpie. The ceiling was similarly devoid of blankness, covered with small stars that could only be seen in the dark, connected by thick lines in different colors, forming figures that didn’t resemble any of the ones in the actual night sky. 

         
         She woke up to the bed shaking and a retching sound coming from the figure next to her, but she didn’t panic. Sonny crawled
            out of bed and walked around to the other side and tugged at her mother’s shoulders. It took a couple of tries but eventually
            she successfully rolled her mom onto her side so that she wouldn’t choke on her own vomit. She pushed the hair out of her
            mother’s face and tucked it behind her ear, gave her a hug, and said, “It’s okay, Mama.”
         

         
         Sonny stared up at the ceiling, comforted by the glow of the small stars, as she fell asleep for the second time that night.

         
         

         A few months after Sonny’s mom died, Della decided that Sonny needed to paint her bedroom, covering up a decade’s worth of
            accumulated artwork. Sonny looked at her grandmother, searching for any trace of her mother, of herself, some proof that they
            all shared blood and chromosomes and whatever other genetic material that made people family. She found none.
         

         
         “I don’t want to,” Sonny told her.

         
         “It’s bad for resale,” Della argued.

         
         “Are you selling the house?”

         
         “No, we don’t own it.”

         
         “Are the owners selling it?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Then why do we care about resale?”

         
         Della pressed the roller in her hand and said, “Paint, Sonny.

         
         “And take down that crap, too,” she added, pointing up at the stars.

         
         Sonny painted, as Della had told her to, and she removed the stars, as Della had told her to, though it had been a cumbersome process. She dragged a chair around the room with shoeboxes stacked precariously on top of it, and even then she had to stand on her toes to reach them. Della insisted she throw them out—“No need for holding on to garbage, little bird”—and watched Sonny to make sure she did as she was told. 

         
         She managed to leave one star on the ceiling, undetected by Della. In Sonny’s most forgiving moments, she recalled that Della
            had noticed the star and chosen not to mention it, but more likely than not, that was a story Sonny told herself, a product
            of her imagination.
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         Sonny spread out her clothing in the dresser and hung some items in the closet even though she didn’t deem the clothing worthy
            of the expensive-looking wooden hangers. She unpacked her toiletries in the bathroom and studied herself in the mirror. Her
            dark brown waves and caramel eyes were inherited from her mom. Her puffy pink lips and slight build might have come from her
            father, but there was no way of knowing. She used the triple magnifying face mirror attached to the wall to look at her pores
            and wondered if they were too small or too large; she didn’t know because she’d never seen them this close-up before. She
            widened her mouth to reveal food between her teeth that she wouldn’t have noticed in the normal mirror. So she flossed, flinging
            little bits of white crud onto both mirrors. She skipped her top front teeth since there was never anything stuck in the sizable
            gap between them.
         

         
         Her hair was unruly, but it didn’t faze her since it was always in a constant state of disarray. It’s not that she didn’t
            care, but that she didn’t know what to do with it. Everything she tried—brushing it, not brushing it, blow-drying it—made
            it worse, so she just let it be or pulled it into some type of knot behind her neck. Her big, round eyes and pouty mouth resembled
            a child who was on the verge of tears, and oftentimes people’s first impulse upon seeing her was to say, “What’s wrong?”
         

         
         The room was cold, so Sonny found the thermostat and turned the temperature up. It was so hot outside that most people relished the aggression of the cold air upon entering their bungalows, but Sonny found it offensive. She got cold easily. And hot easily. “Thin skin,” her grandmother had always told her. She got so cold during the long Pittsburgh winters, but she would rarely turn her heat up above sixty to avoid an exorbitant heating bill. She would microwave mugs of hot water just to hold them between her hands in the evening as she read the tattered pages of whatever book she’d most recently grabbed from the Little Free Library. She would have been a coffee drinker if the smell of it didn’t instantly make her run to the bathroom. 

         
         Sonny sat in the chair in the corner of the room before moving to the floor—it was one of those chairs that looked inviting
            but was markedly uncomfortable. She looked at the blank page in her lap and twisted the tip of her pen. Sonny hadn’t used
            the notebook in almost two years, since her grandmother had died, but she realized that it felt good to hold a pen again,
            to feel the weight of her notebook resting on her legs.
         

         
         

         Sonny got lost on her way to the reception to ask for her escort to the palapa. She would ordinarily skip any event that advertised
            mingling but Lucy’s mention of food convinced her, since her dinner reservation wasn’t until seven and she was starving due
            to the jet lag. She ended up in a cluster of small huts that echoed with the sounds of groaning. She continued to meander
            through the narrow pathways, trying her best not to look lost, when a woman wearing something that resembled hospital scrubs
            asked her if she was lost. The woman pointed her in the right direction and Sonny stood at the back of the reception area
            before getting up the nerve to step into the priority line. Her cheeks flushed, and she felt the urge to let everyone know
            that she wasn’t usually priority, but that she was like them, one of the normals. Less so even, lower than normal, normally.
         

         
         The man at the front of the normal line was berating the desk agent because of an issue with the air-conditioning in his room. Or possibly the window. Or the bed. There seemed to be a slew of complaints and the man was huffing and puffing and red in the face. It didn’t make sense why people were cruel to customer service workers. Yelling at the desk agent was not likely to get him an upgrade. He should be nice to the people who held his fate in their hands for the next five to ten days. Sonny knew how the employees would react behind closed doors, that they would recognize him, they would whisper. They would be the appropriate amount of nice to him and then sabotage his stay in the small ways they could. This was perhaps because she knew the feeling of unwarranted anger directed at her for something she was entirely not responsible for, the result of her formative years spent enduring her grandmother’s unrelenting hostility. She had also spent years in the service industry, and then more recently in human resources, which was ironic given her general detachedness. 

         
         Sonny shoved her hands into her hoodie pockets and squeezed, before immediately releasing because of the stabbing pain in
            her left palm. She had temporarily forgotten about the small plastic star with only four points intact and a sharp nub. The
            lone star that she had managed to save.
         

         
         One of the points had broken when she pried it from the ceiling after Della’s death. She had tried to stick it on the ceiling
            in her apartment bedroom, on one of the few white areas between the masses of yellow, but it kept falling down, the old tacky
            putty gone brittle. So she’d put it in her pocket, where it stayed for the next two years.
         

         
         

         “It’s cold,” said Sonny’s mother.

         
         Sonny threw some version of a snowball at her mother, but the slushy ball of ice collapsed in midair. She was seven and the
            tips of her fingers had started to go numb.
         

         
         “Let’s go inside,” her mother told her.

         
         Sonny was freezing and did want to go inside, but she also wanted to stay outside, sitting alone with her mom, avoiding Della and attempting to make snowmen that inevitably slumped down into a small mound. The snow had fallen in big, fat, beautiful flakes the day before, the type that people dream of seeing on Christmas Day, sipping their cocoa next to a roaring fire, but the freezing rain that had fallen overnight turned the snow into the consistency of a snow cone, according to Sonny’s mother, since Sonny herself had never had one. 

         
         “You’re not missing out,” her mother had assured her. “They’re icky. Just sugar-flavored ice.”

         
         Sonny thought that didn’t sound icky at all, but she chose not to argue.

         
         “Can we stay outside a few more minutes?” Sonny asked.

         
         Her mom tugged at her hat and folded her arms tightly across her chest. “Just another minute or two.”

         
         They sat and drew pictures in the snow with sticks. Sonny made a heart and her mom drew something that looked like a banana
            with an extra end.
         

         
         “What’s that?” Sonny asked her mom.

         
         “A cactus.”

         
         “Oh. Do you like cactuses?”

         
         “I do, Sonny.” She closed her eyes and got the dreamy look on her face that she often did when telling one of her stories.
            They grow in the desert.”
         

         
         “Where’s the desert?”

         
         “It’s in a lot of places. There’s a desert in the Southwest of America.”

         
         “What’s it like?”

         
         “Hot. It’s hot, all the time. No snow. And there’s sand, stretching for miles and miles. And these grow there,” she said,
            pointing to the cactus she had drawn. She explained that the desert was dry and full of plants of all shapes and sizes that
            looked nothing like the ones sold at the florist shop they passed on the way to school.
         

         
         “There are wild horses that run through the desert and you can walk for days and not see a single, breathing soul.”

         
         Sonny thought being hot all the time sounded almost as terrible as being cold all the time, but she didn’t tell her mom that.
            Instead, she nodded and said, “That sounds nice.”
         

         
         Always hungry for more, Sonny asked, “When did you go there?”

         
         “When I was young,” her mother told her, laughing at the absurdity of herself, because she was still objectively young. “Well,
            younger. Eleven, twelve years ago? I don’t know. We hitchhiked to Arizona from California.”
         

         
         “Who were you with?”

         
         “Just some guy,” she said, waving away his significance.

         
         Sonny liked to imagine it was her father in the story, but both math and rationality ruled that out.

         
         “And it was so noisy, but not like here, with the garbage trucks and the sirens and the people. The noises are strange and
            foreign, coming from every direction, from creatures you can’t even see.”
         

         
         Later that night, her mom stood atop the bed and rearranged a handful of the stars into the shape of a cactus. She proceeded
            to tell Sonny a story about a snake who lived there and spent his days slithering around, collecting cactus flowers. She explained
            that in the desert you could see all of the real stars, because it wasn’t polluted by city lights.
         

         
         “We had a small tent and spent night after night camping out there. The night sky was the best part, Sonny. It was endless,
            just so, so big, and it made me feel so, so small. It was beautiful.”
         

         
         “Will you take me someday, Mama? To the desert?”

         
         “Yes, baby. I’ll take you to the desert.”

         
         

         The woman behind the belligerent man stood with her hands clasped, perfectly patient and unaffected. She looked over and caught
            Sonny staring at her, and she widened her eyes and grimaced. Can you believe this asshole? Sonny smiled back and shook her head slightly, rolled her eyes.
         

         
         The woman, Allana, was poised and elegant even in her dingy gray sweatpants. She had on a navy cropped sweatshirt with a familiar symbol on it that Sonny knew was expensive without knowing what it was. She started fishing around in her bag, searching for some unseen thing, and Sonny had a strange longing to do something, to offer help, but shook the impulse aside. 

         
         “Miss Magee?”

         
         The priority desk agent motioned for Sonny to come to the desk, and Sonny felt guilty for getting assistance before the other
            woman, but she also lifted her chin just so as she walked up to the priority desk.
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            Allana

            Allana was ten feet tall and beautiful. Her black hair was straight and smooth and shiny even a week postwash. Her creamy
               olive skin looked the same as it had when she was seventeen, a product of her Korean and Greek heritage.
            

            
            She had gone to the front desk to inquire about transportation to a local health food store she had found online, four miles
               away. She’d considered running there, but she was supposed to be on vacation, and a place like Sanctuary would surely provide
               a ride in an emergency like the one Allana was experiencing. One of her bags had gotten lost in transit—the consequence for
               being unwilling to travel with only a carry-on, like her husband had always advised.
            

            
            Allana tucked a few stray hairs behind her ear while she patiently waited in line. Her long hair was pulled back, which was typical since she didn’t like her hair in her face. It was impractical, wearing her hair down. She didn’t understand why so many women spent so much time on their hair. This was partially because she had never experienced flyaways or tangled knots or simply unruly, disagreeable hair. Hair was an afterthought, an accessory she never removed, like her diamond studs or her wedding ring. It got in the way of the important things in life. Work, exercise, eating, washing her face. Mostly, Allana didn’t like the way other women looked when touching their hair. She thought it aged them down. Not in a good way. Grown women tucking their hair behind their ears looked naive and immature. Subconsciously, she took her clients less seriously the moment they started twirling their hair with their fingers. A few IQ points knocked off with that one simple move. 

            
            

            When Allana was thirteen she had a friend that chewed her hair. They had the same homeroom and ate lunch together every day.
               She didn’t think much of the hair chewing at first, but over time it’s all Allana could see when she looked at Emily. Emily
               talked about her geometry test. She talked about volleyball. She talked about her crush on Danny Collins. Allana didn’t hear
               any of it. All she saw was a thick strand of hair, wet at the ends, wrapped around Emily’s right pointer finger, making the
               tip turn cherry red. One Tuesday, Allana was walking toward their usual lunch table when she stopped about ten feet away.
               Emily was already there, sucking on her hair. She took a sip of her boxed apple juice and then stuck the spit-darkened tendril
               back in her mouth. Something inside Allana snapped. She shook her head, turned around and sat at another table. She never
               spoke to Emily again. This wasn’t unusual for Allana, friends coming and going, annoying traits ending relationships with
               the change of the seasons. People came in and out of Allana’s life and she didn’t mind. Such is life. There was no need to
               be sentimental about it.
            

            
            

            Allana had a rotation of looks for work: a low, tight bun, a ponytail that wrapped around itself covering the hairband, the
               occasional chignon. A tight, high bun for her Wednesday evening and Saturday morning yoga classes. A ponytail braided and
               cinched at the bottom for running. It was a mystery to her: the women who ran with loose ponytails. The hair sticking to their
               sweaty necks. For Allana, the hair needed to be restrained during a run or it became a distraction. A headband was essential,
               too. Otherwise sweat would run down her face and she would need to wipe it. Another unnecessary distraction.
            

            
            That day at Sanctuary, Allana’s hair was pulled loosely back with a scrunchie. A $28 silk scrunchie. A break from the tight styles she normally wore for work, which often gave her a headache. Better a headache than looking like a child. Or worse, disturbing her focus. Remaining focused was Allana’s unspoken mantra. Still, there was nothing so satisfying as pulling her hair down at the end of the day, feeling her scalp release the tension it had been holding. She would stand barefoot on the cold marble tile in her large white bathroom and gently rub her head while she moaned with relief. 

            
            The lost bag contained not only Allana’s toiletries and beauty products, but her vitamins, which she took every morning before
               having her green juice and eggs. The vitamins were part of a fastidious health regimen. She didn’t eat dairy or sugar or alcohol
               except for one glass of wine a week, often being the butt of teetotaler jokes, but still she never gave in. She exercised
               religiously and had a rigorous hygiene routine that involved no fewer than ten different facial creams and oils. She received
               weekly massages and drank exactly eighty ounces of water per day, which she knew because she filled up her thirty-two-ounce
               bottle three times a day except for the third time, where she filled it up exactly halfway. Her body was a temple.
            

            
            Allana regretted not shelling out the extra however much on the luxury suite when she noticed the girl—no, woman—next to her,
               being tended to before her. Allana had a bad habit of thinking of young women as girls, even though she had considered herself
               a woman from the time she’d hit puberty, at the ripe age of twelve. The woman in the line next to her looked too young to
               drink, much less get priority service at a five-star resort. Allana figured she was the daughter of some tech CEO or a politician,
               the type who resented her father and everything he stood for, but enjoyed the luxuries and perks that came with everything
               he stood for.
            

            
            She may be young, Allana thought, but at least she doesn’t play with her hair.
            

            
            The woman had a sad face, even when she smiled at Allana, bonding over the absurdity of the shouting man. She wondered what made someone have a sad face like that—if it was genetics, pure dumb luck, or a lifetime filled with pain. 

            
            

            When she was fourteen, Allana’s dad died. She remembered being sad, but she didn’t remember the feeling of the sadness itself.
               She sometimes doubted she’d ever been a child. She knew she must have been—it was an indisputable fact, and there was photographic
               evidence and a scar on her mother’s abdomen to prove it. But she didn’t remember it and had a hard time grasping how childhood
               could be so influential when she couldn’t recall any of it. She knew the significance of one’s childhood—it was a necessary
               acknowledgment in her line of work—but she often thought it was unfair that the most influential period of one’s life was
               so often forgotten. The tendency to overthink these things was an occupational hazard.
            

            
            Allana rarely spoke of her father, even with her own mother. They had a practical and functional relationship. It balanced
               on a thin line of exchanges. They exchanged niceties. They exchanged pleasantries. They exchanged meta summaries of the prior
               weeks during obligatory monthly phone calls: a twisted ankle (her), a dentist appointment (her mom), a new sushi restaurant
               that was mediocre (her), an anecdote about the new caddie who kept handing her the wrong clubs (her mom). They exchanged cashmere
               sweaters and leatherbound planners at Christmas. Their relationship was not incredibly warm or intimate, but it was not cold
               either. Tepid. Sanitary.
            

            
            Even her husband had heard little to nothing about Allana’s dead father. He’d had to worm his way into her heart, and once
               he had, he’d discovered it was full of little locked doors.
            

            
            Miles asked Allana to marry him three times before she finally said yes, but she refused to change her last name despite his family’s insistence. His traditional English parents found her modern ways slightly repugnant, and Allana secretly enjoyed it. They met through mutual friends when Allana lived in London, and Miles followed her back to the US when her fellowship was over. His family was unhappy about it and Allana reveled in their disapproval. Some people would wonder what kind of person that made them—to relish in others’ pain—but Allana didn’t wonder because she knew what kind of person she was. Being a psychologist meant she understood her own motives and her own desires better than most. 

            
            Allana and Miles agreed they weren’t going to have children, and whenever Miles’s mother asked about grandchildren at Christmas
               Allana would just smirk and take a sip of her second drink, which she allowed herself, it being a holiday and all. The reason
               Allana didn’t want to have children was because she didn’t like children, but she told most people who asked that it was the
               best possible thing she could do to combat climate change. She cared a lot about the environment. She always bought local
               organic beef to cook in her five-thousand-square-foot home and always took her reusable coffee mug with her when she drove
               the two miles to Starbucks in her Range Rover.
            

            
            

            Allana stood at the back of the line proudly, as she always did, having already forgotten her regret for not booking the better
               room, because she wasn’t one to dwell on what she didn’t have.
            

            
            Allana was tall, thin, elegant, confident, successful, and all the other things that most women wanted to be. More importantly,
               she was all the things that she wanted to be.
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         The palapa turned out to be nothing like Sonny had imagined, though in fairness, the word palapa made Sonny think of an orangish fruit that tasted more like a vegetable. It was a large, simple structure with a giant round
            roof constructed of straw, like one of those huts on the beach where one might rent a surfboard if one should ever have the
            foolhardy desire to try to defy the laws of nature. It was still light out but there were twinkling lights hanging from the
            roof and a man sat outside the palapa on a small wooden stage strumming softly on a guitar.
         

         
         The man who had walked Sonny to the palapa told her that she would get acquainted with the twisty layout of the resort after
            a day or so, but she didn’t believe him. They walked along a path that she hadn’t been on with Lucy, past the restaurant and
            seemingly into the depths of the desert.
         

         
         Sonny was immediately offered a tall glass with a stem that felt too delicate for her fingers. “A Sanctuary Spritz,” the woman who had handed it to her had said. She held the glass gently with both hands and looked around the palapa, immediately spotting a flaw in the design of the structure: there were no walls. She had to make do with one of the supporting posts at the edge of the palapa and leaned her back against it, taking in the other guests, who all seemed so very happy to have the opportunity to mingle. Sonny felt underdressed in her airport clothes and zipped and unzipped her hoodie three times before deciding to leave it zipped halfway. 

         
         An older woman with a reddish-gray pile of hair and a very matronly dress stood by the pole to Sonny’s left and was clenching
            and unclenching one of her hands, tightening it into a fist and then stretching out her fingers wide, while she talked to
            a young couple.
         

         
         “Is that right?” the woman asked them, gently placing her unclenched hand onto the woman’s arm. “He sent you here as a gift?
            That’s so generous! I’ve never had an anniversary myself, much less a honeymoon, but I must say this sounds like a wonderfully
            extravagant way to celebrate.”
         

         
         “A little over the top, right? My dad always is, but we’re not prideful enough to reject his generosity,” the tiny blond wife replied, smirking and rolling her eyes in
            the way that only jaded adults do.
         

         
         “Mark and I—oh, I’m Chloe, by the way—we want to make the most of our time here,” the woman continued, “since we don’t get
            time away from the twins very often, so we signed up for a ton of great sessions. But to be honest, I’m mostly looking forward
            to lying by the pool as much as possible.”
         

         
         Sonny tried to watch the woman speak, but her eyes kept getting pulled downward, wondering how she managed to fit her two
            disproportionately large breasts into such a small amount of red fabric. Sonny tore her eyes away, not wanting to be like
            one of those creepy old men she always saw on the bus. The older woman had a faraway look in her eyes—envisioning the marriage
            and anniversaries she never had—as the husband, a hulk of a man, started talking about the smoothie-making class he had signed
            up for.
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            Chloe and Mark

            Chloe and Mark had been married for seven blissful years, though Mark often thought it had been six. When they had been married
               for six years, he often thought it had been five. And so on.
            

            
            Mark had been married once before, but he never thought much about his first wife—or the child he had with her, for that matter.
               When someone asked Mark how many children he had, his immediate response was always “Two,” before he wondered if it was too
               late to correct himself and say, “Three.”
            

            
            He often joked it was time for his wife to get pregnant again, to try for that boy, a junior, forgetting again that technically
               he already had a forgotten junior with his forgotten first wife.
            

            
            

            Mark found it irritating that Chloe seemed interested in talking with anyone that made eye contact with her, which was everyone, because, well, it was hard not to. He wondered if she’d chosen that dress just for the attention and clenched his jaw when he caught the old man standing a few feet away leering at her chest. The man immediately turned away, both ashamed and fearful when he met Mark’s stare. Mark had the type of face that made people either want to kiss him or punch him—or, in the case of the balding man across the palapa, run and hide from him. His skin was golden and pulled tight around his square jawline, and his hair was the same texture and shape of that of a Ken doll. His body, similar. 

            
            Mark waited for the boring old woman Chloe was chatting with to finally turn her attention to him and ask what he did for
               a living, but she never did, the old crone. Whenever people did ask the question, he would say, “I’m in law enforcement.”
            

            
            He worked as an evidence technician, collecting and organizing the evidence from crime scenes, which mostly consisted of shards
               of glass and pictures of muddy boot prints from burglaries. On Fridays, Mark went to the shooting range with a few cop buddies,
               but he was a terrible shot. Despite this, he had a vanity plate that said MARXMAN.
            

            
            As expected, Chloe had managed to bring up their daughters in conversation. She managed to bring up the twins in every conversation.
               He loved his daughters, sure, but he didn’t understand why women seemed to make them the center of the universe. He had other
               things going on in his life, for God’s sake.
            

            
            Mark called it babysitting when he spent time alone with his daughters. He roughhoused with them and did sword fights and
               the like until he tired out and lay on the floor while they danced around him in tutus. They would beg him to play princess
               and let them paint his fingernails, but he always said no.
            

            
            At parties Mark would comment about how difficult parenting was when they all knew he did nothing resembling parenting, but
               Chloe just smiled. Mark insisted that his wife cooked all the meals and did all the laundry and all the housework because
               she was better at it, but don’t worry, he wasn’t sexist—he had a T-shirt to prove it.
            

            
            

            Mark wished that Chloe wouldn’t advertise that their trip was a gift from her father. He knew how it sounded. Like he couldn’t
               provide for his family or give his wife nice things, so his father-in-law had to step in. The man always seemed to be undermining
               him in ways like that: gifting an anniversary trip, contributing to the twins’ absurdly expensive school, showing up to Thanksgiving
               with not one but two pies.
            

            
            The man had even bought Chloe’s engagement ring.

            
            Mark and Chloe had gotten engaged after Chloe announced that she was pregnant. Once they realized it was nothing more than a missed period because of her on-and-off keto diet that he had recommended to her, Chloe asked Mark if they should still get married. 

            
            “Yeah, that’s fine,” Mark had said, his eyes never leaving the screen of the football game he had been watching.

            
            “Great!” Chloe had said, doe-eyed, as she started to dry the dishes she had just finished washing from the low-carb spinach
               enchiladas she had cooked.
            

            
            So they got married and then got pregnant very quickly (for real this time), though not on purpose. Chloe was lazy with her
               birth control, forgetful about taking the pills for a few days at a time, in which case she would take all of the ones she
               had missed, thinking this was a reasonable solution even though it very much was not.
            

            
            

            Chloe was a simple woman. She had a big heart, an even bigger chest, and an average-sized brain. Like her husband, she had
               the body of a Mattel doll and about as much plastic in it. Chloe had received naturally blond hair and a timid temperament
               from her mother, and from her father she’d received nothing but intimacy issues and a taste for spicy food. Oh, and a lot
               of expensive gifts in her adulthood, which almost made up for the intimacy issues.
            

            
            In her youth she had been a cheerleader. She cheered in high school and was always the one thrown up in the air because of
               her teeny-tiny body, which she still had, except for the breasts she had since procured.
            

            
            She proudly claimed to have never burped in her life—she said she couldn’t even if she tried. Everyone suspected she was lying, but no one could prove it. She grew up in Los Angeles and never wanted to leave. It had once been a point of contention for her and Mark, who wanted to move somewhere where he could once again be a big fish like he had been growing up in Minnesota. Chloe wasn’t resolute on much in her life except for remaining in LA. So they stayed. They had a house that most people would call stunning, with giant windows that stretched from the floor to the twenty-foot-high ceilings and not one but two islands in the kitchen. Their daughters each had their own bedroom, though they usually had sleepovers in one of their rooms. There was a spare bedroom for Mark’s other child, the forgotten son, that also served as storage for spare exercise equipment. 

            
            

            Later that night, when they returned to their room, Mark would ask Chloe why they’d had to stay so long at the cocktail reception.

            
            “It’s nice to socialize.”

            
            Mark would sigh, then approach her and slide one of the straps of her dress down her shoulder, but Chloe would tell him, “Not
               tonight, hon. I’m tired. From all the socializing.”
            

            
            Chloe liked people and she liked talking to them, preferring to be in the company of others to her own. She had a lot of friends,
               or at least she knew a lot of people and their names and their partners’ names and some other anecdotal facts about them.
               Getting to meet strangers in a new place was a nice respite from the primary source of socialization she had in her typical
               daily life: her children. The twins were inseparable but argued incessantly. Whenever Chloe tried to intervene and resolve
               their quarrel, they would get identical confused looks on their faces even though they were fraternal twins. They would tell
               Chloe there was no problem, they were fine, they hadn’t been arguing at all, it’s just how they communicated. Chloe couldn’t
               handle the fighting that they claimed wasn’t fighting, so she left them with the nanny and went on a lot of long walks around
               their hilly neighborhood wearing one of her matching bra-and-yoga-pants sets.
            

            
            Her favorite was the pink one with mint-green stripes along the sides of the legs. It was her favorite because it was Mark’s
               favorite.
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            Gloria

            Gloria was a soft woman. Everything about her was soft. She had a soft, round face with soft, round features, a bright smile,
               slight dimples in her cheeks that were almost imperceptible. Two thin, vertical lines that appeared only when she laughed.
               Her skin was soft, the underside of her upper arm so soft she would rub it in the evenings while she watched the Cooking Channel.
               Her mannerisms were soft, like the slow, gentle nod of her head as she listened to whatever bullshit people said. Unlike most
               people, Gloria maintained eye contact the entire time people spoke to her, whether they were offensive or annoying or just
               plain dull. It would make people uneasy, but Gloria’s softness made them feel safe and heard.
            

            
            Gloria was on the cusp of old age. Her once-strawberry hair was starting to sprout streaks of gray, but her soft voice was
               so youthful that it sounded like she was twentysomething on the phone. She was the type of woman who crocheted despite not
               being a woman who crocheted. Her arthritis prevented her from doing any type of handiwork.
            

            
            Gloria was at Sanctuary all alone. She wished she were there celebrating an anniversary, like the young couple she had met
               at the cocktail reception. Though her beau would have certainly been more attentive than that Chloe woman’s.
            

            
            Glenn died when he was twenty-three, leaving Gloria as good as widowed. They had met when they were children summering on the Cape, and both of their families approved of their eventual teenage courtship since they both came from families who summered. Glenn and Gloria lived for those summers spent lazing on the beach and eating lobster rolls and sharing cones of ice cream on the boardwalk. The rest of the year was the too-long spring leading up to it. They wrote each other letters and one year even convinced their parents to take them to New York City over winter break so they could go ice-skating and share hot chocolate in the park. 

            
            After high school, Glenn proposed to Gloria and she said yes, but her parents said they wouldn’t pay for the wedding unless
               she went to college first. Education was important for a young woman who would get married and have babies and maintain the
               home. Gloria said she didn’t need a big wedding, but Glenn convinced her it wasn’t an unreasonable request since she was already
               planning to go to college and marriage was just a piece of paper anyway, so what was a few more years?
            

            
            Gloria lived with her parents while she studied English literature and library science and Glenn worked for his father’s investment
               firm. Education wasn’t important for a young man who was being taught everything he needed to know by his father in order
               to run the family business. Glenn and Gloria spent every weekend together, walking through parks and going to the movies and
               eating at restaurants with white tablecloths.
            

            
            On Wednesday evenings, Gloria secretly took a cooking class so that she could learn to make a cassoulet like Julia Child.
               She wanted to surprise Glenn with her newfound cooking skills after their eventual marriage, since he knew what a terrible
               cook she was. Glenn spent his Wednesday evenings taking French lessons so that he could take Gloria to Paris on their eventual
               honeymoon and surprise her by being able to speak French.
            

            
            One Wednesday evening, Glenn was walking home and practicing his conjugation—je danse, vous dansez, nous dansons—when a yellow taxicab turned right on a red light without slowing just as Glenn entered the crosswalk. At the exact same moment, Gloria was walking home carrying a dish of French onion soup when she dropped it onto the cement sidewalk and watched the brown ceramic break into little shards that were indistinguishable from the slivers of caramelized onion. 

            
            

            She never found love again and allowed herself to ache once a year for the children she never had. There was no sense in wallowing.
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         “Croquette?”

         
         Sonny turned her attention to a brown-haired man standing just two feet in front of her. Far enough away that she didn’t feel
            threatened but close enough that she could smell him, pine and mint and other fresh, green earthy things.
         

         
         “No, I’m Sonny,” she replied.

         
         He smiled but didn’t laugh at her.

         
         “Hi, Sonny. Would you like a croquette?”

         
         “Oh,” Sonny said, noticing the tray of crispy brown balls he was holding between them. “What are they?”

         
         “They’re filled with prosciutto and Comté—ham and cheese,” he clarified after seeing Sonny’s expression. “And they’re topped
            with a dollop of root vegetable puree, shaved garlic and pan-fried rosemary.”
         

         
         “That sounds . . . good?”

         
         “Yes, they are good,” he assured her.

         
         Sonny stared at the tray of impeccably placed spheres of fried dough on their white napkins. “Do I take one myself?” she asked
            the man.
         

         
         “Yes, if you’d like.”

         
         “Okay. Thanks,” Sonny said, gently lifting one of the croquettes from the tray and waiting for him to turn away before biting
            into it. It was crispy and creamy and had a thousand different flavors.
         

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “Yes?” The man turned back toward Sonny.

         
         She swallowed and licked her teeth before asking, “Can I grab a few more?”

         
         The man took a step toward her and offered a plate that he produced out of nowhere.

         
         “Take as many as you’d like,” he told her.

         
         She grabbed the plate and gently piled as many croquettes as she could fit onto it.

         
         The man leaned in just slightly, and Sonny felt her back press firmly against the pole. He leaned back slightly, undoing the
            action, before speaking.
         

         
         “My advice, though? Steer clear of the oysters.” He tilted his head toward a short woman walking nearby holding her own tray
            of pretty little things. “They overcook them here,” he whispered.
         

         
         She had no intention of going anywhere near an oyster because she wouldn’t know what to do with something served inside a
            shell, but she appreciated the advice nonetheless.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said.

         
         The man winked at her in a way that didn’t make her hate him like it usually did when people winked at her.

         
         

         “Take as many as you can,” Sonny’s mom told her as she shoved the freshly baked cookies into Sonny’s cloth bag.

         
         They had been walking home from somewhere, anywhere, Sonny couldn’t remember, and were only a block away from home when they
            smelled the cookies from outside the house. Her mother gestured to the large white For Sale sign next to a picture of a man
            with a nose that was too small for his face and a tie the color of an unripened banana. The two of them walked through the
            house and Sonny’s mom pointed out things she had no interest in, like the brand-new oven and the gas fireplace and the black
            and white tile in the bathroom.
         

         
         After what seemed an appropriate amount of time to feign interest in a house they weren’t remotely interested in, they went back to the kitchen and each took a cookie before Sonny’s mom told her to grab a few more. 

         
         They laughed the entire walk home, nibbling on the cookies, which were still so warm that they left small brown smears of
            chocolate on the inside of Sonny’s bag. Her mom held the flyer that the real estate agent had handed her and they looked at
            the pictures of the rooms, talking about the family that they imagined would move in there. Happy parents and happy children
            eating freshly baked cookies from their shiny new oven.
         

         
         

         Sonny found an empty tall table nearby to set her drink and plate on so that she could start attacking the mound of fried
            balls on her plate. She was on her third croquette when she heard a roar of laughter from across the palapa.
         

         
         Three women, clearly sisters, were all talking to each other at the same time. It was unclear which one had roared. They were
            almost identical, the three of them, with their similarly round bodies and stained-red lips. They had the same hairstyle,
            each with their own color. Dolls that came in sets of three: a blond, a brunette and a darker brunette. One of them was just
            barely louder than the others. She had the face of a baby owl and stood unlike the other two, both too self-aware and concerned,
            tugging at their shirt hems and wrapping their arms around their waists and adjusting their sleeves. She stood tall, with
            the self-assuredness of a much thinner woman. The owl-faced woman was talking so animatedly that she swung her arm into the
            man behind her, who had been swaying his hips ever so slightly to the tune of the song, clutching a foamy beer in one hand
            and his phone in the other, so tightly that his hands were beet red. She apologized profusely, but the man kept shaking his
            head, saying, “No, no, it’s fine! I swear!” and trying his best to ignore the wet trail that darkened his pale blue khaki
            pants, muttering something about wanting to find some chocolate milk instead anyway. When the woman turned away he finally
            looked down to examine himself and his face transformed into a visible scowl.
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            Dale

            Dale was invisible. He had that way about him. He was the man you sat next to every day on the subway and never noticed until
               that one day when you dropped your phone and he reached down, picked it up and handed it to you, served with a friendly smile
               as if he knew you, but you clearly did not know this strange man, so you said, “Thanks,” gave him a polite half smile and
               turned back to scrolling through whatever app it was you were on. Dismayed, he said, “You’re welcome,” and his smile faded,
               realizing you didn’t recognize him from the months—nay, years—of sharing the same daily routine with your knees practically
               touching. He was not surprised by this. He was used to it. I have that type of face, he told himself, convincing himself it was his face that was the problem.
            

            
            

            Dale wasn’t angry when the woman knocked the beer in his hand. He hadn’t even liked the beer; it was sour and fruity, unlike
               the beer he usually chose. The type that refreshed you after mowing the lawn.
            

            
            But he was annoyed that his soiled pants would have to be changed before dinner. He’d have to go back to his room and wake
               up his wife from her nap—she always needed a nap after flying—and she would take one look at him and the pants and say, “Oh,
               Dale. Not again.”
            

            
            

            Every morning Dale drank a large glass of chocolate milk. Each of his three children would have a small glass. His wife drank tea. She did the grocery shopping and she bought two gallons of chocolate milk every week while shaking her head. With his chocolate milk he would eat a piece of toast with homemade seedless raspberry jam and two eggs, scrambled, which he made himself because he insisted his wife made them too runny. He liked his eggs the texture of rubber. When he made his eggs he took them from opposite ends of the carton so that it would never feel unbalanced when he pulled it from the fridge. 

            
            On Mondays, Dale would go to JoJo’s Bagels and order two small cartons of chocolate milk to drink with his egg sandwich while
               he did his morning crossword that he had saved from the paper the day before. Then he would go to work, where he would sit
               in a chair that gave him a backache and do about two and a half hours of work during his eight-hour workday. He was an accountant.
            

            
            Dale wore steel-toed boots to work every day because he worked for a construction company. Sometimes he would do a site visit
               and get to wear a hard hat.
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         An older couple stood stiffly on the other side of the three loud sisters and subtly shuffled away, furthering themselves
            inch by inch away from the raucous sounds. Sonny couldn’t blame them; she would have done the same.
         

         
         Sonny watched the people, wondered things like What if the man, instead of waving away the matter, threw the rest of his beer in her face? What if the sister who just started
               talking loudly about her nut allergy ate one of those cashew-stuffed dates?

         
         The palapa had grown crowded and two more musicians had joined the guitarist—a singer and some sort of drummer.

         
         What if I walked over, gently took the guitar from the man’s hands and walked away?

         
         The noise became unbearable, and Sonny wished she had brought her headphones. She had the same paralyzing feeling that she had when she had worked at a grocery store as a teenager. She had only gotten the job because her grandmother’s friend’s cousin’s wife was the day manager, and her tenure there was embarrassingly short-lived. It had all been too much. The noise: the chatter, the beeping, the music. That god-awful music. And it wasn’t just the volume of the incessant noise at checkout lane number three, but it was the constant change. The fact that every few minutes there was a new person standing in front of her with new noises and a new voice and a new child and new questions all aimed at her. She quit before she had even been allowed to take the “Be patient, please. I’m in training!” sticker off of her name tag, which mistakenly spelled her name Sunny. Once every few months, if in a particularly bitter mood, her grandmother had felt the need to remind Sonny about that time
            she had let down her friend’s cousin’s wife.
         

         
         Sonny had had enough of the people-watching, so she slipped out of the palapa and made her way to the restaurant.
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         “Name?”

         
         The woman guarding the entrance to the restaurant was imposing, her face stern, like she had just forced a child to clean
            the chalkboard erasers, incongruent with the smiles and overly friendly greetings from the other staff at Sanctuary. Sonny
            felt as if this woman saw through her, like she knew Sonny was a fraud. But she wasn’t a fraud. She had paid for her stay
            here, just like the other guests. She could pay for her stay twentyfold and not notice the deduction from her swollen bank
            account. It was still so new that Sonny was nervous she would one day wake up and find it all gone, that there had been some
            mistake and the bank finally righted the wrong or perhaps that she was still in the hospital and had fever-dreamed it all.
         

         
         “Sonny Magee.”

         
         “Just you, Miss Magee?”

         
         “Yes. Just me.”

         
         “Follow me, Miss Magee.”

         
         The intimidating woman seated Sonny at a table for two and brusquely removed the other menu. Sonny was used to spending most
            of her time alone, but at that moment she felt it profoundly. Once again, she regretted not bringing her headphones.
         

         
         Sonny looked at the menu and discreetly googled some of the words on her phone under the table: cotija, calabacitas, tabbouleh, bisque. She asked the waiter for a glass of white wine—quickly changing her mind when he asked what type, asking instead for water
            with a lemon—and the house-cured salmon as her starter.
         

         
         All the other tables had multiple people seated at them. Couples, groups of three or four or more. Sonny was the only one
            seated alone and she, again, felt acutely aware of her aloneness. Most people don’t go to a place like Sanctuary alone. They
            go to enjoy it with someone or a group, to share the experience together. Not that they actually want the company; some just
            want to validate the experience they’re having, because if it’s not shared it may not be real.
         

         
         People don’t often notice those who sit alone unless there’s a particular reason to, like earth-shattering beauty or a bulking
            physical presence or an obvious defect, none of which Sonny had. She blended into the backdrop, a transparent figure reflected
            in the large windows along the wall. She looked around as she waited for her food and stared at each table, at each person,
            knowing that none of them would make eye contact. They were being generous, allowing her to stare uninterrupted for so long.
            This had always bewildered Sonny, how she could stare at someone for moments at a time without them realizing it—she could
            always feel when there were eyes on her. Whenever she was out in public she watched people, her eyes jumping from person to
            person, analyzing. Most people paid attention only to themselves or those they were with, their focus contained within a small
            three-foot radius. It was rare, but occasionally Sonny would catch someone else watching. She would feel it and look up, catch
            them in the act, which always left her feeling mildly satisfied. A like-mindedness.
         

         
         

         The woman Sonny saw earlier in the reception area walked into the restaurant. Sonny had noticed her absence at the palapa. Allana had traded in her sweats for a coppery silk dress with thin straps and no bra. She was with three other women, all equally tall, and Sonny wondered how all of these tall women happened to find each other, and if it made them more likely to be friends. Were tall people drawn to other tall people, magnetized by their physical dominance? Allana smiled at Sonny as she walked by, even as she continued talking to her friends. Sonny smiled back but a second too late for Allana to see. She’d always been slow to react. 

         
         After Sonny ordered her main course—lobster macaroni with a side of roasted broccolini—she noticed one other person had come
            in and sat alone. A woman about Sonny’s age and reading a book. She had poor posture and was plain-looking like a character
            from a British TV show. Sonny didn’t watch much television on account of not being willing to pay for streaming services—at
            least before her windfall—but she liked the occasional British show because they featured average-looking people with appropriately
            aged wrinkles, naturally crooked teeth and a bit of excess flab all over the body. Asymmetrical faces, normalcy. It was comforting
            to watch.
         

         
         For the last few years, she primarily used her boss’s accounts to stream television and movies, which she could access because
            Aaron’s passwords for everything were all the same: bigballz123. Sonny had helped him set up his new work laptop soon after
            being hired, and since she knew his password for that and learned quickly that he was simple-minded, she guessed his login
            information on her very first try. Eventually, he realized that someone was using his accounts because the shows she watched
            would appear under his Recently Watched. Apparently, his simple-mindedness had a limit. He reset his password, but Sonny was
            still able to access it by adding a money symbol to the end of the old one, a trick she had taught him when he needed help
            resetting his work password after getting hacked by one of the countless porn sites he frequented.
         

         
         She didn’t want to risk getting caught again, so she mostly used the only profile on his accounts she knew he would never look at: Kids, given that he didn’t have any children and likely never would because he would make a terrible father and no one would have sex with him and he probably had a very low sperm count anyway. And even if he did somehow manage to knock someone up, willing or otherwise, the woman would no doubt get an abortion, even if it meant traveling to another state, because the thought of bringing something into the world that was half him was unbearable. 

         
         The options on the Kids account were limited, so she mainly watched nature documentaries, and the occasional animated movie,
            which always left her feeling sad. When she wasn’t in the mood for nature, her standby was Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, which she had watched over and over as a child because it played almost every Saturday on channel twelve. She had always
            wanted a kindred brother to accompany her on her adventures like Jeremy and a beautiful and kind stepmother like Truly Scrumptious
            and a creative and playful dad like Caractacus, but really she would have settled for a grumpy and eccentric grandfather like
            Grandpa Potts.
         

         
         She was glad she could finally afford, or justify the expense of, her own streaming subscriptions, but she still watched a
            healthy amount of nature documentaries.
         

         
         

         Sonny shifted in her chair to watch the group of women as they lazily drank their cocktails and listened to one of the women
            discuss the virtues of intermittent fasting. At some point Allana leaned over and rummaged around in her bag, her entire arm
            disappearing as she searched, just as she had in the reception line. The women all continued talking at once.
         

         
         “Shit, I can’t find it,” Allana said.

         
         “Find what, babe?”

         
         “It’s all about activating a deeper level of fat burning,” one of the friends rambled.

         
         “Lottie, can you pass me the salt?”

         
         “It’s gotta be in here somewhere,” Allana muttered.

         
         “So you starve yourself?”

         
         “Periodically.”

         
         “What are you even looking for in there?”

         
         Allana held up her hand to her mouth, fingers pressed together as if she were smoking. Her friend rolled her eyes.

         
         As Sonny was preparing to leave, she listened to Allana and her friends discuss their plans for the following day.

         
         “I mean, Jen, do we really need three back-to-back classes tomorrow?”

         
         “We have to take advantage of everything this place has to offer,” Jen said pointedly.

         
         “The scheduled stuff isn’t a problem for me,” another said. “It’s all the free time. I get bored. Restless.”

         
         Sonny had never been to a resort like Sanctuary before—or any resort, for that matter—but she knew what this woman meant.
            When she had free time, she often felt immobilized, craving more . . . more what? Her mind wandered, envisioning scenarios.
            What if that man in the corner suddenly went into anaphylaxis, an allergic reaction to his celery juice? What if the waitress
               checked her phone and saw a text from her husband telling her that he’d won the lottery? What if I pulled up a chair to Allana’s
               table and asked the women about their lives? She stifled a laugh at that—she would never.
         

         
         Allana spoke up. “Emma, I have a very simple solution for boredom.”

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “You do something,” Allana said, smiling wryly. “People tend to sit around waiting for things to happen. Sometimes you just
            have to make things happen yourself. Get up and do something.”
         

         
         “Like what?” her friend asked.

         
         At that moment, Allana looked up and met Sonny’s stare. “Use your imagination.”

         
         

         “Get up and do something,” Della had said to Sonny, on innumerable occasions.

         
         “Like what?” Sonny would inquire.

         
         “Don’t know. Don’t care. But you wanna live in this world, you gotta live in it, Sonny. Or you’ll end up like your mother. You gotta . . . participate in your life.”
         

         
         Sonny found it uncharacteristically endearing for her grandmother, a woman whose days were identical (the primary variation
            being how many days old her coffee was), to give a “seize the day” speech. She wasn’t sure her grandmother was right—she seldom
            was—but she wasn’t sure she was wrong either.
         

         
         “How?”

         
         “Use that imagination of yours,” Della would say.

         
         

         It was a recent pattern, people urging Sonny to be more active in her own life. Her boss, on her last day of work, implored
            her to “Make the most of it” and “Live a little.” She had dismissed him immediately because he was an idiot.
         

         
         Then her ex (an overstated description) had told her the reason he was breaking up with her (also an overstated description).
            “You don’t really do anything.” She hadn’t taken that very seriously simply because their relationship hadn’t been very serious.
         

         
         But then there was that nurse in the hospital who had only appeared the one time, leaving Sonny to wonder if she had imagined
            her. Sonny had just woken from a dreamless sleep to the sound of a documentary about wildlife in the savanna. The narrator
            was describing the solitary life of leopards and how they eat alone and sleep alone and die alone.
         

         
         The nurse was standing at the foot of the bed watching the television with her hands on her hips and said, “Well, that’s fucking
            depressing.” She then noticed that Sonny was awake, took her vitals, examined a clipboard and said, “No one has come in to
            see you, Miss Magee.”
         

         
         It was merely an observation, but Sonny felt it was accusatory, even if true. She had always been a solitary creature.

         
         

         After dinner, Sonny went back to her room, only getting turned around once on the way there. During her nightly ritual she
            got to the end of her spool of floss and realized she hadn’t brought any extra and scolded herself for being so reckless.
            After a few moments of debating whether or not this constituted a reason to call Lucy—she had said anytime, after all—she made the call. It wasn’t Lucy who answered, but a deep-voiced man, and Sonny felt foolish for being surprised
            about that.
         

         
         “Miss Magee, how can we help you?”

         
         “Hi, yes, um. I need, I mean, do you have any extra floss that I can buy?”

         
         “Of course, we have complimentary floss we can bring to you. Is there any particular brand you prefer, Miss Magee?”

         
         “No, anything is fine. Thank you,” she told the man, not wanting to seem snobbish, even though she most definitely did have
            a preference.
         

         
         Six minutes later there was a knock at the door and the man, who was much smaller in person than his voice on the phone had
            sounded, presented Sonny with a teeny-tiny container of floss. She thanked him and stood by the doorway as he walked away.
            She hesitated, wary of being high-maintenance, but she knew that this would be entirely insufficient.
         

         
         “Excuse me? Sir?”

         
         The man turned around and met her with a convincing smile.

         
         “Yes, Miss Magee?”

         
         “I think I might need a little bit more,” she told him sheepishly.

         
         “Not a problem, Miss Magee. Would you like more tonight?”

         
         “No, no, tomorrow is fine! Anytime, really.”

         
         “Absolutely, we’ll bring some tomorrow,” he said as he turned on his heels.

         
         “Um, and could I get Reach, if you have it?”

         
         He turned back once again. “Yes, Miss Magee, absolutely. Anything else I can do for you?”

         
         “No, thank you. Have a good night.”

         
         “Will do, Miss Magee. You as well.”

         
         Sonny watched the small man walk away before making her way into the bathroom and using the entire container of floss.

         
         

         After a shower, Sonny sat outside on her back porch and listened to the cicadas. She dragged the lounge chair across the patio and gritted her teeth when she heard the scraping sound the foot of the chair made on the cement ground. She fumbled with the chair for a few minutes before figuring out how to lay it back into a reclining position. The desert night air was colder than she had expected, but she didn’t mind at all since she had a soft blanket draped over her body. She stared up at the black expanse above her and tried to identify some of the constellations before remembering she didn’t know any. It had been a long time since she’d seen any stars in the smog-filled sky at home. 

         
         She held up the small star that she’d been gripping and closed one eye, moving her hand around, finding a nice spot for it
            among the others. She imagined releasing it and watching it float up to join the others, taking its rightful place in the
            desert sky.
         

         
         

         When Sonny was a child, her mother would take a pen and connect the freckles on Sonny’s arms, creating and naming her own
            constellations. She would draw a line from one brown dot to another and another and another until she had formed a shape.
            She would tell Sonny, “This is Fiddle the frog, and he lives in a faraway wood where the days are long and birds sing sweet
            songs. His favorite food is jelly beans.” Sonny would giggle quietly and say, “And his favorite color is rainbow!” Her mother
            would add, “His best friend is a squirrel named Seymour, and together they like to play hide-and-seek. Seymour is much better
            at hiding than Fiddle. Fiddle always just sits like a little green lump next to the same tree, but sometimes Seymour pretends
            he can’t find Fiddle, just to be nice.”
         

         
         The constellation stories were always about animals until they were always about fairies until eventually they became about
            people, doing both boring and extraordinary things. Learning to tie their shoes, baking strawberry cupcakes, flying a rocket
            to the moon. It was one of Sonny’s favorite memories of her mom. Most of her freckles had faded away with her youth or from
            lack of sunshine or possibly both.
         

         
         

         Eventually, it became too cold for Sonny outside and so she went into the even colder room and crawled into the plushy king-sized
            bed, where her mind drifted between images of Della, her old boss, her ex, the nurse and, oddly, Allana. Their insistence
            on doing more.
         

         
         Sonny had taken small steps away from passivity in the recent weeks. That sunny day at work, at Zeta. The weeks following
            her departure. The decision to go to Sanctuary. Picking up her pen. But those had all been solitary actions.
         

         
         She thought of the leopards, alone in the savanna, eating, sleeping, dying alone, and the thought made her soul ache. She wondered if it was inevitable to end up just like her mother, like Della had warned for years. Not literally, because she had no interest in drugs or strange men with face tattoos, but by dying young because of some inherent quality in her, an undeniable fatal flaw. Sonny wondered if it was possible to die of loneliness. 
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         Sonny woke up and masturbated while thinking of absolutely nothing. It was the start of her daily morning routine, followed
            by going to the bathroom, washing her hands and brushing her teeth for a solid two minutes. She looked at her agenda and saw
            the first item was an 8 a.m. meditation session. Sonny skipped it and went to breakfast instead.
         

         
         

         A woman wearing a white button-up, a black pencil skirt and a name tag that said Joni asked Sonny if she wanted to order anything.
            Sonny looked at the huge buffet in the adjoining room.
         

         
         “Don’t I serve myself?”

         
         “Oh yes, sweetheart. But you can also order from the menu for made-to-order items.”

         
         Joni pointed to the leather-backed menu sitting on the table. She had a kind smile, and her face looked too young to be underneath
            that silver bun.
         

         
         Sonny ordered the salmon Benedict even though she wasn’t sure what hollandaise was. She filled up two plates from the buffet, and the mocha she ordered was waiting for her at the table when she got back. There was a pile of whipped cream on the top and it was dusted with cocoa powder or cinnamon or something else brown and Sonny was disappointed that the whipped cream didn’t taste like whipped cream at all. 

         
         As she had at dinner the night before, Sonny watched the other guests. Only one person met her stare, a woman with two others—presumably
            her sister, based on their matching dark blond hair and pointed chins, and her mother, who had the same green eyes as the
            ones that were staring back at Sonny. A girls’ trip. Sonny wondered what was going through this woman’s mind, if she, too,
            was watching, observing, or if she had just looked up by happenstance.
         

         
         The Benedict finally arrived and Sonny thanked Joni, who smiled graciously. Sonny ate everything on the plate, even the bed
            of spinach, but she hadn’t figured out what the hollandaise was. She didn’t drink her mocha because it smelled like coffee.
         

         
         

         On Sonny’s way out of the restaurant she noticed Allana sitting alone, riffling through her bag, yet again. Sonny watched
            her a moment, drawn to her for some inexplicable reason, and she heard Della telling her to participate. While advice from
            Della was generally best left ignored, Sonny considered it was time to heed it for once.
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            Allana

            Allana kept a hidden pack of cigarettes in one of her closet drawers, the second from the bottom, which was mostly empty except
               for a few old shoeboxes that originally contained shoes so expensive it would be criminal to throw the boxes out. The cigarettes
               were used sparingly—maybe once a month, after a particularly stressful day. Yes, her body was a temple, but sometimes she
               needed to do something bad to feel good. It was like microdosing a bad habit, and she felt it healthy to allow herself a release
               now and then.
            

            
            

            Later that afternoon, when Allana needed a break from her friends, she planned to sneak off to the Zen garden, pull out her
               cigarette and take in a long drag before exhaling. She knew there was a designated smoking area, but she had decided that
               the Zen garden would be her designated smoking area.
            

            
            But it was morning, and Allana already craved the cigarette, and here she was, unable to satiate the craving because she couldn’t
               find the cigarette that she was certain she had placed in her bag. Her spares, of course, were all in the bag that had been
               lost at the airport.
            

            
            

            Allana was overwhelmed with relief when she stepped outside and saw the girl—no, woman—sitting on a bench passing a pack of cigarettes between her hands. The woman eyed Allana expectantly, and Allana figured she must have seen her rooting around in her bag for the cigarette all those times. Perceptive little thing. 

            
            “Mind if I grab one?” Allana asked, and Sonny nodded, handing her the entire pack.

            
            “You can have them,” she said quietly.

            
            “You sure?” Allana asked.

            
            “Mm-hmm. They keep extra at the front desk. In case you need more.”

            
            “Thanks,” Allana said, taking a cigarette out, wishing she had thought to go to the front desk herself. “Light?”

            
            Sonny’s cheeks flushed just slightly. Others might not have noticed, but Allana, too, was perceptive. Sonny shook her head
               slowly and apologized.
            

            
            “No worries. I’m sure I’ll find one around here somewhere.”

            
            Allana eyed Sonny for a second. “Here,” she said, handing Sonny a small tube that read SPF 1000. She felt an unusual desire
               to protect this girl, or at least protect her skin—she felt very strongly about skin care.
            

            
            “Consider it payment for these,” she said, holding up the pack. “It’s specifically for your face. Looks like you’re not used
               to this strong of sunshine.”
            

            
            “I’m not,” said Sonny. “I’m from Pittsburgh.”

            
            “Terrible city. No offense.”

            
            “None taken.”

            
            “You should consider moving.”

            
            “Okay,” said Sonny. “I will.”

            
            Allana gave Sonny a sideways smile. “I’ve got to run. Some kind of pelvic yoga class.” She laughed. “Thanks again. You’re
               a lifesaver.”
            

            
            

            God, how Allana loved smoking. She wasn’t sure what she loved more: the sweet burn of the inhale or the sedating release of
               the exhale. She knew it was all a trick of the mind, the dopamine deceiving her brain into thinking she was experiencing serenity,
               but she didn’t mind. It was working, mind-fuckery or not.
            

            
            She stopped the first smoker she saw on her walk to the yoga class—she could always spot them—and asked for a light, smoking as she walked. 

            
            One would be enough for the trip, Allana told herself. Or at least enough for the day. She was on vacation, after all.
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         Sonny changed and made her way to the pool with her soundless headphones resting atop her head. On the way she spotted something
            slinking near the entrance to the gym. She realized it was a bobcat, but she wasn’t scared because she knew that it was unlikely
            the bobcat would attack her, a fact she learned from a recent show on wildcats.
         

         
         The bobcat was small, but not a cub, and it reminded Sonny of a cat she used to have. She had never wanted a cat because they
            were creepy and sadistic animals, but her neighbor Oliver had left it with her. Sonny had a crush on Oliver, but no one would
            have known since affection looked like apathy on her. He would smile at her when they passed in the hallway or saw each other
            at the mailboxes, and while Sonny didn’t know if she ever wanted children, she imagined that their babies would be adorable,
            with their giant brown eyes and dark skin. He knocked on her apartment door and she paused her program on monarch butterfly
            migrations to answer and he smiled at her and asked her if she would look after his cat for the weekend while he was away
            and she said yes. He handed her a scant bag of cat food and the cat, who immediately scratched her bare shoulder. Oliver said,
            “Aw, he likes you.” He had a faint accent acquired from a childhood in India, though it could have just been acquired from
            his parents.
         

         
         The next day, Sonny saw Oliver loading his mattress onto a moving truck. She sighed and went to a pet store to get more food and a litter box. The cat had greenish-yellow eyes and a habit of taking naps in the bathtub. Sonny would turn the water on for her nightly shower and it would surprise the cat, who would then jump out of the tub and leave the room after angrily scratching Sonny’s leg. She called him Cat. After about two months together, Cat left and never came back. 

         
         Sonny watched the bobcat in admiration until it sauntered away.

         
         

         Sonny took a towel from the rack and selected a lounge chair underneath an umbrella. It was midmorning and the pool area was
            empty. She slathered on layers of complimentary sunblock to protect her pale skin, which her grandmother had always called
            alabaster in a taunting voice.
         

         
         People began arriving at the pool and the nearby cabana, where Sonny had gotten the sunblock, opened for drink service. A
            man walked around offering towels and taking drink orders. Sonny asked for a margarita after hearing someone else order one.
         

         
         

         Sonny had just put away her notebook and pulled down her sunglasses to people-watch when a couple ambled into the pool area
            wearing matching shiny gold swimsuits, hers a bikini that was almost exclusively made of string and his a pair of tight briefs
            that fell right below his protruding hip bones.
         

         
         Sonny was able to hear their entire conversation from across the pool, partly because the air was dead, lifeless and silent,
            but mostly because neither of them seemed to know how to whisper.
         

         
         Mark and Chloe were bickering over whether or not he had room in his schedule to take on one of Chloe’s friends as a new client,
            but he couldn’t remember the friend and he needed to know which friend it was before committing to spending an hour with her
            every week. He was a physical trainer, because of course he was.
         

         
         “Sara, my friend, Sara.”

         
         “The one with the creepy blue eyes!”

         
         “No, that’s the Sarah from my spin class. Sara Beatty lives on our street and doesn’t have an H.”
         

         
         “That is not helpful,” the man said. “Like at all.”

         
         The woman sighed.

         
         “The one with the glasses!” he exclaimed.

         
         “No,” the woman said flatly. “That’s Diane, and she wears those glasses because she’s blind.”

         
         “Like real blind?”

         
         “Yes.” The woman nodded. “As a bat.”

         
         Sonny didn’t like when people used that phrase, but she forgave the woman because there’s no way she could have known.

         
         “Huh,” the man said, dumbfounded.

         
         “Sara’s got hazel eyes,” the woman said, convinced that would be the clue to invoke his memory of Sara.

         
         The man shook his head and managed to look even more confused. Sonny didn’t blame him. She had never figured out what hazel
            eyes were either.
         

         
         “Does she live in the house with the lemon trees?”

         
         “No. That’s Jude. He’s an eighty-year-old man. Do you really not know our neighbors?”

         
         The woman sank lower into the pool, slumping her shoulders in resignation.

         
         “I guess not.” The man shrugged. “We haven’t been there that long.”

         
         “It’s been four years!” she teased.

         
         “There’s a lot of turnover in our neighborhood, you know that.”

         
         “She lives like four doors down. She had long reddish-brown hair until just a few months ago, when she dyed it blond and cut
            it to here,” she said, holding a hand to her chin. “Oh, and you borrowed all of that home brewing equipment from her boyfriend
            during lockdown! You still have that giant stockpot in the garage.”
         

         
         “Not ringing a bell, Chlo.”

         
         “That’s okay, babe. Don’t worry about it.”

         
         Chloe was visibly dejected, but Mark didn’t seem to notice, instead resorting to doing a thousand squats underwater.

         
         Sonny felt bad for the woman and considered that she could talk to her, compliment her swimsuit or ask her something about
            herself, but the idea made her stomach gurgle, so instead she stood up and ordered a seltzer. Later, she told herself.
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            Chloe and Mark

            Chloe tried. She really did. But Mark wanted things a certain way, wanted to be successful, wanted control.

            
            The main problem with Mark’s unreasonably high expectations was that he did absolutely nothing to achieve them. He expected
               perfection but was unwilling to lift a finger to make it happen. In his decade at the LAPD, Mark had never been considered
               for a promotion. He had a thousand excuses for his plateaued career, but really he just didn’t care, because his real passion
               was fitness.
            

            
            In his spare time, he was a personal trainer for women whose primary fitness goal was having a personal trainer. Most of them
               looked like his wife. He’d first met Chloe when she’d hired him as her personal trainer. It’s also how he met his first wife.
               Chloe often worried he might meet his third wife that way, too.
            

            
            Chloe was frustrated with Mark’s unwillingness to take Sara on as a new client. She liked the idea of him having clients like
               Sara, small-chested and mousy. Mainly, it would be easy money, but Mark had to make everything, even the simplest things,
               so damned difficult.
            

            
            

            While Mark was guilty of taking his wife for granted, she was no victim because she allowed their relationship to function that way. She would take his criticism, take his belittlement, take his general bullshit, and she would take out her own anger in small, unexpected ways that some might call passive-aggressive. 

            
            “Those potatoes look great. Can I have a bite?” Mark would ask one night when they were out for dinner, reaching his fork
               toward her plate. He had complained about the state of the rosebushes in the backyard that morning over breakfast. She hated
               those bushes, hated fucking gardening, but he expected her to prune them because, as he humbly explained to her, he just couldn’t
               do it nearly as well as she could.
            

            
            “No,” Chloe would say bluntly.

            
            “No?” Mark would ask, bewildered, thinking she might be joking, his fork floating in midair.

            
            “No,” she would reply, setting down her own fork and meeting his stare. She would shake her head to emphasize that she was
               not joking.
            

            
            “Oh, okay,” he would say quietly.
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         Sonny was sitting cross-legged on a lounge chair writing in her notebook when she spotted her. She lifted her sunglasses to
            the top of her head and squinted to be sure.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t stare,” a woman warned. Sonny turned to see Gloria in a shaded chair, applying sunblock to her arms.

         
         “Is that . . . ?” Sonny started.

         
         “Yeah. Beautiful, isn’t she? She’s much shorter than I expected, though. Don’t try sneaking a picture. I tried that earlier,
            but the woman working the bar told me it was strictly forbidden. Apparently, they can have you kicked out!”
         

         
         “Oh, wow. Okay. Thanks for the warning.”

         
         Gloria smiled, and Sonny noticed she had an open book on her lap, French for Beginners, which caused Sonny to squint to be sure she’d read it correctly.
         

         
         Sonny turned her head away. She had never seen a celebrity in person before. She wasn’t necessarily au courant when it came to pop culture, but even she knew who the woman was, since it was impossible not to, her face having stared at her from practically every magazine on the rack for the past ten years at the grocery store. Her stomach twisted into an unusual knot and her pulse started to race. She tried to write, but kept staring at the page, reading the same sentence she had written over and over, unable to focus, distracted by the sheer proximity to someone so important. 

         
         She laughed to herself, remembering the time when she and her mother saw local celebrity Paddy McDaniels drive by in a maroon
            car on their walk to the grocery store. Sonny had been in awe, but her mom shrugged and told her, “You know, he’s gotta squat
            to shit, just like the rest of us.”
         

         
         Sonny gave up and swam lazily around the pool instead. Her swimming was unimpressive—she had never learned to properly swim,
            but she managed to tread water and do some version of a doggy paddle. Sonny was floating face up in the pool when it started
            to rain. It started as a light misting accompanied by pale gray clouds before turning into a heavy sprinkle.
         

         
         “Hey!”

         
         Sonny startled and stood up in the middle of the pool, turning around to orient herself and find the voice that had shouted.

         
         “Don’t worry. I’ve got it for you, dear. Just wanted to let you know.”

         
         Gloria was standing by Sonny’s chair and gently shoving her belongings under the umbrella and covering them with a dry towel.

         
         “Thanks!” Sonny shouted. “I owe you!”

         
         Gloria smiled and attempted to cover herself with a towel while she slowly jogged away. With her things securely covered,
            Sonny opted to stay in the pool a while longer. Everyone else had left, seeking shelter from the rain, but Sonny didn’t mind
            it—she was already wet after all. It was a recent development in mankind, the fear of nature.
         

         
         Sonny had always enjoyed the rain, but it was unfamiliar to her, that particular type of rain. At home the rain was always
            damp and musty when it started, stirring up all the filth off the street and into the air, but somehow still nostalgic, cleansing
            even. The rain in the desert was merely water. Just wetness dripping from the sky providing a bit of life to the earth that
            so desperately needed it. It smelled of absolutely nothing at all.
         

         
         

         A few minutes passed and Sonny saw Gloria waddle by the pool gate in the opposite direction she had originally gone. She stopped and turned around in a full circle, clearly disoriented or lost. Sonny’s inclination was to stay out of sight, but as she watched the woman spin in place, helpless, like a turtle that had been moved off course, she considered that personal inconvenience was bound to be a side effect of taking action. She sighed and made her way out of the pool. 
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            Gloria

            “Do you need help?” Sonny asked.

            
            “Oh, good gracious me, I do. I can’t seem to find my room.”

            
            “That’s understandable. This place is a maze. I’ve gotten lost, too.”

            
            

            Gloria didn’t want to retreat inside when the rain started falling, but she had never been one for that particular side of
               nature, allowing herself to dampen like a wet cat. At home, rain was the only disturbance to her otherwise dependable daily
               walks. Her favorite walks were those in the summer, barefoot in the sand.
            

            
            Gloria typically spent her summers in the family home on the Cape. Every year she collected seashells from the beach, and
               she allowed herself to fill one small glass jar that she would label with the year and set upon a bookshelf in the summer
               home. Each morning, she would rise before the sun and walk along the beach as it rose, so long as it didn’t rain, of course.
               She was a gentle, quiet woman, typically one of fortitude, but her discipline had its limits.
            

            
            That year she skipped the Cape, opting instead for a fall getaway. She missed her peaceful and quiet days on the Cape, where
               she often reminisced over the fluttering memories of her youth, but she was grateful she didn’t have to avoid Glenn’s mother
               and brother when she saw them walking on the busy sidewalks downtown.
            

            
            

            Gloria had nearly reached the gate when she spotted the young lady in the pool. At first, she thought she might be dead, the strange thing, floating there, unaffected by the rain, but then she saw the slightest flick of a wrist, swooshing the water next to her body. 

            
            It was the least she could do, shielding Sonny’s things from the oncoming deluge. No one likes a soggy towel. And she was
               gracious, which was pleasantly surprising. Young people these days aren’t always taught good manners. And then to walk Gloria
               back to her room, navigating the labyrinth of a resort! What a dear. Gloria suspected Sonny had terrific parents.
            

            
            

            With the sudden interruption to her plans of poolside lounging, Gloria considered her options for the morning: reading in
               her room, signing up for the smoothie-making class that brawny dolt of a man had gone on about, getting a pedicure. She leafed
               through the pamphlet of options and settled on a session that touted the key to a successful night’s sleep. Gloria didn’t
               have any trouble sleeping, but she thought it might be interesting and either didn’t notice, or didn’t mind, the supplemental
               fee for the class.
            

            
            Gloria didn’t care about money, in the way that people from money often don’t. Her salary was small, as a librarian’s usually
               is, but she had inherited her family’s entire wealth since she had no siblings or cousins. She volunteered twice a week at
               a local women’s shelter and gave generously to the charities she deemed worthy. She had always been sensitive toward almost
               everyone she encountered, even those that were unlovable.
            

            
            She would have been a great mother.

            
            

            The two women were nearly to Gloria’s room when she felt her feet slide out from underneath her.

            
            “Are you all right?” Sonny asked, gripping Gloria’s elbow to help her back up.

            
            “Oof, yes. I’m such a klutz.” Gloria took a step forward and grimaced.

            
            “Are you sure you’re okay?” Sonny asked, watching Gloria limp toward her door.

            
            “It’s just my ankle. I’ll be fine. Thank you again. You really are such a dear!”
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         There was absolutely no evidence of the rain by the time Sonny had finished lunch. It was dry and the heat felt hungry, like
            it wanted to swallow her whole. She took her time walking to the spa and inspected the ground, which had soaked up every ounce
            of the water that had soaked it not long ago. She rubbed the star in her pocket and pictured dropping it in a puddle, watching
            the ground claim it along with the water and vanish into the earth like quicksand.
         

         
         The desert air was still, but there were noises coming from every direction. Buzzing, hissing, chirping, fluttering, rustling.
            The mountains surrounding Sanctuary were rugged and rocky, and the sandy ground was peppered with plants of all shapes and
            sizes. But no wild horses running in the distance.
         

         
         It was similar to, and yet different from, the way her mother had described it. As a child, Sonny had always taken her mother’s
            recounting of the desert as truth, but more recently wondered if it was just another one of her stories, nothing more than
            a fantasy. Her mother’s description could have been based on anything: a movie, a passage from a book, a creation of her own
            making by closing her eyes and picturing the word desert.
         

         
         Looking around, she believed her mother’s stories to be true.

         
         

         The path hugged the outer perimeter of Sanctuary and eventually cut through one of the gardens, a leafy area filled with the sounds of wind chimes. Sonny looked around as she passed through just in time to see Allana standing against a tree, eyes closed and a wispy puff escaping from her mouth, a cigarette resting between her fingers. 

         
         It was a peculiar sight. Strange, yes, to see someone like Allana, glowing and imbued with the very essence of health, smoking,
            but also because of the sudden strangeness of it all, the paper-thin confidence Sonny had in the world around her.
         

         
         Then a flash of her grandmother’s face and a quick pang, a tug in her chest. She blinked the thought away and looked back
            at Allana, who was gone.
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         The spa was behind the main pool, concealed by massive palm trees that were in no way native to the area. There was a fountain
            in the outdoor courtyard at the entrance and the sound of flowing water followed Sonny as she went inside. The reception area
            had a large crackling fireplace at the center of it and smelled like eucalyptus and fresh rain. At the back of the large room
            was a long counter with people seated behind it wearing scrubs that wrapped around them like kimonos, and at the front was
            another room, separated only by a glass wall, filled with huge, cushioned lounge chairs, each with its own pillow and blanket.
            The sign by the door read Quiet Area, and the room had impressive views of the mountain ranges beyond the resort. Almost all
            of Sanctuary could be seen: the pool below, the little bungalows—though Sonny couldn’t determine which one was hers—some sort
            of climbing structure and horse stables in the distance. Not wild, but horses all the same.
         

         
         “Miss Magee?” A woman called her name, somehow in both a whisper and a shout.

         
         Sonny had felt anxious after spotting Allana, questioning her desire and odd attempts to participate in her own life and quell her solitude, so she was relieved to escape the people and spend ninety minutes in relative silence. She was led through narrow hallways to a dimly lit room where she was introduced to her massage therapist, a large, sturdy man named Sven with a thick accent that Sonny assumed was Swedish even though she had never met anyone from Sweden. He asked her if she had any allergies—“No”—and if there was anything she wanted him to focus on—“No.” She didn’t tell him this was her first massage. 

         
         Sven explained the treatment to Sonny, the Sounds of the Desert Body Renewal, which included a full-body exfoliation with
            a wild sage body butter application, personalized aromatherapy and a Himalayan sound bowl experience to promote balance and
            restoration, concluded with a full body relaxation massage where hot stones would be used to alleviate muscle tension and
            toxins.
         

         
         “Does that sound okay to you?” Sven asked.

         
         “Yes,” Sonny said, though she wasn’t sure what that sounded like at all.

         
         Sven told her to make herself comfortable and started to leave the room, but she stopped him to ask what she should wear.
            He told her she could wear whatever was comfortable for her, though most people found the experience best with nothing on
            at all. Sonny was thankful for the low lighting that concealed her blushing cheeks.
         

         
         With Sven gone from the room, Sonny stripped down and climbed onto the massage table, wiggling underneath the very tight top
            sheet. There was music playing, a harp or some other instrument that was supposed to imbue her with a sense of peace. Sonny
            wished she had gotten a glass of water before lying down, because her mouth was dry, and she considered quickly standing up
            and using the sink in the room but thought better of it because she was worried that Sven would come in and catch her naked,
            sipping water from her cupped hands. Sven knocked on the door before entering and almost immediately started rubbing her back.
            It was exposed and cold since he pulled down the top sheet to the very bottom of her lower back and she wondered if he could
            see the sides of her breasts that were squished against the bed. She had never been ashamed of her body, but she had also
            never been naked with a stranger. Her mouth was still very dry and she kept swallowing to counter it and was self-conscious
            that Sven would notice the swallowing.
         

         
         She hadn’t been touched by a man since her second breakup with Hyde, and even then the touching had been minimal and underwhelming.

         
         

         Sonny and Hyde had been vague about the status of their relationship, so she never used the term boyfriend. They first met when Sonny was sixteen and she started working at a diner that pretended to be an old-fashioned ice cream
            parlor with big sundaes served with cherries on top and red pleather barstools for those who wanted to sit in the diner and
            enjoy their creamy milkshake with the extras served on the side in a metal cup and an extralong spoon. The restaurant was
            so committed to its antiquated theme that it even required sexism of its manager toward the female employees. When Sonny first
            began working at Top’s, Hyde was assigned as her mentor, teaching her how to operate the fryer and the tricks of scooping
            the hardest ice creams, which were the sugar-free flavors being that they were essentially flavored blocks of ice. He warned
            Sonny about which regular customers were nitpicky or annoying and told her she should expect their manager to lightly brush
            her ass as he walked by and make off-color comments, but that she should just ignore it.
         

         
         Hyde was nice. There was nothing exceptional about him, but he was genuinely nice and Sonny found that rather exceptional.
            He was disheveled, but in a clean way, not in the way that Sonny was, a result of neglect and poverty. His hair was shaggy,
            a dark blond color, and his mom was constantly telling him he needed to get it cut. She would make him appointments, but he
            never showed up to them and their whole family would laugh about it over their plates of lasagna and garlic bread at the table
            in their dining room. At only seventeen he already had his whole future mapped out: He was to take over the family empire,
            the local automotive garage that had four employees, two of which were Hyde and his brother.
         

         
         Their romance was a whirlwind. It started on Sonny’s fourth day of work on a Tuesday in the summer when she walked into Top’s and Hyde told her, “I like your mismatched socks.” Sonny looked down at her legs, which were exposed because her uniform consisted of a tight black miniskirt and a white T-shirt that said Top’s in big red italic letters with a cherry as the apostrophe. At first she only noticed the short, stubby black hairs on her legs that she was suddenly self-conscious about—hadn’t she shaved only the day before?—before her eyes made their way down her legs to the socks. Indeed, they were mismatched. She hadn’t realized one of her white socks was actually light pink when she had pulled them on that morning in the dark of her bedroom so that she wouldn’t wake her grandmother. She said, “Oh. I didn’t mean to do that.” 

         
         On her lunch break, Hyde brought her a Pepsi from the fountain machine and offered her a plate of cold fries. When she told
            him that she didn’t drink soda because it was bad for her teeth, he said, “That’s cool,” and he pulled the lid off the cup
            and took a heavy gulp. At the end of their shift, Hyde asked if he could walk her home and she said yes. When he realized
            she lived in the opposite direction of him, he suggested they go to the park a few blocks away instead. They talked about
            their favorite milkshake flavors—his was chocolate malt and hers was strawberry—and how they agreed that the pickles at Top’s
            were too soggy. Hyde said he needed to get home to walk their family dog, who was probably a golden retriever named Milo,
            and he asked if he could kiss her. Sonny said, “No, thank you.”
         

         
         A few days later Sonny came into work with mismatched socks again and Hyde told her he liked them again. She noticed her leg
            hairs were stubby again and she told him it was an accident again, which it was, and that it really bothered her to wear mismatched
            socks. The next day during Sonny’s lunch break, Hyde handed Sonny a blue plastic bag and told her to open it. Inside was a
            ten-pack of plain white socks.
         

         
         “So that no matter what socks you grab, they’ll always match.”

         
         After Hyde went back to the front, Sonny shed a tear or maybe more. She decided then that she would let him kiss her. The
            socks were too large for her small feet, but she wore them anyway.
         

         
         Some might call it a first love, but that seemed too generous. When he broke up with her, saying she didn’t fit into his future plans, Sonny thought she might be experiencing her first heartbreak, but she felt that was also too generous. “Nothing good is ever meant to last,” her grandmother had told her. 

         
         There were only two weeks left of the summer before the start of Sonny’s junior year, but she didn’t want to see Hyde every
            day at work, so she told her manager she was taking a vacation and he said they needed her T-shirt back. She said she would
            continue working after school during the school year, but he insisted they needed it back because he didn’t trust her to return
            it. Sonny believed she had no other option, so she took off said T-shirt and handed it to him and walked home in her gray
            sports bra, crossing her arms the whole way home. Hyde stayed behind the counter and avoided looking at Sonny throughout the
            whole interaction.
         

         
         The two met again years later, but their second attempt at courtship was about as unremarkable as the first.

         
         

         Sven’s hands were much larger than Hyde’s and he had a much firmer touch; Hyde was always tentative when touching Sonny, like
            a young boy, which in a way he was. Sonny could hear moans escape from her throat and she would have been embarrassed, but
            it felt too good for her to care. He was rubbing a chunky salt scrub onto her body and it hurt and felt good, like scratching
            her dry legs really hard in the wintertime.
         

         
         She was taken to an adjoining room with a shower, where she rinsed off the scrub before returning to the bed, where Sven lathered her body, gently this time, with a cold thick cream that smelled like mint. Her body was then wrapped in warm towels while she lay face up on the bed and Sven made a medley of different sounds by tapping and rubbing a small dowel onto metal bowls. Sonny wasn’t sure if she should keep her eyes open or shut, so she kept them shut and occasionally fluttered them to see what was happening, which was not much at all. There was an overwhelming smell in the air that kept changing, which Sonny presumed was the aromatherapy. She couldn’t identify the scent, but it was floral and woodsy and citric all at once. She sneezed. Sven muttered something, maybe bless you in Swedish, and continued making sounds with the bowl, adding in some chanting. Sonny bit her lip, growing irritated, wanting
            him to get back to touching her.
         

         
         After the sound bath, Sven finally rubbed Sonny again from tip to toe with smooth, heated stones that felt like little balls
            of warming fire. He massaged her scalp and her neck and her arms and even her butt, which surprised her at first. She never
            wanted it to end. When Sven reached her feet, she burst out laughing because it was such a strange sensation, his thumbs stroking
            the underside of her foot, and he apologized, saying, “I didn’t know you were ticklish.”
         

         
         “It’s okay,” Sonny said quietly. “I didn’t know either.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            19

         
         Sonny considered rinsing off, still oily from the massage, but was suddenly aware how much of an appetite she had worked up,
            despite having done almost nothing at all. Instead, she grabbed her things from her room and headed for lunch, but when she
            arrived at the restaurant entrance, there was no one there.
         

         
         She looked around, willing someone to appear and help her, feed her, feed her anything at all.

         
         Sanctuary wasn’t like she had expected. There weren’t hordes of helpers milling about waiting to be summoned. They were intentionally
            invisible, as if this oasis existed on its own, without any interference needed from mere humans. Sonny had liked that about
            Sanctuary, the nonchalantness of it all, right up until the time when she needed someone to satiate her unbearable hunger.
            She suddenly understood how rich people became so helpless.
         

         
         After two minutes of waiting, she gave up hoping someone would appear and turned around to see the wine bar on the other side
            of the hall. The lights were dimly lit, but there was a man wiping the bar, so Sonny walked in and asked him, “What time does
            lunch open?”
         

         
         He looked down at his watch, a clunky thing that made a clinking noise every time it touched the cement counter. “You’ve got
            about fifty minutes.”
         

         
         “Oh,” she said, and remained standing at the entrance. She thought for a moment and then looked up optimistically. “What time does the smoothie bar open?” 

         
         “You just missed it. It shuts down one hour a day, just before lunch.”

         
         The man stared as Sonny stood unmoving, dismayed.

         
         “Yeah, sorry, this is kind of the transitional hour, where nothing is really open.”

         
         “This is how I die,” Sonny muttered.

         
         The man chuckled, still wiping the counter that he had wiped twice already.

         
         “The bar kitchen doesn’t open until one, but let me see what I can scrounge up,” he offered.

         
         Sonny stood with her arms crossed, rocking back and forth on her feet, while the man scrounged for a few minutes, ducking
            behind the bar, going in and out of the swinging door that led to the kitchen. He motioned her over and she took a seat on
            one of the leather barstools. It was then that she realized it was the man from the cocktail reception who had offered her
            the fried ham-and-cheese ball that she would never remember the name of.
         

         
         He took out one plate at a time from behind the counter and set them in front of her along with a set of silverware.

         
         “Voilà,” he told her, “I’ve got bar nuts, pita and hummus, a variety of artisanal cheeses and a leftover slice of chocolate
            cake from a bachelorette party last night. But no oysters. I refuse to feed you the oysters.”
         

         
         Sonny readied herself to ask for a box so she could retreat and eat alone, but she looked at the man in front of her and questioned
            whether or not she really wanted to eat alone. Sometimes people ask themselves questions, ask themselves what they want, and no matter how deeply or how long
            they think, they can’t come up with the answer. This was one of those times for Sonny. Her mind went to that hospital bed
            in the empty room and then to her own apartment, which had never seen a guest.
         

         
         Before she could change her mind, Sonny took a seat and immediately dug her fork into the chocolate cake. The man clasped his hands together and rested them on the counter, grinning and looking awfully pleased with himself, which Sonny didn’t mind because she was awfully pleased with him, too. 

         
         “Thanks for scrounging,” Sonny said after swallowing the biggest bite of chocolate cake she’d ever had.

         
         “Happy to help,” he replied, his grin stretching from ear to ear, revealing his clean, food-free white teeth. It was a wide
            smile for such a thin face, but pleasant. She considered telling him that it reminded her of Dick Van Dyke but thought it
            would be an unusual reference.
         

         
         “Sonny, right?” the man asked her.

         
         “That’s right,” she answered.

         
         “Nice to meet you, Sonny. I’m Jack,” the man said, holding out his hand.

         
         Sonny looked up and stared at the man, took him in.

         
         “But,” she said.

         
         “But?” he repeated.

         
         “But I knew a Jack I didn’t like once.”

         
         “Oh. Sorry to hear that.”

         
         “Me too,” Sonny said. She noticed his hand was still hovering above the table, waiting for her to do something with it, so
            she stuck out her own hand and quickly tapped his palm with hers. She felt ridiculous as soon as she had done it, but he smiled
            and nodded, which made her feel a little less ridiculous.
         

         
         “Well, I’m a different Jack. Hopefully a better one.” He shrugged and began drying a glass that appeared out of nowhere.

         
         Sonny looked down in her lap and thought about uncapping her pen, but Jack interrupted.

         
         “What ever happened to your Jack?”

         
         “Oh. Um. He’s not my Jack. Just a Jack. And I don’t know what happened to him. I haven’t thought about him for a long time.”
         

         
         Jack slid a glass of water over to her, clearly something he had practiced and perfected, because it stopped just an inch
            from her hand. She hadn’t even seen him pour the water or cut the lemon peel into that beautiful twisty spiral.
         

         
         He lifted his own identical glass of water and said, “Here’s hoping that Jack is poor and fat.”

         
         “And trapped in a loveless marriage,” Sonny added.

         
         “With many ugly children,” Jack said as he clinked his glass to hers.

         
         Sonny’s instinct was to blush and look away and shove her hands somewhere they couldn’t be seen, but instead she looked at
            this Jack and giggled and raised her glass before taking a sip. She still blushed. It simply couldn’t be helped.
         

         
         “I like your watch,” Sonny told him. It was a sincere compliment, unlike the countless times she had said, “That’s a nice
            shirt,” because she didn’t know what else to say. She rarely saw people who wore normal watches that didn’t also track their
            steps and heart rate and calorie intake and display minuscule images of the vacation they took last spring or the beautifully
            presented steak they ate last Thursday and then notify them that their girlfriend is running late but she’ll be there soon,
            kiss kiss, and also wake them up in the morning for work and remind them to stand up and stretch for a microbreak at 10 a.m.
            and also alert their loved ones of their exact location at any given time.
         

         
         “Thanks,” Jack said. “It was my granddad’s. I just got it a few months ago and I still need to get a few of the chains taken
            out. Apparently, my wrist is smaller than his,” he said with an air of affection that indicated an inside joke with his grandfather.
         

         
         Sonny didn’t have time to respond before Jack reached out a finger toward her face.

         
         “You’ve got a, um . . .” he started to say, but Sonny immediately pulled back, and stared at him, at his finger motionless
            in the air. He sensed something from her and pulled his hand back and smiled.
         

         
         “A crumb,” he said, and touched the side of his own mouth, that point where the upper and lower lips meet.

         
         Sonny wiped her mouth, both sides to be safe. “Thanks,” she said, and took a sip of her water.

         
         Jack busied himself with more glass-drying and other bar-related duties, like filling up the little glass container with more olives. Sonny uncapped her pen and bent over her lap. She knew how she appeared, hunched over like a little boy who guarded his precious Matchbox cars with his arms, shouting, “They’re mine!” to any child that came within ten feet of him. She considered bringing her notebook to the counter, but it was too high for her small stature and she would have had to sit on her knees to write properly. 

         
         Jack walked over and refilled her water and asked what she was doing. Sonny opened her mouth, ready to say, “Nothing, just
            jotting down a to-do list,” her tongue already in its place, resting just on the back of her upper teeth. But a familiar thought
            entered her mind. What if I don’t lie? Then Sonny realized she had a decision to make.
         

         
         She decided to be honest and told him, “I’m writing stories.”
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            Jack

            Jack was a man. He had always been a man, except for when he had been a boy. He had darkish skin and even darker hair, but
               his eyes were the color of sand. The type of sand found on an East Coast beach, not the type of sand found in the desert.
               He wore his granddad’s watch on his slender, but masculine, wrist, and his voice sounded like snow melting on the first day
               of early spring.
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         When Sonny got back to her room, she noticed that it had been cleaned. The wood floor was rid of all dirt, and the carpet
            had fresh zigzag lines across it. The bed was made with the bottom corners tucked in, which Sonny would pull out before crawling
            into bed that night, not wanting the tight sheets shackling her. Her shoes had been arranged neatly by the door, and she bent
            down to inspect her white sneakers, noticing that the soles had been cleaned of the red sand that had previously stained them.
         

         
         She went into the bathroom to turn on the shower when she decided to take a bath instead after noticing the large and inviting
            white bathtub. It sat at the edge of the bathroom next to a glass wall that looked out into a private outdoor shower that
            Sonny would never use. While the tub was filling, she brushed and flossed her teeth with one of the sixteen containers of
            Reach floss that were arranged like perfect little soldiers next to her other toiletry items. She had left her things scattered
            around the sink, and now everything was lined up neatly and even the mirror had been wiped clean of the remnants from her
            last flossing. She thought of the woman who had done all of this work, saw her wiping away the dirt and scum and carefully
            moving Sonny’s personal items.
         

         
         

         Rita would go home tired and sore at the end of her twelve-hour shift and tell her partner, over a bowl of fettucine with peas drenched in a thick creamy sauce, about the guest who managed to get the mirror filthy after only one night. They would then retreat to their old but comfortable couch and Rita’s partner would rub her feet—she would not laugh because she was not ticklish—while they watched one of those singing contest shows. 

         
         

         Sonny turned and faced away from the mirror as she flossed, not wanting to dirty it again. Once the tub was full, Sonny slid
            into the hot water, her skin turning red and feeling prickly and fiery. It was the first bath she had taken since she was
            a child, and even then, it was rare.
         

         
         

         “I’m not running a hotel here, Sonny.”

         
         Della was angry. Sonny was sitting in the bathtub with the water almost filled to the brim when Della stormed in and unplugged
            the drain. “You got any idea the cost of hot water?”
         

         
         Earlier that day, a boy had teased Sonny on the playground at recess, pointing out to everyone that she was wearing the same
            shirt on Thursday that she had worn on Monday. Jack Peterson asked if she was poor and she said, “I don’t know,” and he asked
            if she ever took a bath, pointing at her hair, and she said, “Sometimes,” and he asked if her parents even loved her and she
            walked away and sat at the bottom of the tube slide picking at a scab on her knee until another kid shouted, “Coming down!”
            and she had to move.
         

         
         Sonny shook her head because, no, she didn’t have any idea about the cost of water. Water was water, it came from the sky
            and lived in the oceans, so she had never considered there to be any cost associated with it. She was eleven.
         

         
         Della threw a towel at Sonny and told her she hoped she had enjoyed her bath.

         
         “It was your last for the next two weeks, little bird.”

         
         “Can I take showers?” Sonny asked.

         
         “Showers are a type of bathing, aren’t they?”

         
         By the end of the first week Sonny could smell the stench on her own body even when she was exhaling. She tried using dampened paper towels in the girls’ bathroom, but her school had no budget for extravagant things like two-ply paper towels, so they disintegrated into a pulpy mush when she rubbed them across her skin. 

         
         After a week and a half, Sonny couldn’t bear the idea of walking into school and skipped three days straight, spending them
            sitting at the park. She enjoyed those three blissful days, alone at the park in the middle of the day, despite the smell
            radiating from her small body, and she was fortunate enough to have a grandmother who never bothered to read the notes that
            Sonny’s school sent home. Della never learned about Sonny’s three-day delinquency, and on the last day of the two-week bathing
            probation, Sonny said, “Can I take a shower now?” and Della said, “Yes, but make it quick.”
         

         
         

         It was a strange feeling, suddenly having entire days without a real schedule. Sonny had her itinerary, of course, but there
            were so many gaps of free time. The past few weeks had been the first in Sonny’s life with extended time to do with as she
            pleased. She had never had summer days filled with laziness and sitting around with her friends wondering what they should
            do, spending hours lying on a trampoline talking about boys or wandering through the fields or forests like she imagined kids
            who lived near nature did. Her free days had always been spent working, in some form or other.
         

         
         

         This was also the first real vacation she had ever had. In her few short years of adulthood, she had accumulated vacation
            hours and would take off a Friday here or there at her boss Aaron’s urging (“Use ’em or lose ’em,” he would say), but she
            had never gone anywhere.
         

         
         

         Zeta, the company where Sonny had worked, prided itself on its youthful atmosphere and progressive approach to corporate structure, breaking down hierarchy and focusing on “collaborative ingenuity” where success was only made possible by “the entire Zeta family.” Accompanying its progressive organizational structure was an insistence on ridiculously meaningless job titles, intending to dismantle bias and break down career path barriers. The employees were separated into two camps: those who were enthusiastic about the cheesy approach and those who felt foolish whenever they had to say App Ninja or Money Maestro if someone asked what they did for a living. 

         
         Sonny had been hired as a Chief of Sunshine, which was both ironic and misleading. She had been excited for her first real,
            adult job and gone to a different thrift store, the one called Better Seconds that advertised “luxury brands” and “vintage
            finds.” It was more expensive than her go-to Goodwill, but she didn’t have to spend hours sifting through garbage to a find
            a gem; they did that for her. She bought a loose-fitting blazer and a shift dress and a fake pearl necklace that made her
            feel like a lady.
         

         
         With her first paycheck Sonny bought herself an electric toothbrush. Dental hygiene was important. She had asked for one for
            Christmas every year since she was sixteen, but instead she received old clothing items of her mother’s that Della had most
            certainly found the day before, tucked into the back of a dresser. One year she got nothing at all.
         

         
         She worked in the People-Person department (human resources), which was also both ironic and misleading, and on her second
            day at work she was asked to attend a senior leadership meeting, sold to her as one of the many “development opportunities”
            she would be given. When she arrived, a man wearing a lanyard around his neck led her to the back of the room and pointed
            to a folding chair against the back of the wall, behind the large oval table with all the leather swivel chairs, and handed
            her a yellow lined notepad and a black ballpoint pen. She was told to take the minutes. It was then that she realized her
            inflated job title translated roughly to assistant.
         

         
         

         Sonny pulled out her headphones and slid them over her ears as she walked, trying and failing to think of a single thing that
            she had learned during the many “development opportunities” that Zeta had provided. But she did have to admit that, quite
            literally, she wouldn’t be where she was if she hadn’t taken the job at Zeta.
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         “A Rainbow Kicker, please,” Sonny told the man behind the counter after spending three minutes reading through the entire
            chalkboard menu hanging on the wall.
         

         
         “Make that two!” Allana chirped.

         
         Sonny turned around and gave a weak smile before turning back to face the man, who said, “Is that all?”

         
         “Yes, thank you.”

         
         She stepped aside to wait and Allana walked to the counter and grabbed a coconut granola bar that she dropped into her tote
            bag before joining Sonny at the side of the café. She had on a cropped, wide-necked sweatshirt and tight shorts and green
            sneakers with white stripes. One thick black strap of her sports bra was visible.
         

         
         “How’s your day going?” Allana asked.

         
         “Good, thanks. Yours?”

         
         “Not bad. I did a yoga session, which was great, and then some weird astrology class, but now I’m ready for a mud bath.”

         
         Allana gave Sonny a knowing look, not knowing that Sonny did not know.

         
         “I had a massage for the first time today,” Sonny said quickly, embarrassed by the admission. A shiver ran down her spine
            as she recalled Sven’s hands and she looked around to make sure no one had noticed.
         

         
         “Good for you, girl! It’s all downhill from here, though. Any massage you have from now on will pale in comparison to the ones you have at this place.” 

         
         Sonny opened her mouth to respond but took too long to think of something to say, and Allana reached into her bag and pulled
            out her phone. She lifted her head and gave Sonny another knowing look.
         

         
         “I know it’s discouraged but sometimes you have to bend the rules, right?”

         
         Allana winked at Sonny and walked up to the counter just as the man was setting two identical smoothies down. Allana grabbed
            both and handed one to Sonny.
         

         
         

         Sanctuary had an unspoken rule about phone usage. When the guests arrived, Lucy, or a Lucy-like proxy, showed them the courtyard
            designated for phone calls and video chats because it was strongly discouraged to use devices in the public areas of the resort
            as it might disrupt the serenity of the other guests. “Of course, you can do whatever you’d like in the privacy of your room,”
            Lucy had said.
         

         
         Sonny didn’t pay much mind to this because unlike most people her age she didn’t suffer from an addiction to technology. She
            had a smartphone because it was unrealistic to be a human in her day and time and country without one, but of course she’d
            bought it used, so it was old and outdated by ten versions and none of the apps were compatible with it anyhow. She had considered
            updating to the newest version now that she could afford it, but the idea was fleeting and she decided against it.
         

         
         Sonny found it all so overwhelming, the sheer volume of the noise, the information, the contradictions of it all, so she stayed away from it. Sometimes she came off naive, but she wasn’t entirely oblivious—she was a keen observer of people. She wasn’t always privy to pop culture references, and she generally stuck to her nature documentaries and secondhand books. She was what she’d heard people call her throughout her entire life when they thought she was out of earshot: odd. She wasn’t sure how to exist in this world, and she still wasn’t sure that she wanted to anyway. 

         
         

         “See ya!” Allana shouted over her shoulder as she sauntered away, pulling her sunglasses down over her eyes and looking cool
            as hell. Sonny wanted to follow Allana, despite her uncertainty.
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            Allana

            Allana had always been a rule breaker. She treated them like general guidelines that were there for her to maneuver around,
               like those six-foot spacing stickers on the floor that everyone ignored now. Rules were there for everyone else, for the others
               that needed help figuring out what to do and how to do it. But Allana knew what she wanted and she knew how to get it and
               she didn’t need guardrails keeping her in line.
            

            
            She treated rules like the vast majority of people treated a speed limit. In fact, she’d been pulled over for speeding no
               fewer than a dozen times but had never driven away with anything more than a warning. During her freshman year at college
               she’d brought her car even though freshmen weren’t supposed to have them. Nobody ever said anything—everyone assumed she had
               some sort of exception, and in a way she did. She had decided she was exempt from that rule, and so she was. During that same
               year in college she went to the liquor store for a party and when the man asked her for ID she handed him her ID. It was not
               a fake, so it showed that she was only nineteen and he said to her, “You’re only nineteen.” She responded, “I know,” and walked
               out with a box full of cheap wine and pineapple-flavored vodka.
            

            
            Her next year in college, she fucked her professor, and when he told her it couldn’t continue anymore because it wasn’t fair to his wife she just laughed and said, “Did you think this was a relationship?” She didn’t even bother transferring out of his class and she still got an A, which she rightfully earned. 

            
            

            Allana was ready to relax after the yoga session—she was going to the spa immediately to check on that mud bath availability—but
               she also had a slight high. Endorphins and all. She had a burst of energy and had just received a text from a client, a clinical
               hypochondriac, who was convinced that he had just contracted rabies after making eye contact with a squirrel. The man was
               a constant source of entertainment.
            

            
            Whenever Allana heard a particularly interesting story from one of her clients she would always repeat it to Miles, since
               client confidentiality obviously didn’t apply to spouses or when the story was too juicy not to share. He gave her a hard
               time about divulging secrets, but he always enjoyed hearing them, and she just shrugged it off, literally shrugging her tanned
               shoulders.
            

            
            

            “Hi.” The woman from the smoothie bar walked quickly to catch up to her. “You said you’re going to the spa? I’m headed that
               way, to the pool.”
            

            
            Allana nodded. “Great.” But she was surprised by Sonny’s decision to walk with her. Just by looking at her, Allana could tell
               that she was emotionally guarded and isolated herself as a form of self-preservation. Allana saw things and people so clearly
               that she practically saw through them. She pitied others who couldn’t identify their own problems but only in the way that
               people pity someone with Alzheimer’s or a three-legged dog where the only logical solution is to mercy-kill them.
            

            
            She decided to share the anecdote about the hypochondriac with Sonny, who laughed with a weighty level of repression.

            
            “I shouldn’t have shared that,” Allana admitted.

            
            Sonny shrugged. “Just bending the rules, right?”

            
            “Exactly.”

            
            Allana drank her smoothie as she walked with Sonny and they passed a tall man that looked like he had just disembarked a Viking ship. He wasn’t necessarily what Allana would describe as her type, but she allowed her eyes to linger nonetheless. She wondered how long he was staying at the resort. 

            
            

            Miles and Allana didn’t have an open relationship, but they had an understanding. As long as the indiscretion didn’t happen
               in their own town, it wasn’t an indiscretion at all. It was a convenient arrangement since indiscretion came so easily to
               both of them. Miles, with his English accent and handsomeness and general charm, and Allana, being Allana, someone that everyone
               watched when she walked through the door, heads turning, swinging, following her as she moved. She was so used to the attention,
               to the eyes, that she didn’t notice them at all and didn’t find it flattering when someone called her beautiful because she
               already knew that she was. The arrangement mostly benefited Allana because she got bored easily and it kept her from leaving
               and Miles didn’t need the extramarital relations because whenever he slept with someone else he only thought of Allana anyway.
            

            
            

            “The guy is your client?” Sonny asked. “So you’re a . . . ?”

            
            “Psychologist,” Allana answered.

            
            

            Allana had decided in her later teen years that she would pursue psychology. It had always been in her, the innate understanding
               of people, and once she decided it was what she was going to do, there was no stopping her. She had always been a force.
            

            
            As a young girl she’d known what she wanted, and as a woman she knew what she wanted so deeply that she never hesitated or
               paused to think when asked a question but instead answered immediately, which some people found disconcerting.
            

            
            Allana had a tough-love-style approach with her patients that was extremely effective and left them feeling belittled but also motivated, justifying the $300 per hour they spent. She kept the strongest of her opinions to herself, knowing it would all but destroy them, but shared as much devastating truth with them as possible, bending them right up until the point of breaking and then stopping abruptly, leaving them with the choice to crumble or persevere. She took great joy in both responses. 

            
            It was hard to turn off the psychologist in Allana. A place like Sanctuary was absolutely brimming with potential clients.
               If only she had thought to bring her business cards. She imagined herself walking around and doling them out as if they were
               complimentary cocktails.
            

            
            

            “You’re not a smoker,” Allana said.

            
            “What?” Sonny asked.

            
            “You had those cigarettes earlier. But you’re not a smoker.”

            
            Sonny was silent, offering no explanation as she shoved her hands deeper into her hoodie pockets.

            
            “How did you know?”

            
            Allana shrugged. “I could tell by looking at you.”

            
            She could have stayed quiet, allowing the discomfort to simmer, but she softened and spoke instead. “I can also diagnose people
               just by looking at them.”
            

            
            Sonny raised her eyebrows in response, a mixture of surprise and doubt.

            
            “Watch,” Allana said as they walked. “Her. PTSD. Him. Substance abuse. His parents’ fault, obviously. Her. Obsessive-compulsive
               disorder. The husband. A narcissist. Basically untreatable.”
            

            
            “Impressive,” Sonny said.

            
            Allana waved away the compliment.

            
            “And me?” Sonny asked, her voice diffident.

            
            Allana turned her head toward Sonny, looking her up and down. She had sized Sonny up the first time she saw her, the analysis
               already done. But she unexpectedly didn’t have the urge to shatter Sonny’s self-esteem. She pitied her.
            

            
            Allana shrugged her shoulders. “Not sure yet,” she lied.
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         Sonny had never spent an hour just floating in a pool, and she thought it might be the most underrated activity in the entire
            world. She had the pool to herself for so long that she was annoyed when a couple waded down the sloped walk-in entry. My pool, she thought selfishly before shaking the thought out of her head.
         

         
         Mark and Chloe, in matching swimsuits again (peacock blue), were bickering again (loudly).

         
         “Why must you flirt with everyone that has a pulse?”

         
         “What are you talking about?” Mark was playing dumb, maybe too convincingly. Chloe rolled her big blue eyes, which looked
            brighter due to the swimsuit.
         

         
         “Just . . . next time you’re ordering drinks, you don’t need to ask the bartender what her favorite music is—”

         
         “But—”

         
         “Or if she has a boyfriend—”

         
         “I—”

         
         “Or if that’s her natural hair color.”

         
         Mark appeared to be out of rebuttals.

         
         Sonny looked down at the notebook on her lap. She then closed her eyes and thought of the possibilities. She, again, considered Chloe would be the type of woman to greatly appreciate a compliment, genuine or not, or enjoy the opportunity to talk about herself if prompted, but Chloe didn’t leave her husband’s side, and Sonny had no desire to interact with the man. She’d have to use her imagination. 

         
         Sonny supposed it was possible to involve herself without explicitly involving herself. There was no sense in dwelling on
            technicalities.
         

         
         She knew neither Chloe nor Mark would notice her if she were to walk by and drop her towel. That neither of them would notice
            her when she kneeled down to pick it up. That neither of them would notice when she placed the paper next to Mark’s glass.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            25

         
         
            Chloe and Mark

            Mark was examining his biceps when Chloe reached over the edge of the pool to grab her glass.

            
            “What’s this?” she asked, lifting the small, folded piece of paper stuck to the side of Mark’s margarita.

            
            “Dunno,” Mark said.

            
            “It’s a number,” Chloe said blankly.

            
            “Like five?”

            
            “No.”

            
            “Forty-six?”

            
            “Mark, what? No, it’s a phone number. The bartender gave you her number. It was on your cup.”

            
            Mark looked at Chloe apprehensively, but she just smiled at him, though maybe a little too generously.

            
            “I didn’t—it’s not—”

            
            Chloe shook her head, the smile still intact.

            
            “Relax, Mark. Enjoy your drink.”

            
            She handed him the glass and squeezed his shoulder and he screeched, “Ow!” and craned his neck to try to look at the back
               of his shoulder, spinning around like a puppy chasing its tail.
            

            
            “What the hell was that?”

            
            There was a small trickle of blood on Mark’s shoulder right where his wife had so lovingly touched him.

            
            “Sorry, babe, I must have scratched you,” she said, inspecting her fingers. “Must be these new acrylics.”

            
            Chloe smiled and laid her head back on the concrete while Mark tentatively took a sip of his drink.

            
            

            Mark had momentarily considered that Chloe had gouged him on purpose but immediately dismissed the notion because he knew
               she wasn’t capable of such a thing. He was too thick-headed to see that his wife had anything other than adoration for him.
            

            
            

            Chloe had always been a nail biter, and Mark gave her a hard time about it—“It’s a disgusting habit, Chlo.” Once, he came
               home with a surprise for her, and she pretended to be grateful when she opened the bag to find a bottle of that clear nail polish that tastes
               putrid to deter children from chewing their nails. It sat unopened in the vanity next to her bathroom sink, and she saw it
               every morning and every night when she opened the cabinet door to pull out her favorite jasmine-scented moisturizer. Her solution
               to the nail-biting was to get expensive fake nails that looked too pretty to chew, until the inevitable day that she chewed
               them anyway, leaving sharp, jagged corners on her fingertips that could tear skin.
            

            
            

            She felt guilty about his shoulder. She hadn’t meant to draw blood, but once she saw it, she had the slightest, tiniest tingle
               of satisfaction.
            

            
            Chloe’s momentary satisfaction waned as she watched her husband shift into performing karate kicks underwater. Sometimes he
               could be so pathetic. Mark’s shoulder spurted out a little droplet of blood, and she just couldn’t help herself. She climbed
               out of the pool and walked over to her bag, where she produced a small Band-Aid covered in hearts. She always carried Band-Aids,
               but they were typically used for her daughters’ boo-boos.
            

            
            As a child, Chloe had wanted to be a nurse. She liked the idea of helping people. She completed the required education and studied harder than all of her peers to graduate with a just-under-average GPA. She did become a nurse and was exceptional at her job except for the parts that required precision and skill. Mostly, she was cheerful and amiable and made her patients smile, even though she could rarely inject a needle or administer medication without requiring assistance. After she had children she went back to work, but only part-time, to the relief of her supervisor and her coworkers, but she often missed the longer shifts she used to work. She felt a sense of purposelessness, with her kids being at school and having a nanny for when they weren’t and working only two days a week. Much of her time was filled with power walking around the block with small weights attached to her ankles, wandering around the house looking for something to clean that perhaps the housekeeper had missed and watching a shitload of reality television. She would sit on the left side of their oversized couch and eat out of an oversized bowl of popcorn and stare at their oversized TV at the rich women having catty fights on their expensive boats. 

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            26

         
         The next morning, after she woke and performed her morning routine, Sonny looked at her itinerary for the day.

         
         Fucking hell, Taissa.

         
         

         “Sonny?”

         
         “Hmm?”

         
         She looked up at the person standing in front of her, a woman with a forehead the size of Utah wearing an outfit made entirely
            of denim. It was much too early in the morning for anything, and Sonny had to blink several times before mustering up the
            energy to string words together. She had never been a morning person.
         

         
         “Yep, yeah. That’s me. Sonny.”

         
         “Hmm. I assumed you would be a man.”

         
         “Most people do.”

         
         The woman nodded. “I’m Carolina. I’ll be the experience guide today.”

         
         

         Carolina had always loved horses. She had been a horse girl growing up, spending her weekends in riding pants and a helmet that made her large forehead look even larger, until her father was laid off and her family could no longer afford to board her black beauty named Athena. Carolina traded in her riding boots for cleats and spent the rest of her formative years kicking a ball into a net. She had been cleaning houses twenty years ago for the type of people who could afford to board horses when she saw an ad for a job as a horse groomer at a local resort and spa that was opening later that year. It was destiny, she told herself, when really it was just a high likelihood of her encountering one of the hundreds of flyers hung up on corkboards throughout the city. Carolina had been at Sanctuary ever since, guiding people through their experiences. 

         
         

         Once the whole group was accounted for, Carolina led them away from Sanctuary, toward the hills of the desert and the sun
            that was rising beyond it. The barn was a ten-minute walk away from the main part of Sanctuary. There was a straight dirt
            path from the restaurant that led directly to it, even though you couldn’t see the barn until you near ran into it due to
            the slope of the path. The barn was massive and made of gray plank wood that looked both old and new, the type of barn that
            looked like a venue for weddings rather than the home for horses that it was.
         

         
         For the first few minutes of the hike a man walked next to Sonny, a makeshift partner since the path was wide enough for two
            and most of the group naturally split into pairs as people often felt the need to do. It was the man who had verbally assaulted
            the woman at the front desk that first day, and Sonny didn’t like him, even with his charming accent—Irish or Scottish, she
            didn’t know the difference—and expensive-looking haircut. Sonny tried slowing down and speeding up to escape him, but he managed
            to match her pace each time.
         

         
         “Good air—I mean weather, huh?” Sonny hated herself. She grimaced after hearing the words come out of her mouth and the man
            didn’t know what to make of the grimace, so he said, “Sure is,” and quickened his step until he was ahead of Sonny, pretending
            to have a question for the guide. They always wanted to socialize until she started to socialize.
         

         
         Sonny had considered skipping the Equine Experience that morning, but she talked herself out of it, reminding herself to do more, to live a little, as Aaron had said. Even idiots can have a rare moment of acuity, like the broken clocks twice a day. Also, she had seen the little money symbol next to it on the itinerary, indicating the extra cost. The premium activities, not included in the inclusive resort, had to be canceled twenty-four hours in advance in order to get a refund, and there was no chance Sonny was going to let the paid activity go to waste, sunk cost or not. Old habits, as they say. 

         
         They entered the barn and Sonny found herself next to a horse that wasn’t as mangy as she had expected it to be. Its chestnut-brown
            hair was shiny and smooth and it smelled of candy apples. His name was Power.
         

         
         Carolina told the group of ten that their session would be focused on internal healing and centering. The goal was to bond
            with the horse, who would then lead them through a personal journey of self-exploration where they would come out on the other
            side balanced and with a strong mind-body connection. Carolina told the group that this session would change their lives,
            and Sonny thought it was precious she said this with so much conviction, that this person truly thought petting a horse while
            trying to avoid stepping in piles of dung would forever change their lives.
         

         
         “I hope it’s revelatory.”

         
         Sonny stifled her laughter because she knew it would be rude. As much as she thought the whole thing was nonsense, she did
            not want Carolina to feel as if she was being mocked. People who had passion were admirable, even if it was misplaced.
         

         
         There wasn’t time for the guests to interact before they started on their journey to revelation, which Sonny was grateful
            for. They started the session by introducing themselves to their horses and sharing something personal.
         

         
         “I’m Sonny,” Sonny whispered.

         
         She drew inspiration from a recent encounter and added, “And I like beans.”

         
         The horse stared at her with his large eyes, which she noticed were almost the exact same color as her own.

         
         She decided to add in an even quieter voice, “And I am alone.”

         
         Sonny looked around just to be sure no one was paying attention to her. They weren’t. She felt the familiar pang of simultaneous
            relief and disappointment. She noticed the horse next to hers had huge gobs of something in the corners of its eyes. Sonny
            had to hold her breath until she looked away. She felt pride when she looked back at Power’s snot-free eyes.
         

         
         The guests were given coarse-bristled brushes for cleaning the horses’ hooves. The brush reminded Sonny of the time shortly
            after her mother’s death when she found a similar-looking cleaning brush under the bathroom sink and proceeded to try to brush
            the freckles off her arms and legs until they bled, and the thought of that pain made her shiver.
         

         
         Carolina explained that it might take a few minutes to establish trust with their horses so not to get discouraged if they
            didn’t lift their hooves immediately. Power didn’t break eye contact while he lifted his front right hoof out to Sonny. She
            grabbed it and shook it gently, smiling widely as she said, “Nice to meet you, Power.”
         

         
         Power had bare hooves, and Sonny was surprised that he didn’t have horseshoes. She had assumed all horses had them. She used
            the brush to gently wipe away the dirt and straw and debris from Power’s hoof, but it was mostly clean already. Some of the
            other horses had mud or their own shit caked underneath their hooves, and once again Sonny found herself proud of Power for
            being so tidy.
         

         
         

         “We are the creators of our own experience.”

         
         

         Carolina began to talk about the significance of taking agency over one’s own life while she passed out softer-bristled brushes
            with thick wooden handles and large wide-toothed combs. It was as if Carolina was speaking directly to Sonny, encouraging
            her to take a more active role in her own life, echoing Della and the others.
         

         
         Sonny began brushing Power’s body, starting behind his neck and working back, making sure to go all the way down his legs. She brushed each section gently but forcibly and made sure all the brown hairs were smooth and facing the same direction, in neat rows like a freshly vacuumed carpet. She moved slowly, rubbing Power with her free hand as she continued down the side of his body. She walked around the front of him to switch sides and told him as much—“I’m going over here now, Power.” 

         
         She repeated the brushing and caressing down the other side of his body then switched to the comb. She told Power ahead of
            time because she didn’t want him to be surprised at what someone was doing with his body. It was only a few weeks ago that
            she felt the shock and minor pain of someone tugging at her own hair as they combed through little knots that pulled at her
            scalp.
         

         
         Sonny grabbed a chunk of Power’s mane and held it at the base in her fist so that he wouldn’t feel any of the tugging as she
            worked through the lower part of his hair. Both his mane and tail were soft and silky, like his body, and were perfectly black
            without a single mismatched strand. As she combed, she noticed his hair was well tended and had barely any knots. This had
            little to do with Power and everything to do with the horse groomers, but Sonny still lifted her chin with pride.
         

         
         

         “Don’t allow any feelings that don’t serve you.”

         
         

         Sonny barely noticed that Carolina had been talking until the man beside her cleared his throat to get her attention. Time
            had stood still and she wasn’t sure if it had been three minutes or three hours. The man nodded his head toward the barn doors,
            and Sonny grabbed Power’s reins and followed the others outside along a path next to a field of barren land. Sonny smelled
            lavender, but there was no lavender, only cacti and some other dehydrated-looking plants.
         

         
         After walking for an undeniably long amount of time, Sonny and the others gathered in a round enclosed area where horses ran in circles for fun. They were each given a small bucket of food, and Sonny picked up a shiny red apple and held it out to Power. They maintained eye contact again as he opened his mouth and took the entire apple. She laughed at his quick, greedy movement and shook off the spit from her hand before grabbing a carrot. Power sniffed it and then turned his head to the side. 

         
         “Not a fan of carrots?”

         
         Sonny moved her hand back to his mouth, and he snorted before lazily taking the carrot from her hand. She rubbed his face
            while he chomped. She continued feeding him, asking about his preferences for food. “Do you prefer red or green apples? I
            like the ones that are a little bit of both.”
         

         
         

         “You are loved and you are worthy of love.”

         
         

         Sonny thought maybe she should listen to what Carolina had to say on the topic, but she stopped hearing Carolina as if she
            had put on her massive headphones. All of the words faded and her peripheral vision blurred. She stared into the eyes of the
            beautiful creature in front of her and he stared back. Sonny was lost. She thought she felt a tear rolling down her cheek,
            but it could have been sweat or maybe Power’s saliva and she heard her name being called and she sobbed. Someone wrapped their
            arms around her and rubbed her back and she lowered her head and wept into them.
         

         
         Sonny thought the experience was damn near life-changing. She didn’t like the word—the overuse of it in ordinary situations—but
            the whole experience had been surreal. It had been revelatory.
         

         
         They guided their horses back into their stalls, and Sonny stood, stroking the side of Power’s face. Carolina appeared at
            Sonny’s side and said, “It’s time to go.”
         

         
         She found herself whispering back, “Do I have to?”

         
         Carolina gently patted Sonny on the shoulder and for a second Sonny thought Carolina would just go away, leaving Sonny with
            Power as long as she wished, but instead Carolina said, “Yes. There’s an Equine Painting class starting in twelve minutes.”
            She looked at Sonny flatly and continued, “And you’re in the way of the paint.”
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         Sonny realized she was blocking some sort of closet and she wondered if they would be painting the horses themselves or painting pictures of the horses, hoping it was the latter. She moved out of the way and whispered, “Bye, Power,” and walked out of the barn. 

         
         

         Carolina led the group back to the resort on a different path, allowing the guests a few extra minutes to let their “revelations
            marinate.”
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         It was hot and the bright, newly risen sun was assaulting. The air, already heavy and sweaty. The walk back from the stables
            had taken longer than Sonny had expected, and the nature experience had lost its novelty. Sonny hadn’t spent much time outside
            when she was a child, aside from the occasional walks she took alone. Her yard had been a patch of cracked concrete sprouted
            with weeds, and her grandmother had always told her she was allergic to the sun.
         

         
         Sonny shoved her hands into her pockets and once again felt the surprising stab of the broken point of the star. She thought
            of her mother and the wild horses she had described. Sonny considered that maybe she should have gifted it to Power, but she
            thought better of it; she knew that one of the groomers would eventually find it and toss it in a black trash can, bound to
            spend eternity in a landfill, or worse, it would end up in a pile of some other, grubbier, horse’s shit.
         

         
         Eventually, someone joined Sonny’s side, which was irritating because she was then forced to the edge of the path, the nature
            things biting at her legs aggressively.
         

         
         “Hiya!” the man said. “What’s your name?”

         
         Dale looked much jollier than the previous time Sonny had seen him, when his pants were soaked from his spilled beer. He was now wearing cargo pants that zipped off at both the thigh and the calf, a moisture-wicking T-shirt and a tan vest that matched a tan bucket hat that was usually reserved for men who fish. Between the pants and the vest, he had about one hundred pockets on his body, plus a hundred more on the small backpack that was strapped around his chest and had a straw coming out of it that rested over his right shoulder. Sonny couldn’t see inside his bag, but she was certain he had a first-aid kit inside. 

         
         “Sonny.”

         
         “Sonny,” he repeated.

         
         “Sonny.”

         
         “Sonny?” he asked.

         
         “Yes. Sonny.”

         
         “Oh. Well. Beautiful day, isn’t it, Sonny?”

         
         “It is.”

         
         

         Sonny was named after Sonny Bono. Her mom had always loved Sonny and Cher even though they were before her time. She grew
            up listening to their music on her parents’ record player while she played with her Tinkertoys and her only Barbie doll—her
            mother made sure Sonny knew that she had only the one—while her dad’s ice jingled against the sides of his whiskey glass.
            Sonny’s mother had thought her baby was going to be a boy. She never went to a doctor while pregnant, so she had no way of
            knowing and just felt like it was a boy. When the baby was born a girl, she still named her Sonny. “Why not Cher?” they asked. “Because I’ve been
            calling her Sonny for months.” It was a reasonable enough answer for most.
         

         
         

         After Sonny found her mother dead on the couch, she was looked after by her grandmother. She didn’t have to move because they
            had already been living with her, the three of them together in the two-bedroom home, a small semi-attached thing that looked
            straight out of an unimaginative child’s drawing. Somehow both narrow and squat, a small box with a triangle roof and charmless
            windows, an aged dusty gray-blue that might have been the color of the sky decades ago.
         

         
         Sonny had asked her grandmother if they could at least get a new couch since she refused to sit on it, the shadow of her dead mother’s body permanently etched there, but Della said it had many good years left in it. Sonny would stare at its red-and-navy plaid pattern every time she entered the room and instead chose to sit on the floor or her grandfather’s old, tattered armchair since he no longer used it, having died from liver failure long before Sonny was born. 

         
         A few days after her mom’s death she found the words Sorry Sorry scribbled onto a piece of scrap paper on the coffee table, with a fresh wet ring from the glass of ice water that was sitting
            atop it. But her mom’s handwriting was often illegible, all swirls and loops, so Sonny figured it could have said Sorry Sonny.
         

         
         When Sonny asked Della where the note came from, she said it had been there since her mom had died. Sonny loved Della a little
            less after that, either from her using the note as a coaster or not telling Sonny about it, though probably both.
         

         
         

         The only thing of note her mother ever did was ruin Christmas for the whole of Pittsburgh. One December, she won a radio contest
            by identifying the mystery song—“The Beat Goes On” by Sonny and Cher. “Too easy,” she had said—and earned a spot on Guessing Game, the local station’s version of The Price is Right. She slurred her way through the first two rounds but got the unlucky instant elimination from the giant spinner and bitterly
            grabbed the microphone from the host, Paddy McDaniels. She had to be removed from the set by two bald, bulky security officers,
            but not before she looked into the camera and said, “Sorry, kids, Santa isn’t real!” Sonny had watched the program, but the
            illusion wasn’t shattered for her, as she’d never been taught much about Santa anyhow, but somehow deep down she knew it was
            a sad thing her mother had done.
         

         
         

         Sonny’s mother was a product of Della’s tough-love-style upbringing. Stern reprimands, chiding, the bristling “you must earn my love” attitude that resulted in a sad young woman desperate for attention and acceptance, which unluckily for her was found in the form of similarly sad young men offering her drugs. She was spacey and easily distracted but very imaginative. A creative, she called herself, which Della said was code for lazy and incompetent. She couldn’t hold a job, doodled on every surface
            that would accept the ink from a cheap ballpoint pen and enjoyed telling her daughter stories.
         

         
         When Sonny was old enough to write, she started to jot down the stories from her arm constellations. She would lie on her
            belly with her legs lifted in the air and her tongue sticking out of the side of her mouth and chronicle the details of the
            most recent battle between fairy clans. There were always battles between fairy clans. Her mother would punctuate the stories
            with pictures in the corners or between paragraphs or any white space she could find on the paper. Sonny had always thought
            of her mother as a misunderstood genius, the type who would be lauded many decades too late, but after years of subconscious
            reflection she wondered if she mistook inspired creativity for perpetual intoxication.
         

         
         

         “Do you want some fruit leather?”

         
         The man held out a soggy piece of parchment paper toward Sonny and she said, “No, thank you, Dale.”

         
         He turned toward her, his nose scrunched, and opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by Carolina, who announced in
            her sporadic way that without struggle there is no reward.
         

         
         “From the ashes of disaster grow the roses of success,” Sonny sang, realizing too late that she had spoken out loud. She had
            a habit of speaking to herself, often unaware of whether it was verbal or just in her head.
         

         
         “Huh? What’s that? Is that Tony Robbins? Or Michelle Obama?”

         
         Dale was still chewing his fruit leather and leaned in so closely she could smell the strawberry.

         
         “Um, no, it’s, uh, it’s from Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.”
         

         
         “Who? Is that a band?”

         
         Not strawberry. Cherry.

         
         “It’s an old movie,” Sonny told him, turning to look out at the dusty expanse. She found it beautiful, all the nothingness.

         
         

         Dale continued to talk at Sonny, explaining the different methods one can use to dehydrate fruit and pointing out a golden
            eagle in the distance that Sonny thought looked like a rock.
         

         
         The sun had become aggressive, scorching Sonny’s skin as it had the burnt yucca alongside the path. She spent the rest of
            the walk back swatting at imaginary bugs that were really just blades of grass or movement in the air or nothing at all. Dale
            eventually gave up on small talk since she only responded with one-word answers and never reciprocated the questions. She
            could tell he wanted conversation and was itching to be asked, “And what about you?” but she was physically itching and didn’t
            have the energy for him anymore. She was still thinking about Power. Eventually, he huffed, letting all the air out of his
            belly, and hurried ahead, leaving her to walk the path alone.
         

         
         Despite her recent efforts, she preferred it that way.
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            Dale

            The Equine Experience was a last-minute solution to a first-world problem. The hike Dale had signed up for that morning was
               canceled for some unexplained reason, and he yearned to fill his time with some sort of activity rather than sit, restlessly,
               by the pool for another few hours. At the very least, the walk back from the barn gave him an excuse to show off his bird-watching
               know-how, though the gal he had spoken to didn’t seem to be impressed.
            

            
            Dale had always been a nature lover. His family took a camping trip every summer except for that one year where they went
               white-water rafting and their middle child, an impish boy named Rod, vomited on the guide, which Dale secretly relished because
               the guide kept calling him Dave and it made him feel emasculated.
            

            
            

            He tried to remember what that gal had said to him so he could share it with his wife—some inspirational quote by a band maybe,
               or from a movie? But he had already forgotten it. It was for the best, he decided, since he probably shouldn’t be taking advice
               from someone who’d cried while detangling a horse mane.
            

            
            He tried to recall her name—Bunny? Honey? Sunshine?—but it was no use. It was already gone. Kids and their newfangled names these days. What ever happened to solid, sturdy names, like Bruce and Jean? Or Amber, like his eldest. 

            
            Amber was a tall, scrawny thing who adored Dale. Earlier that year for Father’s Day, she gave him a metal sign in the shape
               of a round saw blade that said Dale’s Man Cave, which he hung above the big armchair he kept in the garage. He would sit there,
               in the armchair, with his legs raised, and drink room temperature water out of a mason jar while he fell asleep to the sounds
               of whatever sports game was on. He fancied himself a man’s man, but really he was just a man.
            

            
            When Rod was two, Dale and his wife had the urge for a third and decided to adopt because they thought it would be a humane
               thing to do, though really Dale’s wife just didn’t want any more stretch marks added to her plentiful collection. They had
               wanted a Korean baby but settled for a Chinese one, and Dale spent three months trying to learn Mandarin on an app before
               giving up. Learning Mandarin is very hard.
            

            
            

            Going to Sanctuary had been his wife’s idea. They had been high school sweethearts. They broke up for a short period of time
               during the college years because his wife wanted to see what else was out there, but after she realized there wasn’t much
               out there at all she went back to Dale, who happily welcomed her back into his doughy arms.
            

            
            While the place wasn’t entirely terrible—he had already rescheduled that sunrise hike and was eager to use his new water bottle
               with the built-in filtration system—it was not his typical scene, the ritzy folk sipping their champagne. He preferred the
               company of the people who would attend his Fourth of July barbecues, people named Bruce or Jean.
            

            
            Dale found his wife at lunch after the Equine Experience and was relieved to see a stack of burgers at the buffet. He stopped
               immediately, the burger suspended above the others by the tongs in his hand, when he saw the little placard that said Chickpea
               Burgers. He dropped it back onto the stack. Vegetables had no rightful place between two burger buns.
            

            
            Dale was a man of tradition, preferring his meat and potatoes salty and without garnish. His wife made him apple crumble for his birthday each year and he drove a brown Chevy truck with big tires and a bumper sticker that said, “My dog is smarter than a Democrat.” Dale was of just-below-average height, so it took a surge of effort for him to climb into the front seat of his truck, which made his wife feel embarrassed whenever she saw him do it. His children put a red reindeer nose on the front of the truck at Christmastime. 

            
            

            Dale’s family didn’t actually have a dog because his wife had allergies. They were on a long wait list for a hypoallergenic
               dog that would cost the equivalent of three mortgage payments, and they were praying they’d get one from a litter that fall.
            

            
            God bless America.
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         After the Equine Experience, Sonny headed back to her room, where she had planned to shower and rinse the smell of horse manure
            away, but she realized the lingering smell made her happy, so she went straight to the pool instead.
         

         
         

         She was lying on her stomach, satisfied from her lunch of overflowing soft tacos that she had quickly abandoned as a handheld
            food and eaten with a fork, when she heard a muffled greeting through the padding of her Beats.
         

         
         “Hi, Sonny, can I get you anything?”

         
         The voice had startled her and she dropped her notebook.

         
         “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

         
         “It’s all right,” she said, reaching down for her things. Jack kneeled down to pick up her pen and his fingertips brushed
            hers when he handed it to her and she suddenly recalled Sven’s touch, his muscular hands on the very, very bottom of her back.
         

         
         “Thank you,” Sonny said quietly.

         
         “De nada,” he replied.
         

         
         “Why are you here?” she asked him, instantly regretting it. He could take that many ways, accusatorily or perhaps existentially,
            like Why are you here on this earth at this precise time in this precise place?

         
         But he answered immediately, “I work here.”

         
         Sonny smiled. “I know, I mean at the pool. I thought you worked in the bar.”

         
         “Sometimes I do,” Jack said. “Sometimes I work here. I work wherever they need me.”

         
         “Odd jobs.”

         
         “That’s right,” Jack confirmed with a nod. “Odd Job Jack, that’s me.”

         
         “Well, it’s nice to see you again, Odd Job Jack.” Sonny decided to be brave and stuck out her hand for a handshake and he
            met her hand with the same shy sideways high five she had given him when they met.
         

         
         “Can I get you something from the bar?”

         
         “Oh, sure, yes, please.”

         
         Jack waited patiently for a moment before asking, “Anything . . . specific?”

         
         “Oh. No,” Sonny answered. “Anything is fine.”

         
         “You got it,” Jack said and swiftly stood up. Sonny put on her sunglasses and watched him as he made his way around the perimeter
            of the pool, stopping at the umbrellas to collect empty glasses and offer drinks, though he didn’t kneel down and pick up
            anyone else’s pen. He went to the bar and threw his head back in laughter at something the bartender said. Sonny wasn’t sure
            if it was funny or not—they were speaking to each other in Spanish—but she found herself hoping the bartender would say something
            else to make Jack laugh like that again.
         

         
         Eventually, Jack brought over a tall, sweaty glass filled with ice and a foggy yellow liquid with a lime wedge floating on
            the top. He kneeled down again to hand it to her.
         

         
         “Thanks,” Sonny said, and took a sip. “This is delicious. What is it?”

         
         “Lemonade cut with tonic and lime juice. My mom’s recipe.”

         
         “I love it. Thank you.”

         
         Jack simply nodded. He stayed kneeling, hesitating to stand, and Sonny had the urge to give him a reason not to.

         
         “How long have you worked here?”

         
         “About two years.”

         
         “Do you like it?”

         
         “Sure—it’s not bad, really! My coworkers are nice. The guests are all right, most of the time. And I get to do different things
            every day.”
         

         
         “The benefit of odd jobs.”

         
         “Exactly! And there are perks, like leftover cake and the occasional drunk guest who tips in hundreds instead of tens. Mostly,
            it’s close to home and the management is pretty flexible with hours. I’m in school, so I have to work around a tight schedule.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Sonny said. “What are you studying?” She asked because she knew it was what she was supposed to ask but also because
            she genuinely wanted to know.
         

         
         “Hospitality, of course.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “No.” He laughed. “Aerospace engineering.”

         
         “I don’t know what that is. Building rockets?”

         
         “Kind of, it can be. But I’d like to design planes.”

         
         “Wow.”

         
         Sonny had never given much thought to airplanes or the fact that someone, somewhere, designed them. It suddenly impressed
            her, knowing that there were people that dedicated their lives to creating those magical flying objects. That in front of
            her was a man who looked up in the sky to see the contrails of a 747 and was inspired and thought, That. I want to make that.

         
         “What made you decide to study that?”

         
         “My dad. He had always wanted to be a pilot, so the fascination with planes was always just kind of there, sitting with us
            at the dinner table. Floating around us at all times. Out of the three of us, one of us was bound to end up in aerospace.”
         

         
         “Your dad—he didn’t get to be a pilot?”

         
         “No, he was blind.”

         
         “As a bat?” Sonny said impulsively.

         
         “No.” He laughed. “He just had very, very bad eyesight. Refused to wear contacts, and corrective surgery wasn’t really an option then.” He paused, then said, “I never understood why people use that phrase. Blind as a bat.” 

         
         “Me neither,” Sonny said quickly. “I hate it. I don’t know why I said it. I mean, I do—I heard someone use it recently, so
            I think it was fresh in my head.”
         

         
         “It just seems kind of rude or derogatory, right? Like to make fun of the bats for their blindness?”

         
         Sonny smiled and lowered her voice, as if she was letting him in on one of her big secrets, and found herself leaning in toward
            Jack.
         

         
         “Bats aren’t really blind,” she told him. “They’re awake only at night, so they just don’t really use their eyes much. They
            have really, really great hearing and use sound and echoes to get around. That’s why I don’t like the phrase, because it’s
            just not true. And also,” she continued, “bats are really important for the life cycle, especially here in the desert, because
            they’re pollinators. They eat the cactus fruit and then spread the seeds by, well, um, defecating.”
         

         
         Jack, still kneeling, looked Sonny directly in the eyes and said, “That might be the most interesting thing any guest here
            has ever told me.”
         

         
         Coming from anyone else, Sonny would have thought that she was being indulged or even mocked, but Jack radiated sincerity.
            He was purely and wholly interested in what Sonny had to say, and that completely made up for her embarrassment over using
            the word defecating.
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            Jack

            Jack was not merely a bartender. Jack was a jack-of-all-trades. He did anything and everything that needed to get done because
               he was capable of doing anything and everything. He spoke Spanish fluently and his skin felt like melted butter without the
               residual stickiness.
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         Sonny could feel her body rejecting the heat and the unfamiliar sense of nutrient-dense nourishment, the way a normal body
            might reject microwavable macaroni and cheese if it hadn’t been entirely sustained by microwavable macaroni and cheese for
            the last decade. She had all but avoided the sun, and now that she was exposed, her body didn’t know what to do with this
            excess vitamin D.
         

         
         She was lathering herself with another layer of sun cream, which she had gotten from the little cups at the cabana bar—why
            use her own when she could use theirs for free?—when a woman sat down in the lounge chair next to her even though the rest
            of the chairs were mostly empty. Why someone would voluntarily choose to sit so close to another person when it was avoidable
            was beyond Sonny’s comprehension.
         

         
         The woman grinned at Sonny as she dumped out the contents of her bag—books, magazines, towels, drinks, snacks, large sunglasses
            and a few different hats. It was the owl-faced woman from the welcome reception, though Sonny almost didn’t recognize her
            without the two sisters by her side.
         

         
         “Oh my God, just look at you. That hair and that skin and ohmyGod, those eyes. You’re not even wearing eyeliner, are you, dear? You’re not, but it looks like you are—you are just delicious.”
         

         
         Sonny stared at this woman, stunned. She had never been called delicious. It made her uneasy, and she had no interest in engaging with the woman, so she painstakingly forced the most polite smile
            she could muster, and said, “Thanks”—when really what she meant was “No, thanks”—and slid on her headphones. She had a faint
            stab of guilt settle into her ribs for rejecting the woman’s attempt at conversation, but Sonny just didn’t have it in her.
         

         
         Sonny sat savoring the quiet. Occasionally, Sonny would squint open her eyes to check on the gregarious stranger next to her,
            who was going through a cycle of reading, looking at her phone and rolling from side to side. Her body seemed incapable of
            being still. Once Sonny noticed that the woman was gone from her chair, she stood up and made her way into the pool. She found
            an unoccupied float shaped and decorated like a donut and sunk into the middle of it, sunglasses shielding her eyes.
         

         
         Sonny watched as some other hapless bystander got caught in the woman’s trap and proceeded to listen to the woman’s entire
            life story in painfully specific detail. There was no mystery to an open book of a woman like that, no fun to be had.
         

         
         Sonny drifted off to a happy faux sleep where she pictured the pool full of donuts, which seemed out of place, too kitschy,
            because a place like Sanctuary should have transparent ocean-blue floats.
         

         
         She felt the woman’s presence before she heard her. Even with her eyes closed, Sonny could see the shade of darkness change
            beneath her eyelids from the movement in front of her face—she was waving her hand, seeking Sonny’s attention.
         

         
         Sonny didn’t remove her headphones, so she heard, “I’d like to eat you! With rice and cake!” but Sonny reasoned it was actually
            something like “Nice to meet you! Have a nice day!”
         

         
         “Bye,” Sonny said from her float, barely lifting her head and a few lazy fingers.

         
         Sonny prayed to a god she didn’t often believe in that she would never, ever have to encounter that woman again.

         
         

         Sonny woke from a slumber—one of those that lived between wakefulness and sleep—to the sound of a metal clanging, a shriek. A dream or a memory. She opened her eyes and looked around, realizing the sound was just a blender whirring at the nearby cabana. 

         
         A man nearby was reading the menu and muttering to himself about the milk selection and Sonny realized it was Dale. Even though
            he was poolside, he was wearing the blue khaki pants again, though they appeared to be clean. Sonny supposed he was the type
            of man to find an article of clothing he liked and buy five of them.
         

         
         “Almond. Oat. Coconut. One percent, two percent. But no chocolate. Hemp! What even is that?”
         

         
         Sonny noticed the man on the other side of Dale, small and compact with bronzed arms and a strong nose, rolling his eyes,
            and she swallowed her own judgment. The man just wanted some chocolate milk.
         

         
         As she closed her eyes she pictured the face Allana had made when she took the cigarette. Relief, gratitude, happiness. A
            similar expression from Gloria when she had helped her find her room. Sonny tried to name the feeling it gave her, to bring
            someone else some joy, however small it may be. It wasn’t satisfaction or delight or any nameable feeling really. It had made
            her feel a little less alone.
         

         
         So, sitting there, she watched the mumbling man make his way to the edge of the pool and lean over to inspect that box that
            held stray leaves and insects, and instead of wondering things like What if a rattlesnake slithered out of the filter? or What if someone came from behind and pushed him into the pool? she found herself wondering, What if I got him some chocolate milk?
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            Dale

            Dale was both surprised and pleased when the waiter approached him and offered him a glass of frothy brown liquid.

            
            “What’s this?” Dale asked the waiter.

            
            “Chocolate milk, sir.”

            
            “What—how—who—huh?”

            
            The waiter smiled and told him that another guest had ordered it for him and while it’s not on the menu they were able to
               make some.
            

            
            Dale thanked the man and proceeded to look around slowly at all the guests while he held the glass with both hands and slurped
               through the red-and-white-striped straw. He was tickled; perhaps he wasn’t invisible after all.
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         Sonny sat outside the restaurant underneath a structure that she had recently learned was called a pergola on a cushioned
            straw couch. She could feel rays of sunshine peeking through the wooden slats overhead, and she considered going back to her
            room for sunscreen but decided against it, too comfortable to move with the whoosh of the spinning fan providing soothing
            background noise and a mild breeze. After a few seconds of stillness, Sonny reached into her bag and grabbed her notebook
            and pen and started.
         

         
         She had been lost deeply in thought when Gloria approached her. She hadn’t sensed anyone or anything around until suddenly
            she felt the air behind her shoulder go stagnant. She quickly turned around and looked up, surprised to feel someone standing
            so close behind her, and realized it was the woman who had protected her things from the rain.
         

         
         Gloria touched Sonny’s shoulder with the tips of her fingers and said, “Hi, how are you today, dear? What are you up to?”

         
         Sonny couldn’t help but feel like her privacy had been robbed.

         
         “Oh, um, hey. Fine. Good. Just sketching. Drawing.”

         
         Gloria looked at Sonny quizzically. “Oh?”

         
         Sonny nodded. “Yeah, but it’s so hot out, I was just leaving.”

         
         Gloria raised her eyebrows. “You didn’t look like you were getting ready to leave. Don’t let me stop you from whatever it is you’re doing,” she said, gesturing lazily to Sonny’s notebook. 

         
         “You’re not, really,” Sonny insisted, suddenly edgy. “It’s just . . . time for me to go. See ya later,” Sonny said, scampering
            away as Gloria watched with her arms folded and lips pursed.
         

         
         While Sonny walked away her face turned hot and red and she wasn’t sure whether or not it was from the sun. Gloria had interrupted
            her solitude and she was frustrated with the conflicting feelings it caused. All she wanted was to be left alone, but she
            had also come to realize that she was very, very lonely.
         

         
         She made her way to the pool, where she lay down and pretended to nap, listening to the sound of nothing in her headphones.
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            Gloria

            People can never be just one thing. While Gloria was sweet and kind and generous, she was also a terrible busybody. And while
               it’s true that Gloria would have been a great mother, she would have been the type that snooped through her daughter’s things
               and read her diary under the guise of cleaning her room. Her room was a mess! There was a sweatshirt draped over her chair and the closet door was ajar. The diary was sitting wide open, practically asking to be read! The diary had been shut, wrapped with a shoelace that was double knotted around it inside her desk drawer under her biology
               notebook.
            

            
            She had always been nosy. She was the neighbor who always stood watering her flowers a little too long, oversaturating her
               daffodils just watching the neighbors’ homes, the comings and goings. She was a sweet, kind woman who brought new neighbors
               freshly baked blueberry muffins and sick neighbors a pan of lasagna, always in disposable containers so that they wouldn’t
               have to wash and return the dishes. But these visits always included questions like “Now, I saw a young man come by last Wednesday.
               Is that a new boyfriend?” or “I saw you were having new fencing installed. Who is installing it? How much did that set you
               back? Did you see they left a pile of debris in Debbie’s yard?”
            

            
            So it’s no wonder that she peered over that young lady’s shoulder, writing whatever it is she was writing out in public, basically inviting the world to ask what she was doing. If you want your business kept private, then you should stay behind a closed door, missy. 

            
            And that response? To be so curt when all Gloria was trying to do was show a little interest in the poor thing. And to think,
               how Gloria had been impressed with her manners only the day before.
            

            
            This wasn’t a singular experience for Gloria. She was always under attack. Someone was always out to get her, be it the butcher
               when he pressed down on the scale as he weighed the pork chops, or the dry cleaner when he returned her favorite gray wool
               sweater with thread pulls that she knew had not been there before, or the young neighborhood boy that did her lawn and always
               weed-whacked her hydrangeas no matter how many times she told him not to. She knew how to hold a grudge. In every country
               she visited during her annual trips abroad she always encountered a pickpocket, or at least nearly escaped one. The world
               was dangerous and everyone a threat. If asked, or even if not, Gloria would declare herself a progressive woman, one who “didn’t
               see color,” but she would always subtly look down at her door to ensure it was locked whenever a homeless person stood too
               close to her car when stuck at the stoplight on Market Street, and she would always opt to cross the street and grab the straps
               of her cross-body bag a little bit tighter whenever a Black man was walking toward her on the sidewalk. But no, she was no
               racist. She had voted for Obama, even though she didn’t care for his wife’s fashion choices.
            

            
            

            A middle-aged man approached Gloria while she was sitting under the pergola, reading her book on French cooking, wondering
               how French women always seemed to be so thin when all their recipes relied so heavily on butter, and asked her if she’d like
               anything to drink.
            

            
            “Oh, good heavens, yes, thank you, sir. This heat is just too much,” she said, fanning her face with her hand. She told the man she would like a gin and tonic and asked for a bowl of olives on the side. She considered telling the man that he would be more attractive without that mustache, but he had walked away before she had the chance. She had never liked mustaches. 

            
            The woman had opinions on everything. Literally everything. Elevators. Rabbits. Postal workers. Smiling. You name it. And
               she felt compelled to share her opinions with anyone willing to listen, or at least anyone unwilling to walk away from her.
               Being nearly widowed does that to people, makes them inclined to talk to anyone they want, as if it’s owed to them like some
               sort of good karma for having to be alone. And people allow it, their penance for not being alone.
            

            
            Her opinions were foisted upon her victims. She would invite people over to her house and offer them tea or coffee or lemonade,
               which she always had a container of in the fridge. She would offer them banana bread or zucchini bread or whatever type of
               sweet bread she had made the day before. On occasion there would be cookies instead. She would ask them about their day, their
               week, their lives, and when the chance arose to insert an opinion, she grabbed it.
            

            
            “Oh, you stopped working at Gully’s Chicken Shack? I never liked it much there anyway; the fries are too salty and there was
               always that cashier with the nose ring who was so rude. Can you imagine how filthy that nose ring is?”
            

            
            “Oh, your son chose the state college? Hmm. And he’s studying anthropology? That’s an interesting choice. I knew an anthropologist
               years ago, but she was a tart. She also lost a leg to diabetes.”
            

            
            “Oh, you’re going to Barcelona this summer? Lovely, but wretched hot in the summer. Make sure to be wary of pickpockets. They’re
               everywhere there.”
            

            
            

            Yes, people are unfathomably complex. A woman like Gloria could be soft and loving, and also judgmental, persnickety and sour. She hadn’t always been that way, but her negative traits had gotten worse as she aged, as they commonly do, becoming so deeply rooted that there’s no way to redirect or uproot them as one does in youth. There was also no Glenn, who would have balanced her out, who would have been a positive influence on her weak spots—and she to his. Another consequence of being alone. 

            
            When she died, there would be a full house. So many people would come to her funeral that they would need a second room displaying
               the ceremony on a big screen. But almost everyone there would whisper and share stories about the time that Gloria had been
               an utter bitch to them.
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         Sonny’s endless free time was bordering on tedium, and she was tired of the cycle of pool lounging and walking, so she decided
            to see what the resort shop had to offer, expecting to see Arizona magnets and cheap T-shirts that said Sanctuary with the
            flower logo.
         

         
         The shop was located next to the main reception area and had a number of interconnecting rooms featuring an array of items
            for purchase, none of which were magnets or cheap T-shirts. A room with books, mostly of the self-help and spiritual variety,
            a few cookbooks thrown in for good measure. A section of overpriced crystals, which was absurd because if Sonny wanted to
            take a rock home she could go outside and grab one. A room filled with athleisure wear—soft T-shirts, stretchy tights, cozy
            sweatshirts that felt like clouds.
         

         
         Sonny collected a big armful of clothing and took it into the dressing room even though she knew she wouldn’t buy anything. While she could afford them, she would never be able to justify spending $98 before tax on a sports bra even if it fit her like a soft second skin and the color was the deepest, most beautiful shade of scarlet that made even her own skin color look palatable. She was putting too much effort into tugging on a pair of leggings when she stopped to listen to the conversation in the dressing room next to hers. She knew the voice without seeing her but peeked her head down under the door to confirm what she already knew. Green sneakers with white stripes. Allana and one of her friends. 

         
         “I know, right? She just needs to chill the fuck out. Like it’s okay for us to change plans. It’s a vacation, not a work conference.”

         
         “Yeah, she’s really messing with my vibe.”

         
         “Slip her one of your benzos. Maybe that’ll help. What do you think of this? Too young? Or too frumpy? I can’t tell.”

         
         “I love it. Get it.”

         
         “Actually, it’s almost identical to that blue one I have. Hand me that one.”

         
         “Here. And did she tell you that her and Dominic are having problems?”

         
         Allana paused before answering. “No, she didn’t mention it. You know, I’ve never liked him. You ever notice that he has one
            of those giant Adam’s apples? Like it’s just enormous. It just really skeeves me out. It sticks out so much that the skin
            is all stretched around it and I’m worried, nervous for him really, that one day it’s just going to pop right through the skin and blood will gush everywhere.”
         

         
         Sonny covered her mouth to keep from laughing and tried her best to quietly pull the leggings off. She had to sit on the bench
            so she wouldn’t fall over.
         

         
         “So you don’t like him because of his Adam’s apple?”

         
         “Correct.”

         
         “Totally rational.”

         
         Sonny couldn’t see the two women, but she imagined Allana pulled a face at her friend.

         
         “Oh, stop. You judge people, too, Lottie.”

         
         “Not as intensely as you do.”

         
         “Like who? When?”

         
         “The guy you were stuck sitting next to on the plane.”

         
         “That’s different. He smelled like blue cheese. And he just had pervy energy. You know I’m right.”
         

         
         “Okay. That waitress last month at Joie.”

         
         “Oh my God, well she was just being a witch, all irritated about the whole olive thing.”

         
         “You said you hoped she would get scurvy.”

         
         “I stand by that. She was rude.”

         
         “Fine. People with attached earlobes?”

         
         “Can’t trust ’em.”

         
         Sonny’s hand shot to her ear and she stroked the soft skin, followed the curve until it reached her neck, thankful for the
            little gap of nothingness separating the lobe from her neck.
         

         
         “What about Carmen? You basically dumped her as a friend because you didn’t like the way she pronounced Parmesan.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t just Parmesan. It was basically every cheese, as if one trip to Italy gave her the right to suddenly order the
            bruschetta with extra parmigiano. Like slow the fuck down, you’re from Missouri.”
         

         
         “It’s only a matter of time before you dump me, too.”

         
         The two women both laughed and Allana said, “All right, fine, so I’m a little judgmental.”
         

         
         “Oh, those are cute.”

         
         “Are they? I think they might be too short.”

         
         “No, they’re not. Your legs are just too long.”

         
         There was a sound, like an article of clothing being thrown, and quiet giggling.

         
         “Do you think Jen will be mad if we skip the tour at the . . . what is it called? A beehivery?” asked Lottie.

         
         “It’s an apiary. And yes, one hundred percent she’d be furious.”

         
         “Ugh, I really don’t want to wear that beekeeper’s suit. Oh my God, can you imagine her reaction if we canceled the session?”

         
         “Ha! I’d pay to see that. Ruffled Jen Perkins is one of my favorite things to watch. Come on, let’s grab lunch before the session.”
         

         
         “Yes, I’m starving. Let’s go. Here, hand me that, and that. And I’m getting you those shorts.”
         

         
         Sonny heard the gathering of things and the door of the stall swing open. She saw a hand reach down and pick up one of the green shoes before Allana said, “Wait a sec, I need to put my shoes on. Jesus, they’re covered in dirt.” She muttered as she shuffled out, “Fucking desert. Why couldn’t we have gone to a beach?” 

         
         

         Sonny continued roaming the shop, holding a sweatshirt in her arms to appear like she might buy it, though she most certainly
            would not. She watched Allana as her friend checked out at the register. Allana was in the skin-care section, standing next
            to a wall of various floral-scented sprays, a rainbow of pastel-tinted colors in tiny expensive glass vials that were filled
            with 99 percent water. She moved to another part of the wall and traced her long, thin fingers over bottles of nail polish,
            her own nails colored bright purple. She picked up a sample tube of lipstick and rubbed a Q-tip on it, which she then applied
            to her lips. Sonny watched, and when Allana’s eyes met hers through the mirror, she immediately turned around and bumped into
            the corner of a table holding obscenely large sun hats. She ignored the searing pain in her hip and pretended to be interested
            in the hats, riffling through them and stopping when she found a yellow one. Her fingertips rested on the brim of the hat
            until she heard Allana’s friend say, “Thanks!” and the scuffing noise of the four feet leaving the shop.
         

         
         Sonny made her way to the skin-care section and located the tube of lipstick that Allana had used. First Date. It was a stupid
            name because it didn’t even describe the color, which Sonny decided was Cotton Candy Pink. She had never had cotton candy,
            but she imagined that lipstick to be the color of it. She grabbed a Q-tip, as Allana had, wiped it across the top of the little
            slippery crayon-shaped cylinder, as Allana had, dabbed it onto her lips, as Allana had, and smushed her lips together to spread
            it around, as Allana had. She looked at herself in the mirror to look behind her, perhaps to make eye contact with a stranger
            in the shop, as Allana had, but no one was there.
         

         
         

         Sonny rarely wore makeup. Once, when she was young, she found an old dusty tube of dark red lipstick in the top drawer of her mom’s old dresser and put it on before school. She had done it mainly out of curiosity but also a little bit out of misplaced desire to connect with her mom. The bottom of the lipstick tube said Crimson–ush, the first letters of the second word being worn off with age. Sonny guessed that it had said blush, but thought it also could have been crush, flush, hush or, less likely, smush or bush.
         

         
         When Sonny went into her second-period history class, she had all but forgotten about the lipstick until Jack Peterson snickered
            and whispered very loudly to the boy next to him that Sonny looked like a hooker that would probably give $8 blow jobs. Sonny
            thought $8 sounded awfully low for that specific act, but she also thought it odd he didn’t round down to $5 since it would
            require only one bill. Though she theoretically would take payment through Paypal or even goods in kind, like candy bars.
         

         
         Sonny didn’t have the nerve to get up in the middle of class—she never did, even in the worst-case scenario of an extremely
            sudden urge to pee—so as soon as class was dismissed, she walked to the bathroom and wiped the lipstick off, but it ended
            up staining the pale skin beneath her lips. She also stained her cheeks with tear streaks and went to the nurse’s office complaining
            of a headache, which was partly true because crying made her head throb. The nurse had been kind and let her lie on the plastic-coated
            cot and eat as much of the leftover Halloween candy as she wanted, so she ended up getting a stomachache, too.
         

         
         

         Sonny stared at herself in the mirror and smiled different smiles—lips together, lips parted, pout, big wide grin that showed
            off her clean teeth. She walked across the store and folded the sweatshirt that was still in her arms exactly the way the
            others were folded and put it into the stack before leaving the shop. She said, “Thanks,” to the shopkeeper, but the woman
            didn’t look up.
         

         
         

         On her way out of the building, Sonny walked by a set of chairs and a small table that housed one of those old-timey phones that she assumed was purely decorative. She decided to take a seat—though she was unsure if she was actually supposed to sit in it or if it was also purely decorative—and looked around before picking up the phone and placing the bulky receiver to her ear. 

         
         “Reception. How may I help you?”

         
         Sonny knew she should aim for more presence in her own participation, rather than participating invisibly from the sidelines,
            but she found it really was so much easier that way.
         

         
         Sonny held the receiver to her ear and tried to remember the name of Allana’s friend. Jen. Jen Perkins.
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            Allana

            Women hated Allana. Other than her friends, who also kind of hated her. It wasn’t surprising, since she was enviable and had
               the confidence of a woman who walked around a locker room completely naked. Confidence was often the reason women hated other
               women. She was never someone that people would describe as nice. She knew this and accepted it, embraced it, her unlikableness.
            

            
            

            Earlier that morning, Allana and her friends had gone to the sporting complex at the far end of the resort to play tennis.
               She and Lottie were immeasurably better than the other two, but occasionally Allana would intentionally miss the ball or swing
               it into the net, just to give her friends a short-lived confidence boost, only to hit the next ball so quickly into the back
               corner that they just stood there blinking.
            

            
            

            Allana understood weaknesses. She could read people, yes—it was her job, after all—but her friends also divulged all their
               secrets to her, not realizing that client-patient confidentiality didn’t matter between friends, or matter much to Allana
               at all.
            

            
            She used her friends. She would sabotage their plans, stir the pot and also be the savior when they came crying to her. She was a shoulder to cry on, even when they didn’t know she was the reason they were crying. In some perverse way, Allana thought she was helping them. She was providing them an opportunity to grow, to face their demons, to make better choices. 

            
            

            Emma had been struggling with her weight as long as Allana had known her, hopping between fad diets and supplements and various
               forms of fasting. Allana knew that Emma was weak and needed to strengthen her resolve, her willpower, and sought out opportunities
               to test her. An anonymous delivery of a two-tiered cake on a Tuesday afternoon that was too delicious to throw out. Freshly
               baked cookies sitting between Emma and Allana on the coffee table whenever Emma came over for coffee. A box of chocolates
               peeking out from behind the black beans in her pantry that Allana had sneakily left. Allana sat, nodding and saddening her
               eyes as Emma told her about the three pounds she had lost and gained yet again.
            

            
            

            Allana had known Lottie for four years, and it was her longest female relationship. She didn’t originally disrupt Lottie’s
               life, but she became resentful when Lottie had a child, considering how she despised children and how Lottie suddenly had
               reasons to skip their yoga sessions or cancel their dinner plans because her son had a fever or some other bullshit. So whenever
               Allana went to Lottie’s house, she would hide the little boy’s favorite stuffed animal, knowing it would turn into a painful
               hour-long scavenger hunt for Lottie, listening to her toddler scream at the top of his lungs all the while. Allana would leave
               the house, waving, “Bye!” as soon as she heard the little boy say the words, “I can’t find my elephant!”
            

            
            

            When Allana’s friend Jen confided months ago that she thought Dominic might be cheating, Allana decided to test the theory. It started with a look and a lingering touch, and while she hadn’t expected anything to happen, somehow she managed to put aside her disgust for his protruding Adam’s apple and ended up in their guest room on a Tuesday morning while Jen was at Pilates (not in Jen and Dominic’s room—Allana had enough decency to stay out of there). 

            
            Oh, the lengths she would go to help a friend.

            
            

            Yes, Allana justified her actions by telling herself they were acts of benevolence. But Allana knew herself well enough to
               know that she mostly did it for the entertainment.
            

            
            

            When Lottie mentioned canceling the session, Allana genuinely considered it. She would have loved standing there among the
               bees, watching Jen’s face melt into disappointment only to transition back into a hardened, entitled irritability. But she
               made the snap judgment to opt for kindness, to go along with Jen’s plans and not disrupt the day. A vexed Jen Perkins, while
               momentarily entertaining, could ruin a day. Also, while unlikely, it was possible that Allana was treading lightly, as a sort
               of penance for what happened with Dominic.
            

            
            Allana’s tenderness had all but dissipated (remember, not one to be described as nice). She had been regretting her choice not to mess with the itinerary when they arrived at the apiary and were told that someone
               had called, claiming to be Jen, and canceled their session, and unfortunately their spots on the tour had been filled. Allana
               just folded her arms and watched Jen lambaste the man in his white suit about the scheduling blunder. It was as though she’d
               wished that very situation into existence.
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         It was midmorning but the heat hadn’t taken the day hostage yet, so Sonny decided to take a walk. She followed a path that
            promised an “easy two miles,” meandering through the most scenic spots of the property. She had made it ten minutes when she
            stopped, spotting a little lizard in the center of one of the flat stones of the path. She watched it. It sat still. She took
            a step. It scurried forward. They continued like this for a few moments until the lizard finally ran away into a bush.
         

         
         Sonny was about to continue when she noticed a shadow ahead in the Zen garden, though it’s possible it was the meditation
            garden. She slowly pulled down her headphones and listened as a muffled voice talked to himself.
         

         
         The Zen (or meditation) garden was a cozy little area, completely shaded by tall trees and hidden nooks created by strategically
            placed plants and shrubs. It was refreshing in the garden, its own little ecosystem, cool and damp and filled with mischievous
            lizards.
         

         
         The voice belonged to a man who was pacing, but Sonny realized he wasn’t mumbling to himself. He was on the phone. She had
            caught him doing the forbidden thing, in the Zen (or meditation) garden of all places, so she stayed hidden while she watched
            him. His face was crumpled and his brow furrowed.
         

         
         “No, no. I can’t. Running isn’t an option,” he whispered.

         
         Sonny couldn’t hear the person on the other end of the phone call, but she felt bad for the man who had offered her the fruit
            leather. He looked so pathetic. She slowly stepped backward and had planned to leave him to his anxiety-ridden call in peace
            when a familiar-looking man walked through the Zen (or meditation) garden—the man with the nose from the pool. He didn’t see
            her but crept around the hedges, and Sonny realized it was the first time she saw someone do what could be described as lurking.
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            Dale

            Dale thought the meditation garden was a safe choice for taking the call, believing no one here would actually use the place
               for meditation. But he was wrong.
            

            
            “Ah!” Dale squealed when he turned the corner and saw that gal from the equine session standing there with her giant headphones
               resting around her neck. “Geez Louise, you scared the daylights out of me!”
            

            
            “I’m sorry,” Sonny said, not sounding sorry at all, turning to walk away.

            
            “Actually, um . . . what was your name again?”

            
            “Sonny.”

            
            “Sonny, that’s right. Sonny.”

            
            She looked at him questioningly.

            
            “Did you see anyone else around here?”

            
            Sonny perked up. “Yes, I did, actually. There was a man around those bushes,” she said, pointing. “He was . . . lurking.”

            
            “Really? Can you describe him?”

            
            “He was sitting near you at the pool yesterday.”

            
            Dale looked back at her blankly.

            
            “Average height, if not a little short. Muscular arms. Tan. Prominent nose. Italian, maybe.”

            
            If Dale hadn’t already been sweating he would have started sweating.

            
            

            Dale was an anxious man. A worrywart, his wife not-so-affectionately called him. He had a large collection of fears that often impeded his ability to have what one might call a good day. 

            
            One example is his significant fear of heights, which meant he could never go on roller coasters with his kids at amusement
               parks and always had to find alternative routes if his drive involved going over a bridge. Once, when planning to visit an
               old college friend, he noticed that the only practical route included a very long, ominous bridge that was perpetually encased
               in fog. He researched and found someone willing to drive him over the bridge for $50. Oftentimes, just looking up at a window
               of a tall building would bring sour bubbles to the top of his throat. The fear likely came from a fall he’d taken while climbing
               a tree as a child.
            

            
            He also suffered from an intense fear of inadequacy, which meant he could never say no to his wife or children or anyone for
               that matter. Just that morning, at the insistence of his wife, he had had parts of his body waxed that he never intended for
               anyone to see. Dale firmly believed that his hair grew where it was needed and that it would be unnatural to tamper with it,
               but he didn’t say that to his wife or to the lady who applied the gold burning liquid and stripped him bald on the count of
               three while he screamed in agony.
            

            
            He was a lifelong pushover.

            
            He readily offered to resolve any and every mistake at work, even if it was the fault of a careless intern or due to a system
               error. He was so worried about perceived failure at his job that he once stayed overnight at work to reconcile the discrepancies
               he had discovered in the payroll budgets. The fear likely came from his tough-love father, who regularly told him he wasn’t
               good enough.
            

            
            Dale’s biggest fear was being chopped up into a thousand tiny pieces and fed to an alligator named Pedro. This would be an
               outrageous, and oddly specific, fear if it weren’t for the fact that Dale had been threatened with this very act only the
               week before.
            

            
            When he first presented the payroll issue he had discovered to his boss earlier that year, the boss’s face stiffened and he left the room, returning with another man that Dale had never seen before. A few hours later, Dale left the trailer enlightened. He had learned that the construction company was one of many fronts for a notorious criminal organization. Dale wouldn’t allow himself to say or even think the M word, so he called them the Organization, and the man he met was the Boss. For a year, Dale had worked hard, with additional
               duties to help with the accounting issues (money laundering) and additional job perks (briberies). He had wanted to quit,
               to say no to being involved in such an Organization, but his fear of inadequacy wouldn’t allow it.
            

            
            Dale also had a deep fear of clowns, but this rarely mattered in his day-to-day life and had no origin story of note.
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         “You again!”

         
         Sonny’s initial response was that she was somewhere she wasn’t supposed to be, like the time Della had caught her standing
            in front of the pantry with a spoon in the peanut butter jar. But she turned around to see an expression unlike any of Della’s.
            Jack was smiling at her.
         

         
         “Yes,” Sonny said. “Me again.”

         
         Sonny paused outside the entrance to the smoothie bar and Jack stopped, shifting the weight of the box he was holding, which
            was full of almond milk cartons.
         

         
         “Hungry again?”

         
         Sonny nodded. “I think my body clock is confused.”

         
         Jack nodded. “That tends to happen on vacation.”

         
         Sonny urged herself to agree, to nod or say, “Mm-hmm,” but Jack shifted the box and she noticed he was wearing short sleeves
            for the first time. His arm was more muscular than she had expected, given his slenderness, and she wondered if he was a gym-goer
            or just spent a lot of time carrying around heavy boxes of milk.
         

         
         “You got your watchband tightened,” Sonny noted.

         
         “I did! You’re observant, Sonny.”

         
         She was observant, but people never seemed to notice.

         
         “Are you close with your grandfather? Is that why he gave you the watch?”

         
         “Oh yeah. I have a big family and they don’t really leave me much choice but to be close. But, um, he left me the watch . . .
            He died a few months ago. Cancer.”
         

         
         Sonny stared blankly at Jack, and she said, “I’m so sorry,” at the same time he said, “It’s okay.”

         
         “That’s really shitty,” Sonny added.

         
         Jack laughed unexpectedly. “It is really shitty. No one ever acknowledges that in my family. They tried to be optimistic and
            focused on recovery the whole time he was sick, but I knew he wasn’t going to get better. And that was really shitty. But
            it was also okay. Because we had him. Because it is what it is, and . . .”
         

         
         “Everyone dies eventually.”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         They stood there, half smiles and sadness filling both of their faces, and Sonny felt they acknowledged each other in that
            moment, shared some unspoken truth in the air between them.
         

         
         The door to the smoothie bar flung open and the moment ended and Jack grabbed the door handle, ready to deliver his cartons
            of milk.
         

         
         “I am sorry, Jack. Even if you’ve accepted it, it’s still an awful thing to go through.”

         
         “Thanks, Sonny. I appreciate that. Now go on. Go get yourself a snack. Can’t have you dying of hunger.”
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            Jack

            Jack was stronger than he appeared, in both body and mind. He would be able to swiftly toss one of those large water cooler
               jugs onto his shoulder without even straining. Jack was a practical but sensitive man and loved his family with every fiber
               of his heart.
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         Sonny had just entered the smoothie bar, watching Jack disappear behind the counter, when a man grabbed his drink and turned
            around to leave. She recognized the nose without looking at the rest of him.
         

         
         Sonny pictured Dale’s expression when she had described the man to him. She could imagine a number of reasons he would be
            so distressed. And typically, she would leave it at that: imagining. But the last few days had emboldened her.
         

         
         

         She didn’t realize what she’d done until after the man was already down, his body and the ground covered in red.

         
         

         Fortunately, it wasn’t blood, just the berry beet juice that he had been holding when he fell. Sonny considered bending down
            to see if he was all right, but a few other people had already gathered to help him.
         

         
         Sonny slowly walked back to the door, grateful that the man didn’t seem to suspect he had been tripped intentionally. An employee
            had run out to wipe up the mess with towels, and a woman evaluated his face, touched his nose as he squirmed.
         

         
         “I think it might be broken.”
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            Dale

            The Boss had been impressed with Dale’s thoroughness since he started working directly for him but had noticed Dale’s recent
               skittishness, and everyone knows how Bosses feel about skittish people in their Organizations. Skittish people became scared
               people and scared people turned into rats. Even Dale knew what happened to rats.
            

            
            Dale had become skittish because on a Monday morning three weeks ago, while enjoying his second carton of chocolate milk,
               he was approached by a woman who said she worked for the FBI and was investigating his Boss’s Organization. She wanted Dale
               to turn. And Dale wanted to turn. But he also did not want to die. It was a conundrum.
            

            
            

            That Monday, two things happened. For the first time in over ten years, Dale did not finish his crossword puzzle. Also, he
               became an FBI informant.
            

            
            

            Dale had become even more skittish when he learned of the man following him. Was he being watched? Was it the FBI? Was he
               sent by the Boss to watch him? Was he just a man on vacation?
            

            
            Dale was busy wondering these things as he and his wife walked out of the restaurant with their coffees in hand. They were passing the smoothie bar when there was a sudden commotion from inside. Dale stumbled, his coffee sloshing, and looked down to see a trail of brown creeping down his blue pants. 

            
            “Not again.” Dale’s wife sighed.
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         Later in the afternoon, Sonny reluctantly walked to the yoga hut, which she found behind the spa after scouring the resort
            map. It wasn’t so much a hut as it was a life-sized terrarium. The round building was made almost entirely of glass—single-paneled
            floor-to-ceiling windows and transparent doors swung open to allow the occasional dust-ridden breeze into the room.
         

         
         There were already about ten people in the hut—all women—seated on yoga mats doing various stretches. Sonny thought it odd,
            these women stretching in preparation for a class that she understood to be mostly stretching. She had never taken a yoga
            class before.
         

         
         Sonny tentatively grabbed a mat from the back of the room and rolled it out next to a young woman who was busy shoving her
            foot behind her head like some sort of contortionist. More women poured into the room over the next few minutes, grabbing
            mats and rolling them out, all looking so very confident, like they all knew exactly what to do.
         

         
         A woman walked to the front of the room and turned on soft, melodic music that made Sonny want to lie down and take a nap. The instructor was a lithe woman with the eyes of someone who was in the middle of a daydream. Her mouth was affixed into a permanently open smile with all of her shiny teeth showing and her tongue pushed forward, sitting underneath her top teeth, reminding Sonny of a very sweet but very dumb girl named Laney from her second-grade class. Laney was probably a yoga instructor now, too. 

         
         The instructor introduced herself as Ginger, which was suspiciously apt given her light orange hair. She opened the massive
            windows at the front of the round room while she talked about the class and how she would like to go around and set intentions
            for their time together.
         

         
         At first Sonny was irritated that they would have to share anything at all, but she was pleased when the other women gave
            only quick, one-sentence introductions.
         

         
         “Hi, I’m Sandra, and my intention is to release my pent-up anxiety.”

         
         “Hi, I’m Ashley, and my intention is to experience peace.”

         
         “Hi, I’m Stephanie, and I just want to have fun and get a good workout.”

         
         When it was time for Sonny to share, she opted for honesty and simply said, “Hi, I’m Sonny, and I’ve never done yoga, so my
            intention is not to embarrass myself.”
         

         
         She got a few laughs, which made her blush, and she had to bite her lip to keep from smiling.

         
         Once everyone was done sharing, the instructor made them sit cross-legged with their eyes closed for an endless stretch of
            time, telling them when to breathe in and breathe out and imagine a small light inside themselves and find where it lived
            and what color it was and what frequency it was. Sonny searched but found no such light.
         

         
         After the meditation, the instructor called out phrases—poses, Sonny learned—and gave minimal explanation as to what the strange,
            mostly animal-themed, words meant. Half of the time the instructor would demonstrate what to do and the other half she would
            walk around, gently pushing their hips just so, moving their shoulders back just slightly. It was exhausting, all the moving
            into awkward positions while trying to watch for the next and also stay upright.
         

         
         Most of the women seemed to be extremely coordinated, easily balancing on one leg and twisting into what should be uncomfortable positions, while Sonny could barely bend over and reach her toes without grunting. She couldn’t understand what people enjoyed about it. It wasn’t necessarily torture but akin to something mildly unpleasant, like cooking or engaging in small talk. 

         
         At one point, in the middle of a failed attempt to stand and twist while pretending to be some type of warrior, Ginger told
            everyone to keep their minds focused on their breathing and nothing else. To take the thoughts that popped up in their minds
            and place them in a box. “Throw them out if they’re useless. If they’re not, wrap them up beautifully, tie them with a bow
            and carefully move them to a corner of your mind for tending to later. Breathe in.” Sonny wondered what would happen if she
            were to reach over and swipe the ankle of the woman next to her; if the rest of them would topple over like dominoes. She
            put the thought into a box.
         

         
         Sonny made eye contact with Ginger, and she no longer looked aloof but almost eerie, her eyes becoming too large but also
            small and her mouth all but disappearing, reminding Sonny of an animal that she couldn’t place. She put the thought into a
            box, wrapped it in red polka-dot paper, tied it with a bright shiny silver bow and moved it to the back left corner of an
            empty room. Sonny was nervous, wondering if she’d ever make it back to the thoughts she’d dismissed, but Ginger, too timely,
            said, “Don’t worry. If the thought is important, it will come back to you. Breathe out.”
         

         
         Ginger had the class move to an awkward pose that Sonny was unable to do, choosing instead to lie face down with her knees
            tucked into her belly as Ginger had instructed them to do should they need to rest. She explained the pose—her own modified
            version of another—and told the class it was a heart opener and she liked to call it Little Bird pose. Sonny, however, felt
            her heart contract. Fly, little bird. She pictured her heart being held in a pair of hands, being twisted and wrung like a wet hand towel. Sonny placed the image
            in a box, skipped the wrapping and the bow and threw it down the trash chute.
         

         
         By the end of the class (which Sonny knew was approaching because she kept looking at the giant clock on the wall in the back) she was drenched in sweat and starting to feel dizzy. It felt like all her blood had moved about in her body to the wrong places, the blood from her hands now in her toes and the blood from her toes now in her head. Everything inside of her was muddled and her breathing was too fast and she was hot and cold and she couldn’t tell if the music was drumming or chanting but she was certain the sound was mimicking the beat of her heart. Sonny had never done hallucinogenic drugs but was sure it felt like what she was experiencing. 

         
         Just as Sonny was about ready to give up, to run out of the open windows at the front of the room into the desert, the instructor
            called for them to lower down onto their backs. Sonny didn’t understand the word she had used but figured out by looking around
            that it meant to lie there and do absolutely nothing else at all. Ginger spoke of a final resting pose, which sounded ominous,
            and for just a second Sonny wondered if she’d somehow found herself in one of those cults that was going to drink some juice
            before dying together. She placed the thought in a box and stacked it atop another.
         

         
         Even lying there, completely still, she felt her blood rushing this way and that throughout her body, everything uneven and
            off-kilter and woozy. She wondered if that feeling was similar to a real final resting pose, to death. If it was what her
            mother, or even Della, felt at that moment. She closed her eyes and imagined herself in a canoe—not that she had ever been
            in one—drifting away in the sea, in the deep, dark blue of the night, with only the light of the stars overhead.
         

         
         As she rolled up her mat, again copying those around her, she found herself in that empty room that was no longer empty but
            filled to the brim with boxes, several hundred of them, in all shapes and sizes. Ginger walked over and asked her how she’d
            enjoyed her first yoga class.
         

         
         “I loved it. Thank you,” she lied. The woman’s big open mouth became bigger, and she brought her hands together over her heart
            in gratitude.
         

         
         

         Sonny didn’t love it. She didn’t hate it, since that was a strong emotion reserved for dentists and cauliflower, but she had
            already decided that she would never do it again.
         

         
         

         Sonny stopped at the water fountain on her way out, women trickling in for the next session. She imagined warning them all, telling them to find a better way to spend their time, when she noticed Gloria standing nearby. She felt mildly guilty about being so dismissive of her the day before and decided to make amends, in her own way, by offering a “Hello,” in her most authentically cheerful voice, which would likely still sound indifferent, but stopped when she saw Gloria knock into a shelf of foam blocks. She was rearranging the blocks on the shelf and Sonny bent down to pick up the ones on the floor. 

         
         “Thank you for helping,” Gloria said, and Sonny replied that it was no problem at all.

         
         Gloria hummed to herself as they stacked the blocks neatly and Sonny recognized the song.

         
         “‘Different Drum,’” Sonny said.

         
         Gloria looked up and chuckled. “Yes. I’m surprised you know that.”

         
         Sonny shrugged. She surprised herself by adding, “My mom preferred older music.”

         
         “Hmm. Sounds like a wise woman.”

         
         Sonny nodded and Gloria continued humming. She had a soft, soothing voice.

         
         “Thank you again, dear, for the help,” Gloria said when they had finished, patting Sonny’s forearm. “I can be such a klutz.”

         
         Sonny smiled. “Right, like in the rain.”

         
         “Hmm?” Gloria asked.

         
         Sonny placed the last block on the shelf and was about to respond when Ginger beckoned the newcomers to take a seat.

         
         Sonny quickly waved goodbye and picked up her bag before turning to leave. She started to root around, looking for her headphones,
            when she realized none of the items in the bag were her own—a handful of black pens that read Sanctuary Resort & Spa, a bottle
            of lotion, a set of Sanctuary coasters, a candle, a pair of large sunglasses that Sonny couldn’t picture the woman wearing.
         

         
         Sonny turned to tell Gloria that they had swapped bags, but she was already seated on a yoga mat in the front row. Sonny quickly peered into the cubbies, checking all of the matching totes until she found her own, and replaced it with Gloria’s before scurrying away. 

         
         She was walking through the door when she heard the three round sisters walking past her, the owl-faced one whining, “Has
            anyone seen my sunglasses?”
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            Gloria

            In the back of Gloria’s small ranch home there was a bedroom full of things. Knickknacks, trinkets, figurines, ordinary objects
               with no significant meaning. There were glass cases lining the walls, full of items from both exotic places—a carved elephant
               from Tanzania, a crystal crane from Kyoto—and otherwise—an espresso cup from the original Starbucks and a set of souvenir
               spoons from each state. There were more curious items, not curious in their peculiarity but curious because these things would
               not typically be lining a decorative shelf—a purple hair dryer, a half-empty bottle of perfume, a light bulb.
            

            
            The only thing these items had in common was that they were all stolen. Relocated, Gloria told herself. But she hadn’t completely deluded herself, because she did keep a lock on the door to dissuade guests
               from entering. She couldn’t imagine the look on Debbie’s face if she saw her vintage Amish cookie jar sitting on a shelf next
               to a pair of pig-shaped salt and pepper shakers that appeared to be fornicating. Actually, she could imagine Debbie’s face,
               and she often did, whenever she needed a good laugh. It had been relocated from Debbie’s house to Gloria’s about a week after
               Debbie had pointed out that Gloria’s tomato plants looked overwatered.
            

            
            While the habit had started out innocently enough—small penance for unmannerly words from friends or quiet revenge for a petty misdoing—it had evolved into something else over the years. It became just that: a habit. When she traveled, she wanted to bring something home to savor the trip, to remember a specific moment, and it was easy enough to slide an item into her bag and was much less hassle than bothering with the shopkeepers, who always tried to haggle with her. She despised haggling. It wasn’t about the money—she could afford all the trinkets she could ever want—but the minor, if not fleeting, rush whenever she dropped an item undetected into her bag. She relived the feeling whenever she placed the item onto its new home on one of the shelves and then again whenever she lightly grazed her fingers on the items during her weekly dusting. 

            
            

            Despite her habit, she was still very fearful of pickpockets.
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         Mark was shirtless, flaunting his plastic midsection, at the pool cabana bar. He and his wife seemed to perpetually be at
            the pool, as if they only existed there. Sonny had stopped at the cabana on her way to lunch to grab more sunscreen since
            she sweated her last layer off during yoga. Mark was waiting for his drink order while unabashedly flirting with a woman in
            line and he had a leg lifted to rest his foot on the second shelf of the towel rack, so when Sonny reached over to grab a
            towel she could see that his left ball was clearly visible from his short shorts. Chloe was standing a few feet behind him
            looking at her phone, wearing a sundress in a shade of yellow the same as the hat that she had seen in the store.
         

         
         Sonny swallowed and said, “Excuse me?” but Chloe didn’t seem to notice, so she tapped her on her shoulder, which felt overly
            brazen. Chloe turned around to face Sonny without lifting her eyes from her phone.
         

         
         “I like your dress,” Sonny told her, swallowing again.

         
         Chloe flicked her blue eyes up from the phone to Sonny and her face brightened.

         
         “Thank you! Don’t you just love this color? Actually, what do you think of this?”

         
         Chloe pushed her phone toward Sonny, who glanced down at a strappy dress that she wouldn’t know how to put on.

         
         “I like the color,” Sonny said honestly. It was black.

         
         “Cute, right? I think I’ll get it,” Chloe said before turning back around to grab her drink.

         
         

         When Sonny was ten, her mother took her to the library to get a library card. “Reading is good for the mind and soul,” she
            told her, though Sonny didn’t recall her mother ever touching a book. After signing the paperwork and receiving the little
            plastic card, her mom went outside and talked to a man by the corner of the building and Sonny watched them through the window
            and thought it was odd they kept shaking hands. She wandered around the children’s section and sat at the perfectly child-sized
            table and colored a picture of a rabbit before picking out a large volume of Madeline stories because she liked Madeline’s
            yellow jacket and the ribbon on her yellow hat. She had always liked yellow.
         

         
         It was the first and only time Sonny had gone there, because that weekend her mom died and she didn’t know how to get back
            to the library and Della said she had better things to do than cater to a child’s whim. She never returned the book, and it
            was still sitting on a small bookcase in her apartment next to a large silver jack that Sonny had purchased for $1.25 at the
            thrift store the same day she bought her broken Beats. She had bought the jack because she thought it would give her otherwise
            bland apartment a nice touch of whimsy. She tried rolling it once just to see what would happen, but it just left a dent in
            the floor.
         

         
         Sonny frequented her local Goodwill partly because that’s where she purchased the bulk of her things but also because she would find things that she could sell online for a higher price. Her margins were low but were significant to her and every now and then she would strike gold, like the time when she bought a ceramic house with fake snow and a tiny light inside the window for $2.50 and sold it online for $96 plus shipping. She had been saving up her thrift store income for nothing in particular. Even though she had since accumulated a substantial amount of wealth, she kept her original savings account—that which was earned separated from that which wasn’t. 

         
         Sonny had often wondered how much she had accrued on her overdue Madeline book balance and if anyone would ever track her down to pay it. The week before she went to Sanctuary, she thought, I’ll find the library and pay that overdue fine. She did find the library, but instead of asking about the fee she just made a large anonymous donation to the children’s
            section, too ashamed to admit she had a decades-old overdue book in her name.
         

         
         

         Chloe sipped her drink and scrolled through her phone, occasionally showing him something on it, while Mark read a magazine
            that had a shirtless, oily man who looked an awful lot like him on the cover.
         

         
         “Aren’t these cute?” Chloe asked him and he nodded.

         
         “Yeah, super cute.”

         
         Mark proceeded to do micro-crunches from his seated position, watching his abdomen muscles flex. He clearly took pride in
            his body, but even from twenty feet away Sonny could tell he didn’t floss. It was those small details that always gave away
            laziness.
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            Chloe and Mark

            Chloe and Mark both suffered from addiction in multiple capacities. The least offensive was that Mark was addicted to exercise
               and Chloe was addicted to reality television. The most obvious was their joint addiction to dissatisfaction with what they
               had. They had a good life, but none of it was enough for either of them. They both wanted more. Their dissatisfaction jointly
               led them to separate addictions of a more tangible quality.
            

            
            

            They had attended a therapeutic drumming circle before going to the pool, where they sat, surprisingly enough, in a circle
               and drummed to the rhythm of nature. Mark had gotten really into it, closing his eyes and beating to the tune of something
               he pretended to hear, while Chloe wondered how much a drum set cost and decided she would get Mark one for Christmas, and
               maybe the twins a small child-sized set, too. She figured they would be expensive, sure, but it would be worth it, to see
               all of their faces light up for that brief moment. What was life if not to enjoy the little things? Never mind that those
               very little things would turn her red credit card statement even redder.
            

            
            Money hadn’t always been an issue, but life in California was expensive. Mark had dreams—big dreams—and big dreams cost money. He didn’t aspire to be merely a good trainer, or even a great one—he aspired to have a fitness empire! Chloe wasn’t aware of the cost of the studio space and the treadmills and the rowing machine and customized weight plates. Chloe wasn’t aware that Mark had hired a software designer to build him an app. 

            
            Mark wanted to leave his day job and focus on training. And Chloe wanted . . . well, Chloe wasn’t sure what she wanted, so
               she kept buying things, hoping one of those things might be the thing that she wanted. It started when she had an extra glass
               of wine or three and would take to scrolling her phone looking for something to distract her from her boredom. The things,
               the distractions, came in the form of new clothing and new makeup and expensive fitness classes and Botox treatments and subscriptions
               to every single app available on the App Store. She’d developed quite the spending habit and Mark was never the wiser because
               she always paid the bills.
            

            
            Because Chloe handled their finances, Mark needed to find a way to hide his expenditures. So he tried to make cash the easiest
               way he could. It started off small—poker with a few buddies—until he moved onto some backroom blackjack games at a place called
               Dirty Dicks, getting himself in deeper and deeper until eventually he came home with a black eye and had to make up some story
               to tell Chloe about a training session gone awry, rather than admit that their retirement and the kids’ college savings were
               completely gone.
            

            
            It was sweet, in a way, how these two similarly hid their secrets from each other, ashamed and guilt-ridden, all the while
               not realizing the other was doing the exact same thing. Two peas in a pod.
            

            
            

            Chloe wasn’t sure about the pair of shoes she had shown to Mark. They were black and she normally stayed away from neutral
               colors, but they matched the dress and Mark did say they were super cute, so she clicked Add to Cart.
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         Sonny decided that Allana was right, that no other massages would compare to the first one she had had at Sanctuary, so she
            decided to take advantage of being there and book another massage with Sven. Hopefully one with less chanting and more rubbing.
         

         
         “Hi, I’m Sonny Magee, in room two-twelve. I’m hoping to book another massage.”

         
         A woman ushered Sonny into the small office across from the reception area. Sonny sat down in the chair across from Taissa’s
            desk, which was impeccably tidy, every item at a perfect ninety-degree angle. There was a smattering of signs on the wall
            with quotes intended to inspire people. Her pen rested perfectly parallel to her notepad and her handwriting looked like a
            perfect match to Garamond, except for the a’s. Taissa was very young and had very dark skin and matching eyes; her dyed blond hair had a thousand tiny braids pulled
            back into a ponytail. She wore a very soft creamy white sweater that made Sonny wish she were wearing it with a hot cup of
            something other than coffee in her hand by a fire. Taissa had one of those faces that looked naturally pleasant, her smile
            a permanent fixture, and it made Sonny feel self-conscious of her own permanent pout.
         

         
         

         “Sonny! How wonderful to meet you in person! I’m Ty-ees-uh.”

         
         “Oh,” Sonny said.

         
         There was a moment of silence where Sonny tried to reconcile the nameplate on the desk and the name the woman had just spoken. Sonny finally said, “Ohhh,” with much more sincerity after realizing she had been pronouncing Taissa wrong this whole time, like the tenth grade, when
            she read aloud her essay on Hermione Granger—the topic was underrated females in modern fiction—and Jack Peterson interrupted
            to tell her she was pronouncing Hermione’s name wrong. This from a guy who dipped his Doritos into ketchup at lunch.
         

         
         

         Sonny had almost stopped actively hating the boy from their encounter on the playground years before, until that day when
            he said, “It’s Her-my-a-nee,” before adding loudly enough for the students to hear but quietly enough to escape Mrs. Stern, “Smelly and stupid,” which fermented her hatred for him. She finished reading her essay with a red face and a gravelly voice because it
            would have been worse to stop.
         

         
         When she finished, she sputtered out a cough and asked Mrs. Stern if she could get some water, and the class bell had rung
            by the time she got back. She went to grab her things from her desk, but they weren’t there, and she wandered around the hallway
            until she found the crowd of people surrounding Jack Peterson listening to him read from the notebook she always carried with
            her.
         

         
         He was reading her story about the old man named Jerry who worked at a frozen yogurt shop and had a pet turtle named Gertrude. Jerry collected marbles—big ones, normal ones, teeny-tiny ones, blue ones, clear ones, swirled ones that looked like the tops of the frozen yogurt cups he filled at work—and kept them in old coffee tins. He took Gertrude, or Gerty, as he affectionately called her, for walks in the park every afternoon. Once, Jerry was walking with Gertrude, but she got tired from all the walking, as turtles often do, so Gerty ended up in Jerry’s shirt pocket, as she often did, and Jerry met a giant troll who lived in the middle of the park. No one knew he lived there because the townspeople would have arrested him or chased him out of town with torches at sundown, so Jerry had to keep their friendship a secret. The troll would devour the frozen yogurt that Jerry brought him, and Jerry would devour the stories the giant told him of his hometown in Northern Ireland. 

         
         While listening to her private story being read aloud to a group of judgmental, hormonal assholes, Sonny first became embarrassed
            that the troll didn’t have a name yet, though she had been debating between Cedric, Fred and Hedwig—she had just finished
            reading the Harry Potter series, after all—until she became embarrassed again because she realized the gravity of her private
            story being read aloud to a group of judgmental, hormonal assholes.
         

         
         “Is Jerry your boyfriend, Sonny?” “Do you play in the park with a troll after school?” “Do you play marbles with Gerty?”
         

         
         Sonny hadn’t thought of Jack Peterson in years until she met Odd Job Jack, but now that she had, she truly hoped he was poor
            and fat and trapped in a loveless marriage with many ugly children.
         

         
         

         At least with Taissa, she had only been mispronouncing the name in her own mind and not in front of a room full of judgmental,
            hormonal assholes.
         

         
         “Now let me see about booking you that massage.”

         
         Taissa scrolled and clicked while Sonny imagined what Taissa was having for lunch today. Leftover salmon and baby potatoes.
            No, that wouldn’t be right—Taissa would never subject her coworkers to the horror of microwaving fish at the workplace like
            her coworker, Marcy, had done all those times. It would be a salad, but not just greens, a big salad filled with lots of vegetables
            and some crumbled fancy cheese that Sonny had never heard of and a homemade dressing. And she would drink tea later in the
            afternoon, accompanied by homemade biscotti that she made a batch of every Sunday and kept in a big glass jar on her kitchen
            counter.
         

         
         “Sonny, did you hear me?”

         
         “Hmm? No, sorry, what?”

         
         “You’re all booked! A relaxation spa with Sven booked for Monday. Here’s a new copy of your itinerary!”

         
         “Wow, th-thank you,” stammered Sonny as she reached out and grabbed the paper, still warm from the printer.

         
         

         After booking the massage, Sonny walked into the spa boutique. She was looking at a display of bath items—soaps and creams
            and other bottled things that made people smell expensive—when she spotted Gloria, inspecting a pair of fluffy slippers that
            were bound to aggravate her plantar fasciitis.
         

         
         Sonny knew she wanted to do something, but she was conflicted. She could say hello to Gloria, maybe even ask her to eat lunch
            with her, but her mind flooded with other ideas. What if . . . ?

         
         Sonny picked up the first item she saw with one of those small, round black security tags—a pair of gloves, soft, like a fistful
            of feathers—and looked around the shop until she found Gloria again.
         

         
         She stalled when she heard the gentle melody of Gloria humming. Then she remembered one of the ridiculous signs she had seen
            in Taissa’s office: “Today is a good day to try something new.”
         

         
         Sonny knew this wasn’t at all what Taissa or whoever was in charge of creating inspirational quotes had intended, but she
            figured blanket wholesale wisdom was generally open to interpretation.
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            Gloria

            Gloria was peeved. Not because that burly security guard had so roughly dragged her out of the spa boutique (though that whole
               experience was rather unpleasant) but because she hadn’t had the chance to slide the honey facial mask into her bag. Apparently,
               Sanctuary made it in-house, with their own bees!
            

            
            While she waited in the bland, windowless room, she considered her predicament. It would be easy enough to explain that it
               was all a misunderstanding. People tended to believe old women, especially when their explanations emphasized their ineptitude.
               Just a dotty old lady, knocked it over by mistake while adjusting her bifocals. Plus, Gloria wouldn’t be lying when she said she would never steal gloves in that color anyhow—who wears white in September?
               Gloria tsked just thinking about it.
            

            
            While being led out of the spa, Gloria had passed Sonny, and she considered, now that she was in some sort of Sanctuary prison,
               that she would have them call Sonny as her one call, if that was a thing they did.
            

            
            Gloria looked at her phone and hoped to be released by three, when the boutique closed, because she just recalled a bundle
               of sage wrapped in twine that she had spotted on a table next to Sonny. She wasn’t sure exactly what she was supposed to do
               with it, but she was already planning to go back for it and grab the honey mask while she was at it.
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         After leaving the spa, Sonny moved through the winding halls of Sanctuary’s main building as if on an unknown mission. There
            was a long corridor and Sonny slowed so that she could peer into the rooms as she walked. A set of double doors was wide open
            and there was a large group of people sitting in a circle with easels in front them. At the back of the room a woman with
            long, dark hair loosely pulled into a knot was painting a wide stroke of green on her canvas when she leaned down to pick
            up her ringing phone. The woman stood quickly and walked to the back of the room. She cupped her hand around her mouth and
            whispered into the phone, “No, I can’t talk right now, Dom. Yeah, fine, later. No, I’ll call you. Bye.”
         

         
         Allana went back to her seat and when her friends asked what that was about, she replied coolly, “Nothing at all. Just spam.”
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            Allana

            The nerve, to call her while she was out of town, with his own wife, no less. After the canceled bee tour, Jen had managed
               to sign them up for a last-minute art therapy class but had become distraught over the cryptic texts she was receiving from
               her husband. We need to talk. Allana knew what he wanted to talk about with Jen, and she had every intention to make sure they didn’t.
            

            
            

            Their affair was purely physical, similar to the indiscretions that otherwise occurred outside of Allana’s marriage. Even
               though Miles and Dominic played golf together weekly, she excused it because, technically, the indiscretions occurred in the
               next town over. But Dom had become needy and attached to Allana, as people in affairs often do. Allana had broken it off before
               leaving for Sanctuary, but Dom hadn’t taken it well. He’d claimed he loved her, that she was his world, that his life was
               pointless without her, which all seemed quite melodramatic considering they’d slept together exactly thrice. She had begun
               to think her time with him might be more fruitful as a psychologist rather than a lover, considering his dependency issues.
            

            
            

            Allana really wanted another cigarette.
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         Sonny left the doorway of the art room and continued down the hallway. She slowed as she approached the last door, left ajar,
            and listened as a woman told someone that the intersection of their moon sign and the upcoming Jupiter retrograde signified
            considerable wealth and prosperity. Sonny figured she could have told the same fortune, based solely on the fact that the
            guest was staying at the resort.
         

         
         The woman continued, telling the guest that he needed to take caution and be aware of malevolent forces in his life. That
            if he wasn’t careful, his choices could have dire consequences. Sonny leaned forward, trying to hear what the woman was telling
            him—something about danger near the edge—when she bumped into the door, causing it to creak. She backed away quickly, before
            either could see her, but not before she saw Dale with the same worried expression he’d had in the Zen (or meditation) garden.
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            Dale

            Dale generally wasn’t one for any of that New Age nonsense, but he was desperate. He had expected something a bit more mystical
               than the white-walled room he had found himself in, sitting on a wooden chair across from a woman dressed like a bank teller.
               Not that she needed to be misty-eyed or wearing a turban or using a crystal ball, but . . . well, a crystal ball would have
               been nice.
            

            
            

            After the call with his handler that morning, he thumbed through the options until he found one that could help ease his anxiety:
               an astrology reading that would provide insights into his life and future and empower him to make meaningful, positive choices.
            

            
            Dale figured it would be a bunch of hogwash, and he wasn’t sure what his birth month or year could possibly inform about his
               life, other than his standby PIN, or how it could help him get out of the increasingly perilous situation he had found himself
               in, but again, he was desperate.
            

            
            Dale’s astrology reading had been vague and about as useful as a handful of pennies, as he knew it would be, but a small part
               of him had been hopeful that it would hold the answers to his problems. Or at least an answer. While he had told his handler that running wasn’t an option, he knew now that it was really the only option, especially after his near run-in with the Italian man at lunch. Dale had seen him at the salad bar and ushered his wife out before he could be spotted, but not before noticing the bulge on his lower back he had seen so many times at work. A gun. 

            
            Dale left the reading and decided that it was time to hand everything over and finally sign the paperwork that initiated his
               witness protection. Even the thought of it was a relief—a physical lightening in his body, despite all of the worries that
               would eventually accompany such a decision. Would he get to choose his own name? Worse, would they choose his name? What if he didn’t like his new name? What if the Boss was able to track him down? What if they moved him
               to someplace completely unacceptable . . . like the desert?
            

            
            Still, making the decision felt like progress.

            
            

            Maybe the astrology reading hadn’t been complete hogwash.
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         Sonny wandered until she reached the bar and saw Jack, realizing that maybe that’s what she had been looking for all along.

         
         Jack waved at Sonny with his free hand as soon as he saw her. His other hand was wiping the counters, which seemed to be perpetually
            in need of wiping.
         

         
         “Sonny!”

         
         “Hi, Jack. You’re back at the bar.”

         
         “Sure am. It’s my third post of the day. Variety is the spice of life, isn’t that what they say?”

         
         “Maybe, I don’t know. I don’t like spicy food. Or variety, really.”

         
         Jack laughed at the joke she hadn’t intended to make.

         
         “What can I get you?” he asked. “Dinner opens soon, but we have tapas and other bar snacks you can get here if you’d like.”

         
         Sonny took a seat and looked at the menu that Jack opened and set down in front of her. He slid her a glass of water and wiped
            the counter as he waited for her to decide.
         

         
         “Maybe a flatbread. Which do you recommend?”

         
         “The diavola is my favorite. But it’s spicy, so maybe not.” Jack leaned forward and put his elbows down on the counter and Sonny instinctively leaned back. He didn’t notice, or at least he didn’t react, which Sonny was grateful for because she didn’t want him to think it was his fault, that she had to distance herself because he smelled or had bad breath, because that wasn’t the case at all; he smelled exactly like bottled nature. 

         
         “You can’t go wrong with the margherita. It’s simple, but the flavor is amazing.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Yeah? Margherita, then? Have you had the shaved brussels?”

         
         Sonny made a face.

         
         “Trust me, they’re better than you think. They’ve got a killer sauce and hazelnuts and some Parmesan. I’ll put in an order
            and if you don’t like them, you can toss them on the ground.”
         

         
         “That seems wasteful.”

         
         “You’re right. I’ll just eat them. Deal?” Jack held out his hand.

         
         “Deal,” Sonny said, tapping his palm in what felt like a secret childhood tradition.

         
         Jack typed in her order and then greeted an older couple that sat down a few barstools away.

         
         The couple both had very serious expressions on their faces and the deep wrinkles indicated they had worn those same expressions
            for the past thirty years of their marriage.
         

         
         “A glass of Chardonnay,” the woman said. “Not buttery,” she specified. She had a long nose, dimpled at the nostrils, like someone had once pinched it and it never bounced
            back to normal.
         

         
         “I have a few great options for you, ma’am. I’d be happy to pour a few for you to taste so you can decide which you would
            like,” Jack told her. He was good at this odd job. The woman gave a curt nod and Jack turned toward the man.
         

         
         “And for you, sir?”

         
         “IPA. Whatever you’ve got on draft. And ice water. Hold the ice.”

         
         Sonny noticed the tiniest little uptick on the left side of Jack’s mouth. She accidentally let out a laugh and instantly tried
            to cover it by coughing. Jack glanced over at her and she watched as he replied impressively to the man with absolute seriousness.
         

         
         “An IPA and a cold water for you, sir, no ice.”

         
         The man gave a curt nod, identical to his wife’s, and the two sat in silence while Jack got their drinks.

         
         “How are you doing over here?” Jack asked. “Do you need some more water, for your, uh, cough?” He smiled.

         
         Sonny spoke in a hushed voice. “Maybe some lemon water, please. Hold the lemon.”

         
         Jack was about to respond when a little beep came from the computer. He held up a finger and walked through the doors to the
            kitchen.
         

         
         The couple were sipping their drinks and facing forward, slightly away from each other. The woman, who had a dark brown bob
            and wore a peach cashmere cardigan, rubbed her necklace while thinking about what she was going to order for dinner, and the
            man, a serious fellow with a small bulge around his midsection who described himself as a leader, dabbed his forehead while
            thinking how fucking hot it was outside.
         

         
         Jack appeared in front of Sonny with her flatbread and brussels, which she tried and admitted were much better than she had
            expected.
         

         
         “I had no idea I would like brussels sprouts.”

         
         “Now you know,” Jack said.

         
         He slid her a foggy glass and she took a sip.

         
         “Thank you,” she said. “Compliments to your mom.”

         
         Jack smiled and walked away to take another order from the couple. When he came back, he leaned forward again and Sonny didn’t
            have the urge to pull away. Then he told her, “Sonny, I’ve been thinking about your stories.”
         

         
         “Oh?” Sonny asked, momentarily confused. How does he know? she thought, before remembering what she had told him a few days earlier. She blinked and took another bite of her brussels.
         

         
         “Did I tell you my dad was writing a book?”

         
         Sonny shook her head.

         
         Jack told Sonny how his dad was compiling their family stories, cataloging their familial history so Jack and his brothers could pass it down to their children, who would pass it down to their children, and so on until the end of time or at least the end of the family line. He had started putting it together when Jack’s grandfather was sick, spending time recording his stories. 

         
         “I’ve heard the same stories over and over so many times I can recite them word for word. I know when and where my mom came
            up with this drink,” he said, pointing to the glass in Sonny’s hand. “And I know exactly how it rained on my grandparents’
            wedding day. My dad has described the blue striped dress my mom was wearing when they met so many times that I can close my
            eyes and see it. I can feel my hips being squished against my brothers in the back seat of our car, loaded up with suitcases,
            when we drove here from Mexico, even though I was only three.”
         

         
         “That’s really neat,” Sonny told him, silently scolding herself for saying neat. She envied him and his rich, generational stories. Sonny had only just met Jack, but she could tell he was part of one of
            those families that laughed.
         

         
         “What’s your family like?”

         
         “Dead.”

         
         “What?” Jack was surprised but also looked confused, like there was a chance he had misheard her.

         
         “It was just my grandmother and my mom and me. My grandmother and I weren’t close. She died two years ago. Lung failure.”

         
         “What was she like?”

         
         Sonny thought, wondering how to sum up a woman like Della.

         
         “Tenacious,” she said finally, thinking it a charitable interpretation.

         
         

         Della was not a warm, fuzzy grandmother like other grandmothers. Sonny didn’t call her Grandma or Gran or Grammy but Della, just like her mother had. She was a gruff woman and there was no attachment or bond formed after Sonny’s mom died. Instead, Della guilted Sonny about how much work she was, how much she cost her. She never hurt Sonny, so Sonny knew she was lucky for that. There was no real abuse, and she no longer had to worry about finding stray needles around the house. There was just neglect and an absence of anything resembling love. 

         
         But she was there, which was something.

         
         Della had grown up in North Carolina, and while she had left the South decades ago, the influence of her youth never left
            her. She had a deep drawl that didn’t make sense for a woman who didn’t like grits or believe in God. She resented and rejected
            nearly everything from her Southern upbringing and only kept the accent and an insistence that Dolly Parton (always pronounced
            Pardon) was a national treasure.
         

         
         

         It was only a matter of time before her grandmother would die. Both of her lungs collapsed within a few weeks of each other.
            The trifecta of vices that had taken her family: drinking, drugs and smoking. Abandonment took her father, but she couldn’t
            rule out that another vice would eventually get him.
         

         
         

         “Actually, no,” Sonny said. “She was crabby on her best days and boorish on her worst.”

         
         Jack’s face lightened and twisted.

         
         “I was close with my mom, though. At least, I think I was. She died when I was ten.”

         
         “Oh,” said Jack. “I’m so sorry.”

         
         “It’s okay,” Sonny said, even though she really didn’t feel like it was okay. “It was a long time ago,” she told him, the
            same thing she always said whenever someone apologized about the death of her mother.
         

         
         Sonny’s eyes were wet and she didn’t want Jack to see, so she looked down and took a sip of her drink. He must have seen anyway.

         
         “Oh, Sonny, I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

         
         Sonny shook her head vehemently. “I’m not upset,” she said, forcing a smile. “Can I get a refill?”

         
         “Absolutely.”

         
         Jack made her another drink and slid it across the counter to her.

         
         “It’s a good idea, your dad’s book,” said Sonny, genuinely thinking it was a good idea. “I think that sounds hard, writing
            about real life.”
         

         
         “Yeah? You don’t write about your own life or experiences?”

         
         “No,” Sonny said. “Strictly fiction.”

         
         “Well, I think it’s really cool that you write stories.” He smiled playfully and added, “Even if they’re not true.”

         
         She nodded, knowing he was right. Stories were important, even if they weren’t true.
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         “Who wants to kick us off?” Connor asked as he leaned back in his chair with his calloused hands clasped behind his neck and
            his legs stretched out in front of him, one foot crossed over the other. He was tall and lanky, with visible muscle definition
            along his legs and arms as they stretched from top to bottom, thick veins snaking the length of them. Evidence of a life spent
            outdoors in the sun, his body used as a tool, his work and livelihood dependent on his physical strength. It was a contrast
            to the rest of the circle, most of whom spent their lives indoors, seated.
         

         
         When Sonny had decided to let Taissa determine her schedule for the ten-day trip, she’d thought it would bring her a sense
            of relief and allow her to embrace a stress-free vacation. Taissa assured her that this would allow for an ideal journey,
            optimal variety and balance and some other convincing words. The main reason Sonny agreed to this was because the forty-two-page
            PDF she’d received outlining all of the different activities and treatments was incomprehensibly overwhelming.
         

         
         She had regretted this decision multiple times over by this point and found herself struggling to sleep, anticipating what
            circle of hell Taissa had her visiting the next day. As if the yoga hadn’t been enough, Sonny was spending two consecutive
            mornings on an adventure challenge course. Six hours of “rigorous, soul-filling fun.”
         

         
         Sonny had been late. She thought she knew where the adventure center was and even consulted her trifold map to be sure but ended up at the gym and then the climbing wall before backtracking and reorienting herself. She knew even then that something wasn’t right, but it was too late to change her mind. Her face was dripping and her shirt was damp just under the arms because she had jogged there to make it just in time and taken the last open seat in the circle of chairs. 

         
         A man in his twenties who looked like he could be in his thirties, given his sun-lacquered skin and scraggly beard, introduced
            himself as soon as Sonny took her seat and meekly mumbled, “Sorry.”
         

         
         He gave a curt nod and began speaking. “I’m Connor. I’ll be your guide during your journey today and tomorrow. I’m so grateful
            to be here with all of you. Now, soon we’re going to review safety, the course, all of that fun stuff you came here for. But
            first, we’re going to meet each other and set our intentions. Looking around, you’re all physically prepared for the day.
            You have on the right clothing, the right shoes—except maybe you.”
         

         
         Connor pointed to a nervous-looking man in strappy sandals and a short-sleeved button-up with little flamingos wearing sunglasses
            covering it. His eyes widened and his overly large Adam’s apple moved up and down as he gulped and Sonny wondered if Dominic’s
            Adam’s apple was even bigger than this man’s.
         

         
         “Nah, I’m just playing, you’ll be fine, my man, you’re just fine.”

         
         Connor let out a throaty little laugh and the nervous guy let out a sigh of relief. Sonny was thankful she had worn sneakers.

         
         Connor continued, “So you’re all prepared. At least with the body, the physical. But before we get up there,” he said as he pointed to a floating platform atop some wooden poles, “we need to get you prepared
            inside. We need to get your mind and soul ready for what’s about to come.”
         

         
         Sonny found herself unsure about what was to come. Wasn’t she just supposed to be walking across some wobbly wires, gripping her harness for dear life while pretending
            to think it was fun?
         

         
         She looked around to see if anyone else was as tortured by the news of mental preparation as she was. It was then that she realized some of the faces were familiar. This isn’t right.

         
         When she had arrived at the adventure center, she was so focused on getting seated without attracting attention that she didn’t
            register anything but bodies in chairs. Then, as she looked around, she realized that she recognized these people. This isn’t right.

         
         Directly to Sonny’s left was a woman. Long, thin, tanned legs stretched out in front of her, ankles crossed. Sonny looked
            over and met her eyes and Allana gave Sonny a sideways, but warm, smile before turning her head back toward the instructor,
            who was holding up a bag of sunscreen and pointing to a giant water cooler next to a small shed behind him. He was rambling
            on about the water, the bathroom, some other logistical details, but Sonny couldn’t focus on his words. She was starting to
            sweat again and felt nauseated, regretting her decision to skip breakfast.
         

         
         To Sonny’s right was a man. The one she had encountered at the end of the Equine Experience, the one who had stuttered when
            saying her name. Dale didn’t register Sonny because he was intently glaring at another man in the circle with something Sonny
            could only interpret as jealousy, and it was no surprise why, what with Dale’s bulges and bald spot and Mark’s everything.
            Mark didn’t notice Dale’s stare because he was completely enraptured in Connor’s speech, leaning forward and resting his elbows
            on his knees while vehemently nodding along. Chloe sat next to Mark and rested a hand upon his lower back, occasionally moving
            it side to side, a sweet little rub.
         

         
         There was the man in the sandals, who was fervently scanning the sky as if expecting an unidentified flying object to appear
            and whisk him away. He was wiry and his hair was so fair that Sonny had the sudden urge to find him a hat.
         

         
         Between Connor and Mark sat Gloria, smiling politely with her hands folded in her lap. She was wearing a bright orange athletic shirt and black leggings with a bright orange stripe down the sides and a black visor. Her clothes had fold creases and featured one of those symbols for a popular brand Sonny didn’t remember the name of and she suspected that Gloria had gotten the outfit just for this occasion. 

         
         Connor clapped his hands together.

         
         “All right, so we’re gonna be doing some awesome stuff today. Tough, challenging stuff, but really awesome. You’re all going
            to need to have some trust.”
         

         
         “Anyone can physically do this. Well, most anyone. But to do this today, you’re going to need trust. You’ll need to trust
            me, trust the equipment, trust the process and trust each other. It’s hard to trust a stranger, right? So . . . let’s not be strangers. Let’s un-stranger ourselves.”
         

         
         Sonny liked strangers. She did not want to un-stranger these people. She had gone out of her way to know some of them already,
            in her own way, but she didn’t want to interact with them here. Not like this.
         

         
         “Who wants to kick us off?”

         
         Everyone stared at Connor, waiting for him to give more instruction. No one wanted to volunteer to go first until they knew
            what they were signing up for. Connor sensed their hesitation. The ground started to move, vacillating shadows from the gray
            clouds that were dancing across the sky.
         

         
         “Let’s dig in, guys. Tell us who you are. Your name, yeah, we’ve got to call you something, right? But this isn’t small talk
            at a friend’s housewarming party over a bowl of seven-layer dip. I don’t wanna know your job unless it’s integral to who you
            are. I want to know why you’re here today. You chose, of all the classes and sessions and treatments available to you, to come
            here today. To put on a harness, climb fifty feet into the air and cross a rickety ladder in the sky with strangers.”
         

         
         Sonny and several others silently shared a thought. Is it too late to leave?

         
         “Hell, you could be lying by the pool asleep right now, or Sven could be rubbing your back. Really, if you haven’t gotten
            a massage from Sven, do it, you won’t regret it. His hands are, like, God, just, wow.”
         

         
         There was some laughter from the circle, and Sonny felt a bit of pride, for once being in on the joke.

         
         “I’m getting distracted, sorry! Blame Sven. So yeah, take a beat and think on it before we share.”

         
         Connor took a long, slow breath, sucking in the air around them, which had become agitated and cool.

         
         “What is your intention today? Wanna have fun, try something new, prove something to yourself? What is it you want to do here
            today?”
         

         
         Connor looked directly at Sonny.

         
         “Why are you here?”
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            Dale

            Dale’s wife booked their trip months ago to celebrate his most recent promotion to senior accountant—or at least that’s what
               Dale had told her, to explain the recent increase in his paychecks. Dale had protested and said he would rather visit the
               National Baseball Hall of Fame or maybe someplace in Texas, but his wife put her foot down and told him if he wanted to have
               a wife by this time next year, he needed to take her on a spa trip. They left the children with the grandparents, who would
               undoubtedly feed them ice cream multiple times a day.
            

            
            His wife signed him up for the adventure course, thinking it would be a good way for him to confront and perhaps overcome
               his fear of heights. She had been in charge of all of the trip planning, so he didn’t find out about the treacherous sabotage
               until the morning of, and he told her he hated her. He meant it, too, but she just laughed, assuming it was a rib. While he
               was to spend six hours facing one of his deepest fears, she was scheduled for two back-to-back massage treatments from Sven.
               He thought about telling her “No,” that he would not go to the adventure course, but he couldn’t fathom disappointing her.
               He really wanted to have a wife this time next year.
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            Gloria

            Gloria retired from her position at the library in April. The other librarians had brought in a two-tiered lemon cake and
               presented her with a plaque celebrating her upcoming retirement, though Gloria wished they had spent the money on something
               more useful, like a new toaster. She was the head librarian and hadn’t planned on retiring so early, but when both of her
               parents died within a year of each other she inherited their fortune—though she had already received much of it through her
               trust fund years ago—and decided to make a change. That change was minimal. Yes, she was retiring from her salaried position,
               but she was still volunteering at the same library three days a week. She found this to be rewarding and less stressful, even
               though the work was practically the same.
            

            
            With the death of both of her parents, Gloria couldn’t bear the idea of spending the summer on the Cape—too many memories—so
               she opted to stay home, but she found herself getting bored and itching to get away after decades of spending the summers
               elsewhere. She wasn’t used to the discomfort of her home in the summer. It wasn’t terribly hot in Connecticut, but she was
               aging and she didn’t have air-conditioning and she wasn’t used to the summertime quiet in the otherwise buzzy collegiate town.
            

            
            Gloria thought about traveling abroad, but she had a trip to Paris already planned for the following spring and it was hard to travel in those small seats on those long flights. One of those a year was sufficient. When a friend of hers mentioned a recent trip to Sanctuary, she decided to book it for herself as a way to unwind, relax and let go of the grief she had been carrying around for her parents. Never mind that flying to Arizona was the same distance as flying to Italy. 

            
            She also reasoned that a trip to Sanctuary would provide ample opportunity to relocate some great stuff from other rich people
               with good taste. The people in her social circles at home, like Debbie, were generally tacky, and she couldn’t bear the idea
               of another ceramic goose taking up space on one of her shelves.
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            Chloe and Mark

            Chloe and Mark were given a trip to Sanctuary as a gift by Chloe’s father, a man with a fat wallet and an even fatter belly
               who always turned down Mark’s offer to help him get trim. They hadn’t had a vacation together since the twins were born and
               desperately needed the alone time. Mark wanted time for nonstop fucking where they could make noise and not worry about being
               quiet “because the kids might hear,” and Chloe wanted time to emotionally connect. So far neither had happened.
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            Allana

            Every year Allana took a solo trip, in addition to the many weekend getaways and annual ski and beach trips with Miles. The
               prior year, Allana went on a luxury safari where she rode a camel over rolling hills of soft sand and stayed in a huge white
               tent where handsome men cooked her dinner and drew her baths. The year before that, she went to Tonga to swim with whales.
               The year before, Fiji.
            

            
            This year she decided to stay “local” and go to Sanctuary for a much-needed spa trip where she could be pampered and embrace
               slow, meandering days. A few of her friends convinced her to let them tag along, though she wavered between enjoying their
               company and regretting giving in to their begging. They were all stupider than Allana by miles, but she found them entertaining
               enough.
            

            
            She was already planning her next solo trip, which she would bump up by a few months to make up for her friends hijacking
               this one. She was thinking Switzerland. Or the Seychelles. Or both.
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            The Man in the Sandals

            The man in the sandals was recently promoted from junior accountant to accountant at his finance firm in Phoenix, and as part
               of the promotion his company sent him and his cohort to Sanctuary for three days of bonding and team building. The rest of
               his team had opted to go on a mountain biking excursion and they forgot to tell him to change his schedule; at least that’s
               what they told him later. He was disappointed to miss out on all the bonding that would happen on mountain bikes, but he was
               grateful he didn’t have to get on a mountain bike.
            

            
            He had never learned to ride a bike properly, with his overly protective parents keeping the training wheels on his bike until
               he was twelve, and by that time it was too awkward for his skinny prepubescent legs to learn something new, so he decided
               not to try. He lived in America, so there was no need to have bicycling as a skill anyway. His company had a branch in the
               Netherlands, and he often dreamed about one day getting the chance to work there, but he worried that not being able to ride
               a bike might stand in his way.
            

            
            Had he been sitting next to Dale, they might have had a lot of interesting accounting topics to talk about.
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         Connor had been waiting for a volunteer to “kick us off” when Sonny felt Allana shift in the seat next to her.

         
         No, no, no.

         
         She saw her scooch forward and straighten up—the telltale sign of imminent talking—out of the corner of her eye.

         
         Sonny thought about leaving, told herself to stand up and walk away, but her feet were planted to the ground. Her hands were
            shoved under her legs and her jaw was clenched. She was looking up, focusing on the menacing clouds overhead, when she let
            out an abrupt grunt.
         

         
         “HiI’mSonny,” she said, too quickly, and all eyes turned to her. She instantly regretted her interjection. She had never once
            volunteered to go first for anything. Often, in school, she would slink down into her chair and wait for every other person
            to share whatever it was they were supposed to share, hoping if she never volunteered that she would never have to go, that
            maybe she could wish herself to be invisible when the teacher asked, “Who hasn’t gone yet?”
         

         
         Sonny would keep quiet and usually it worked, the teacher forgetting about her altogether.

         
         She looked around at all of the eyes that appeared to be getting bigger and the faces that appeared to be getting nearer, the circle closing in on her. Chloe’s forehead had a little stream of sweat, but that wasn’t right, Sonny was the one sweating. She opened her mouth, unsure what she was actually going to share, and felt a fly land on her nose. Everything darkened, the sky suddenly dusk, the clouds completely blocking the light of the sun. There was no sweat on Chloe’s forehead after all, no fly on Sonny’s nose. It was rain. 

         
         Sonny looked up and so did everyone else. Fat raindrops started sputtering down onto the mesh tarp overhead, leaking in through
            dribbles, and there was a loud crack of thunder and a bright brilliant line streaked through the sky. Sonny thought, Thank heavens, at the same time Connor said, “Well, shit.”
         

         
         

         The group was sitting at the picnic tables next to the shed listening to the rain thwack against the roof.

         
         “We’re just gonna wait it out, guys,” Connor had told them, squinting at the sky as if measuring the clouds. “I’m guessing
            this will be over in twelve, thirteen minutes, tops. Grab some water, get to know each other a bit.”
         

         
         Sonny was sitting and contemplating the ways to get out of it—the best she could come up with was faking sickness—when the
            man with the sandals announced he was feeling ill—probably the omelet he’d had that morning—and was going to leave.
         

         
         She bitterly watched him run away in the rain and was trying to come up with a new way to bail when someone appeared in front
            of her.
         

         
         “Can I sit here?”

         
         Sonny looked up and saw Allana.

         
         No.

         
         Against all of her instincts, she nodded.

         
         “Thanks! You excited for this journey?” Allana asked, mimicking Connor.
         

         
         “Not really,” Sonny admitted. She didn’t have it in her to pretend otherwise.

         
         “Really? Why’s that?”

         
         “Oh, um, it’s just not really my thing. Adventure stuff. I let the experience planner schedule my itinerary, and it’s been, well, interesting, to see what she chose for me.” 

         
         Allana laughed. “Yeah, I’m sure. Lesson learned, huh? Never let your fate rest in someone else’s hands. What other things
            have you done so far?”
         

         
         “The Equine Experience, some spa treatments—”

         
         “That’s right! Your very first massage.”

         
         “Yeah. I scheduled another, like you recommended.”

         
         “Smart. By the way, I don’t think we officially met. I’m—”

         
         No, no, no.

         
         “I’m Sonny,” Sonny blurted out.

         
         “Yeah. You said that back there. That’s a fun name. Is it short for something?”

         
         Sonny was used to people fixating on her name. Anything outside of the expected—Kate, Sophie, Anna—piqued people’s interest.
            But it wasn’t one of those unusual ones that had become so usual in recent years—Piper, Rowan, Harper. Sometimes if she met
            someone she knew she would never encounter again, like an overly friendly stranger that chose the seat next to her on a bus,
            or more recently when she went to an expensive coffee chain for the first time and had to give them a name to write on her
            cup of tea, she would lie and say her name was Alice. As a child she’d fantasized about being an Alice, having an old-timey,
            sweet name that could have given her a different life.
         

         
         Somehow, she believed that having a name like Alice would mean existing in a different way. If she had a name like Alice,
            she would wear headbands that held her straight hair back perfectly and she would have a best friend that she had known since
            she was four and her clothes would always match, even her socks, and her laundry would always be clean and she would never,
            ever consider jumping off the roof of a building.
         

         
         “Nope.” Sonny shook her head. “Just Sonny.”

         
         “Well, nice to meet you, Sonny.” Allana smiled warmly at her. “My—”

         
         No.

         
         “I’ll be right back. Gonna grab some water. You want some?” Sonny asked, but she walked away before Allana had a chance to
            answer.
         

         
         When Sonny got back to the table, Allana took the second paper cup from Sonny’s hand and thanked her. She kept her eyes on
            Sonny until she spoke. “I’m—”
         

         
         “No,” Sonny said.

         
         “What?” Allana asked.

         
         “Hmm?” Sonny replied.

         
         No, no, no.

         
         Allana was puzzled but curious about the strange girl sitting in front of her. Once there was silence to interrupt, she spoke
            again.
         

         
         “I’m Nancy.”
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         No, no, no, no, no.

         
         Sonny stood in front of the mirror in the tiny bathroom at the back of the shed and stared at herself, grimacing, inspecting
            her teeth. She leaned over the sink and splashed cold water onto her face. She grabbed a paper towel and crumbled it up and
            shoved it into her mouth and grabbed another and shoved that one in, too, before screaming as loud as she possibly could.
            She whipped her head back and forth and strands of her hair stuck to her wet face and she looked like a toddler in the middle
            of a tantrum but the entire room was spinning and the walls were dripping, the white paint running off them, and Sonny only
            stood still when she heard a knock.
         

         
         Sonny tried not to gag while pulling the soggy towels out, clawing at her tongue to get the little bits of white off, and
            she slapped herself on the cheeks and washed her hands and took ten deep breaths and returned to the table.
         

         
         The table with Nancy.

         
         The world was crumbling around Sonny, and all she wanted to do was run away to a far corner of the resort, but instead all
            she could do was sit back down and look at the woman.
         

         
         Nancy, Nancy, Nancy.

         
         Sonny willed herself to rise to her feet, just stand, and run, run, run away. Fly away, little bird. But she couldn’t; she was immobile. It was an instinctual response that she had no control over. It’s commonly known that
            animals have a fight-or-flight instinct, but as Sonny had learned from a show about woodpeckers, the less commonly discussed
            is a third instinct: freeze. It wasn’t too late to leave. She could still go. She just needed to stand. Instead, she froze.
         

         
         A moment later, Connor clapped his hands loudly to get everyone’s attention.

         
         “Hey, look at that! Clear skies after . . . exactly twelve minutes! We’re gonna go ahead and get back out there and get ourselves
            ready for some adventure!”
         

         
         Sonny had never thought she’d be so grateful to hear those words.
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         Everyone sat in the same seat they’d had twelve minutes prior, possibly by chance but more likely by the human need to repeat
            the familiar.
         

         
         “Sonny?”

         
         Sonny stifled back a cough as she looked wide-eyed at Connor after what she deemed a hostile question interrupted her reverie.
            He kept staring at her, and his unmoving eyes made her feel attacked and uncomfortable.
         

         
         “Um, why am I here?”

         
         Connor leaned back casually, looking chill and relaxed, but Sonny wasn’t convinced he wasn’t just an arrogant asshole who
            pretended to be chill and relaxed.
         

         
         “Yeah, you were going to share before the rain broke.” His eyes bore into her forehead as he spoke, nearing her even though
            his body was moving farther away. An optical illusion, all in her mind, she told herself.
         

         
         “Why. Are. You. Here?”

         
         It was a quietly antagonistic move, and Sonny thought about that time when her boss Aaron asked her in front of her entire
            team what she had thought about the department meeting.
         

         
         She had assumed, with the rain delay, they would be skipping the pleasantries and the whole charade about this being an emotional experience and jumping straight to climbing the rickety ladders. Fortunately for Sonny, Nancy spoke up. 

         
         “Hi, I’ll go. I’m Nancy. I, uh, am here, basically for fun. A few friends of mine from my mom’s book club put this trip together,
            and I decided to join them. A retreat of sorts. To relax, get away from the kids and decompress. So, yeah, I signed up for
            this session just because it looked fun and different.”
         

         
         She was a mom? She was with a book club?
         

         
         Nancy smiled and leaned back in her seat. Her intentions were all wrong. Allana’s would’ve been perfectly balanced between
            deeply profound and endearing with an ounce of sarcasm because the whole thing was ridiculous.
         

         
         Sonny started retreating into herself, becoming smaller and smaller, willing herself to become invisible as she listened to
            the others share their whys, one by one. She stared out into the desert, scouring the ground for movement, for life, unable
            to look at the others as they spoke, feeling invasive but also feeling violated, her reality being ripped away from her.
         

         
         Dale spoke up after Nancy.

         
         “Hiya!” He waved a hand and smiled a goofy smile at everyone in the circle. “I’m Sturgill.”

         
         Sonny coughed out of disbelief and instantly covered her mouth and sank even lower into her chair. Of all the men in the world to be named Sturgill, it was not this man. In all fairness, it is a lot of pressure for parents to choose a name for their child that they will be stuck with for the rest of their lives without any advance notice of how they will look or act. Sonny wondered if it wouldn’t be better for everyone to wait a little while before naming their children. Give them a temporary name until the due date for name selection, maybe a year or so after birth. They wouldn’t be called Boy or Girl or Child. Nothing so impersonal and demeaning, but maybe a nice term of endearment: Sweetsie, or Bumblebee, or Pumpkin. Her own mother would have chosen Chubs or Little Howler because she was often reminded she had been a fat baby who cried a lot. Sturgill’s mother would have quickly seen her son was no Sturgill at all but was more of a Dale. Or perhaps a Leonard. Or a Gus. Probably Dale. 

         
         “I’m here today because I love challenging myself in new ways. I love trying new things, especially things that are active
            or outdoors. My husband says I’m a thrill seeker!”
         

         
         Sonny hadn’t seen that coming either, and she suddenly felt guilty, which was ludicrous, as if by not predicting this she
            had been discriminatory.
         

         
         Sturgill continued, “This whole trip was my husband’s idea—a present to reward myself for my sabbatical. I have a high-pressure
            job running an architectural firm, but I decided to temporarily give that up for something more fulfilling! Not sure what
            that is yet, exactly . . .” Sturgill animatedly threw his hands out and shrugged. “But I signed up for this to challenge myself.
            Physically and mentally.”
         

         
         Gloria beamed at this, applauding with just her fingertips in her lap. She was apparently the type of person who gave people
            too much credit, was proud of them for doing not much at all. The bare minimum, the expected, like parents who applaud their
            little babies for rolling over or taking their first shit on a toilet, fundamentally necessary and easy parts of life.
         

         
         Mark and Chloe went next, sharing together as if they were a unit. Chloe introduced herself and Mark and told everyone that
            they enjoyed playing squash. They might as well have said, “Hi, we’re white and have money.”
         

         
         They had taken up squash as a couple a few years ago and decided to engage in a new hobby together every year to keep their
            excitement and joy for learning alive. They usually chose something physical, like squash or rock climbing or tae kwon do,
            and Sonny couldn’t help but picture them standing next to a bunch of eight-year-olds in white robes bowing inside the brick
            building next to the liquor store she passed every day on her way to work. This year, they had decided to dedicate their year
            of learning to meditation.
         

         
         Chloe and Mark had been practicing meditation a few months already and enjoyed self-education at home but thought going somewhere that valued the practice as much as they did, like Sanctuary, would be a great way to spend their vacation time. Their intention for the day was to grow and develop their trust for each other. Mark grinned like an idiot and nodded throughout Chloe’s speech, and Sonny hated him even more than her own version of Mark. 

         
         Gloria went next.

         
         “Hi, everyone. My name is Mitzi.”

         
         Sonny squirmed in her chair and forced her hands underneath her legs to keep from scratching herself. She felt itchy and her
            eyes were dry and she wanted to cry and scream and run away. She braced herself for potential disappointment. But all things
            considered, Mitzi was an acceptable replacement for Gloria. Maybe even better, especially after Gloria had become a thieving
            old woman. The name suited her and gave her a different aura than Gloria did. Something more worldly and even a bit eccentric.
         

         
         Mitzi shared that she had just turned sixty. She had also just been diagnosed with cancer, though she didn’t specify which
            type. Sonny assumed it was breast. Mitzi had come to Sanctuary as a birthday-slash-cancer present to herself, a celebration
            of life and possibly death. The adventure experience was chosen by her experience planner, who, like Sonny, Mitzi had allowed
            to plan the trip for her on her behalf, wanting to be surprised by what life had in store for her.
         

         
         Sonny didn’t pay much attention to Connor’s spiel because she had started to think about the real reason she was there. She
            was picturing blue sky and scaffolding and cement ground riddled with cigarette butts when she felt an accusatory finger in
            her face. Really, Connor was casually gesturing to her from across the circle, but for a second Sonny could feel the tip of
            his finger on the tip of her nose and the whole dusty desert was closing in on her.
         

         
         “Hmm?” she said, looking around at all the eyes that were now on her.

         
         “Looks like we’re back to you, Sonny. Why are you here?”

         
         Sonny had been unsuccessful in disappearing. She shifted in her chair, crossed the left ankle over the right and then adjusted, crossing the right over the left. She jammed her fingers farther underneath her legs and felt as though she were shrinking despite trying to appear big and confident. 

         
         “Um. Hi. I’m Sonny.”

         
         She had never been to AA before, but she imagined this was what it felt like sitting in one of those meetings and fully expected
            to hear a chorus of voices reply synchronously, “Hi, Sonny.”
         

         
         She regretted not using the past few minutes to concoct a story instead of wasting her time on a memory.

         
         

         Sonny Magee went to Sanctuary because she wasn’t sure what else to do. She had recently come into a large sum of money before
            leaving her job at Zeta, a software company that made custom apps for large companies. The most recent project of significance
            was an app for an amusement park that allowed guests not only to cut the lines but to choose their seats on the rides. A huge
            step forward for mankind.
         

         
         After the money successfully showed up in her account, she’d quit.

         
         She spent a few days overjoyed with her newfound freedom. She tidied her apartment, rearranged her small bookshelf three times
            and finally got around to going through the cardboard boxes in the back of her closet that contained the last of her grandmother’s
            things. Della had died right after Sonny’s twenty-fourth birthday, which had been celebrated with a store-bought pumpkin pie
            because it was also Thanksgiving. Sonny, being her only close relative, was the one to clean her home and sort the junk from
            the not-junk. The plaid couch was the first thing to go, and most other things followed, excepting the three cardboard boxes
            that Sonny took and avoided touching for nearly two years.
         

         
         She went to restaurants she had never been to before, which was most of them because she had previously eaten almost every
            meal at home. She had never been able to justify spending $14 on an overcooked burger when she could buy a pound of beef,
            a six-pack of buns, a large bag of frozen crinkle fries and a bottle of ketchup for the same price.
         

         
         She went shopping. To stores that sold brand-new clothing. At the first store, she filled up her arms with clothes. She stood in the checkout line and when they told her the total she said, “Sorry, I changed my mind. I’m so sorry,” before running out of the store. She walked around the block twice, gave herself a pep talk and went into another store, where she successfully purchased and left with two pairs of jeans, a pair of sweatpants, a sweater, three pairs of socks, two T-shirts, a zip-up hoodie and a shoulder bag. She carried the two heavy shopping bags out of the store and couldn’t stop smiling the entire walk home. 

         
         She subscribed to all the streaming services and watched decades of series and movies. She read all of the used books she
            had accumulated over the years of scouring the Little Free Libraries in the birdhouses around the parks because she refused
            to go to the library, worried they would know about her overdue fine for Madeline from all those years ago even though her nearest library had no connection whatsoever to the one she had gone to with her
            mother.
         

         
         She went to a spinning class that advertised that the first session was free and said, “No, thank you,” when they asked if
            she wanted to sign up for a membership. She took daily walks through the park near her house and did her weekly grocery shopping
            at a store that sold pomegranate seeds and six types of tofu. She went to an electronics store and bought a used iPad and
            upgraded her laptop to a newer, but still used, version. She added a pair of Bluetooth earbuds to her pile at the last minute
            and felt a rush of excitement at indulging an impulse purchase. She wore them occasionally during her long park walks but
            mostly preferred her nonfunctional Beats.
         

         
         She got a haircut at a salon for the first time in her life. Her mother had always cut her hair except for when she was incapacitated
            or dead, in which case her grandmother did the cutting. Eventually, Sonny started cutting her own hair, after too many accidental
            nicks from Della. While she enjoyed having her hair washed and her head massaged, she decided it wasn’t worth the cost to
            have someone else take scissors to her hair when it ended up in the same frizzy ponytail as it always had. Plus, the stylist
            wouldn’t stop pestering her with questions.
         

         
         She bought a houseplant: a small cactus that the storekeeper assured her wouldn’t die. She also bought a new frying pan that didn’t peel every time she used it and two bright yellow pillows for her apartment couch, donating the old tan ones back to the Goodwill where she had originally purchased them. 

         
         

         When Sonny’s excitement waned and she had run out of things to do, she got out her new used laptop and googled: what to do with money.
         

         
         She opened the first article.

         
         Pay off debt. Della had left Sonny everything she had, including her medical debt, which fortunately hadn’t been much since she died so
            suddenly. The benefit of a quick death. After selling Della’s things, paying the medical bills, taxes, moving costs and all
            of the other expenses associated with death, Sonny was left with an inheritance of $186.
         

         
         She had no mortgage, no car, no school loans, no expensive—or even inexpensive—hobbies. Shockingly, considering her age and
            socio-economic background, she had no debt to pay off.
         

         
         Invest it. Sonny had already put half of her new wealth into an account that a man named Chuck would manage for her.
         

         
         Splurge. Aside from bakery croissants and the electronics and the new clothes and the cactus, she hadn’t splurged much at all. She
            had earned more in interest that month than she had spent on splurging.
         

         
         Sonny started a new search: splurge how to.
         

         
         The results were disappointing. Most of the articles explained how much of one’s income to spend, how to know when you can
            afford to splurge, the difference between splurging and wasting. The articles assumed people already knew what they wanted
            to spend it on, which was Sonny’s problem. She knew she could afford to splurge, but she had never had the luxury of extra
            money, even in the form of a crisp $20 from an aunt on her birthday, so she had never had to ask herself what she might do
            with it.
         

         
         Twenty minutes passed and Sonny had read splurge too many times and it had started to sound like a dirty word.
         

         
         She searched again: spend 20k fun.
         

         
         One Reddit page posed the question: If you had $20,000, what would you do with it?

         
         The responses varied: Hookers and blow. A whole lot of hookers and blow. Buy a car. Invest. I would buy a new study Bible, some candy bars, a Minecraft account, two Rolex watches and pay for my grandma’s new hip. Take a trip and get pampered.

         
         Sonny had no interest in hookers or blow. She had no need for a car because she walked or took the bus everywhere and she
            wasn’t sure where she would even keep a car and also she didn’t know how to drive. She had already invested, had recently
            found her mother’s Bible in one of the cardboard boxes and had a stash of candy in her pantry that she had taken home from
            the communal kitchen at work after the Halloween party last year. She didn’t know what Minecraft was, she had a watch that she liked and her grandmother didn’t need a new hip or a new anything really, being that she was
            dead.
         

         
         Take a trip and get pampered was the only thing left.
         

         
         Immediately, Sonny searched for a trip to Kokomo because she had always wanted to go there ever since she first heard the
            song that summer at Della’s house years ago when new neighbors moved in and spent their days in lawn chairs soaking their
            feet in a small blow-up kiddie pool, but it turned out it was not a real place. She did find that there was a small town named
            Kokomo in Indiana. Sonny didn’t know much about Indiana other than she didn’t want to go there.
         

         
         After twenty minutes reading articles about the best places to go for pampering, Sonny glanced over at her new cactus, which
            was thriving, and thought of her mother. She reached into her pocket to pull out the star, the mere sight of which instantly
            brought her back to her old bed, her mom’s hair tickling her neck, listening to her ramble on about the desert. It was as
            if the answer had been there all along.
         

         
         She looked up spa desert and decided on Sanctuary Resort & Spa, an oasis in the desert.
         

         
         

         “I’m here for, uh, a break. From the cold. Well, not now, it’s not cold this time of year. In Pennsyl—I mean, I wanted to
            see something. Someplace new.”
         

         
         Two big eyes blinked at her.

         
         “I wanted to see the desert?”

         
         Squinting, a crinkled forehead.

         
         “I’m here just to be here. Um. To try something new.”

         
         A cough that could easily have been a sneeze.

         
         “I’m in this session because I let Taissa, whose name I had been mispronouncing in my head, well, she’s the experience planner
            I let arrange everything for me because I didn’t realize something like this would be an option and I wasn’t super thrilled
            about it at first but now I’m here and I’m a little bit nervous about it but also kind of excited, which I realized just right
            now. So thanks. I mean, you’re welcome. Or. Um. Nice to meet you all.”
         

         
         Gloria—no, Mitzi, Sonny remembered—clapped quietly like she had done for Sturgill. Nancy playfully shoved her shoulder, and
            Sonny wished the entire moment would be in the past as soon as possible.
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         The six of them sat around the forty-foot-tall wooden pole. They had done a series of trust-building exercises—trust falls
            and blindfolded balance beam walking—and were waiting while Connor set up for the next activity, arranging helmets and harnesses
            and busying himself by tugging on various wires. The air was dry and suffocatingly hot.
         

         
         

         Sonny had always had an active imagination. It was her escape, as it is for many to some extent, though Sonny often took it
            further than simple daydreaming. She made a sport of it in her mind, a game with no score. There was no winning or losing
            because there was nothing to win anyway and she preferred to never find out the truth. The truth would ruin the game.
         

         
         Sonny’s imagination games, her stories, had not always been all-consuming. When Sonny was all alone, as she usually was, there was no one to rein her in or validate what was real or not real. It’s not like when Sonny was at work and her coworker Paul talked about his wife and she would fill in the blanks, decide what she looked like, how she dressed, how she spoke with a crude Midwestern accent. She would hear the fights they had at night, see Paul’s wife roll her eyes whenever Paul talked about fantasy football and envision the pale red color of that inevitable third glass of wine that was becoming all too common on weeknights. 

         
         Because Sonny never met Paul’s wife, she never had to break the illusion. And if she did, she would adapt, because her construction
            of Paul’s wife was loosely based off tidbits she had gleaned—merely filling in the blanks.
         

         
         She had stopped writing her fictions two years earlier when Della died, a reaction, or perhaps a self-inflicted punishment.
            But the daydreams always existed in her mind—it was impossible to shut them off altogether. She hadn’t picked up her pen to
            catalog her stories until a few days earlier, when she arrived at Sanctuary, coinciding with her desire to take a more active
            role in her own life.
         

         
         Sonny wanted to live—and live a little less alone—but was unsure how, so she approached it the way she approached everything:
            in a story.
         

         
         What better way to practice interacting with people than by imagining it? She thought it was a notable step in the right direction,
            if not a little unorthodox. She had always written about people, imagined their lives, how they tied their shoes, their relationships
            with their siblings, their favorite condiments, but she had never put herself in their stories until she arrived at Sanctuary.
            And now, sitting with these familiar strangers in the desert, Sonny considered that that might be where she’d gone wrong.
            She’d become too attached. By involving herself, it was possible she’d started to confuse the two—reality and fiction—the
            line between them blurring.
         

         
         

         “You’re starting to crack.”

         
         Sonny looked up to see a dark silhouette of a face in front of her and said, “What?” in a panic, wondering how this person
            knew.
         

         
         “Your bottle, dear, it’s leaking.” Sonny looked down at her Sanctuary-provided water bottle and saw a pool of water around
            the bottom, a straight and narrow slit running up the side of it.
         

         
         “Oh. You’re right. Thanks,” Sonny said. She put a hand above her forehead to shield her eyes and saw the woman in front of her was Mitzi. She smelled strongly of lilac or gardenia or some other bottled version of fresh flowers. 

         
         “We paid enough to be here, I’m sure they’ll give you a new one if you ask.”

         
         Sonny stared at the woman, unable to form words, unable to reconcile this woman, Mitzi, with Gloria.

         
         “You all right there, dear? You look awfully pale.”

         
         For a moment, Sonny wondered if she was dizzy, if she was about to faint, but she shook her head and replied, “No, I’m fine,
            thank you. I’m always this pale.”
         

         
         Mitzi laughed and leaned close to Sonny. “You know, you have Bette Davis eyes.”

         
         “Like the song?”

         
         “Well, yes, but no, not like the song, like the woman.”

         
         “What woman?”

         
         “Bette Davis.”

         
         “From the song.”

         
         “You’re making me want to slap you.”

         
         “You’re the second person to tell me that.”

         
         “About the eyes or the slapping?”

         
         “The slapping.”

         
         “Who was the first?”

         
         “Della.”

         
         “Who’s Della?”

         
         “My grandmother.”

         
         It was evident that Mitzi wasn’t sure how to respond, so Sonny saved her from having to. “Were they brown?”

         
         “Were what brown?”

         
         “Her eyes?”

         
         “Well, no, I don’t think so. But they were large and kind of sad.”

         
         Then Sonny wasn’t sure how to respond but she didn’t have to because Connor announced it was time to climb.

         
         

         Everyone stood with their hands shading their eyes as they gawked up at the pole they were to climb.

         
         “Who’s up first?” Connor shouted to the group, and before anyone could move or respond Nancy’s hand shot up in the air.

         
         Nancy climbed the pole quickly. She climbed the pole with the ease of an experienced rock climber and never stopped on her
            way up, never paused and rested, but lifted one foot and one arm after the other, in a smooth and consistent rhythmic pace.
            It was beautiful to watch.
         

         
         For a brief moment, Sonny was watching Allana.

         
         When Nancy reached the top, she took less than a minute to look around and take in the view before sucking in her breath quickly
            and announcing to the helpers below that she was ready to fall. And she did. She turned around and fell backward with her
            eyes wide open and her arms stretched out to the sides and swung in the air with her head tilted back as she was slowly lowered
            down.
         

         
         “Good golly, that was impressive,” Sturgill told her.

         
         “Yeah, I could tell you knew what you were doing. You climb much?” Mark asked.

         
         “Ages ago.”

         
         Next up was Mitzi. She took a lot longer to get to the top, and it was almost painful to watch, all the heaving and tentativeness.
            The whole group was silent, nervous for her, but after eighteen minutes, Mitzi reached the top. Everyone collectively started
            breathing again. She lifted her arms up in the air in a giant Y and said, “This is sixty!” before closing her eyes and falling
            forward like she was diving into an Olympic pool.
         

         
         Nancy whispered to Sonny, “I want to be her when I grow up.”

         
         “Me too,” echoed Sturgill, who was standing much closer to Sonny than she had realized.

         
         Mark and Chloe decided to climb the pole together. Sonny was one of the designated helpers while they climbed, holding on
            to the rope that was attached to Mark’s harness, and she was nervous, having his safety literally in her ill-fitting gloved
            hands.
         

         
         Chloe climbed first, and she was quick but awkward, like a child on the monkey bars. Her breasts bounced with each motion, and she kept adjusting herself, shoving each side back into its compartment. Mark climbed next and Chloe held her arms out to steady herself to keep balanced since the pole swayed with every movement Mark took. She asked him to go slower, and he listened, moving so slowly no one could tell if he was actually moving. She asked him to hurry up, and he listened, quickening his climb a little bit, but as gently as possible to help Chloe remain stable. 

         
         Big beads of sweat were dripping down Chloe’s leg, and everyone watched her chest heave in and out as she took five-count
            breaths through her mouth that was formed into a small O. Mark finally reached the top, and she had to reposition multiple
            times to help pull him up while remaining steady herself. There was barely enough room for Chloe’s small feet alone on the
            platform—maybe a foot wide—but somehow, they both managed to fit, standing back-to-back. Everyone cheered when Mark stood
            up, the pole wavering underneath their feet and all four of their legs shaking, muscles tensed. They held hands.
         

         
         “Ready?” he asked her.

         
         “Ready,” she said.

         
         “One, two, three,” they counted together. “Jump!” Together they jumped, away from each other, in opposite directions.
         

         
         When they got to the bottom and removed their harnesses, they embraced and kissed for what felt like much too long to Sonny,
            but still, it was sweet. It was an oddly beautiful moment. There was tenderness and genuine affection in the way they touched,
            his hand cradling her elbow and her hand slowly rubbing the back of his neck, and for the shortest of seconds, Sonny considered
            she had misjudged them.
         

         
         Sturgill coughed to break up the sincere moment—“Ahem”—and declared it his turn. When he bent over to pull up his harness,
            several sunflower seeds fell out of one of his superfluous pockets. He was a peculiar man.
         

         
         Right before he jumped, Sonny’s mind drifted, as it tended to do, and she wondered, What if the rope snaps? She held her breath until he was safely on the ground and let out a sigh of relief.
         

         
         It was Sonny’s turn and once again she had been unable to disappear and be forgotten like she had all those times in her high
            school classrooms and People-Person staff meetings. They just wouldn’t let her disappear at Sanctuary.
         

         
         While she stood at the base of the pole with her two hands clinging tightly to the first two rungs, she looked up and thought
            it wasn’t that high. As she climbed, she focused on looking only at the rungs a few inches away from her face. Easy. Her eyes stung from sweat and she had to pause to wipe them but she made the mistake of looking down and realized it was much,
            much higher than she had first thought. Sonny was about halfway to the top when she pushed her body forward and tightened
            her grip, bear-hugging the pole.
         

         
         “You all right, Sonny?” Mark shouted. He was her helper.

         
         No, Mark.

         
         “Um. Yeah. I just need a minute.”

         
         “What’s that? We can’t hear you down here! You need to shout!”

         
         Shut up, Mark.

         
         “I’m good! Just taking a break!”

         
         “Breathe, Sonny, breathe!”

         
         She opened her eyes and tried to focus on the splintering wood directly next to her face, but it made her wonder how deep
            that splinter went and how hollow this pole was and how long it had been here and how deep into the ground it went and whether
            it was cemented in or just surrounded by dirt and if termites lived in any of the little holes.
         

         
         “You got this, girl!”

         
         Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up.

         
         Sonny turned her attention to the sky and the mountains out yonder and wondered how far yonder really was. A giant bird interrupted her thought and view.
         

         
         Fly, little bird, fly.

         
         “No,” Sonny said.

         
         “What’s that, Sonny?”

         
         “I’m coming down!”

         
         “No, don’t give up! You’ve got this!”

         
         An echo of encouragement was hurled at Sonny, and it was too loud. She had jumped already, not that long ago, and once was
            enough. She closed her eyes as she slowly climbed down, sliding her hand along the wood to find the next lower rung until
            her feet finally made it to the ground. Her hands were shaking as she unclasped the rope and took her helmet off. She walked
            quietly to the back of the group without looking at anyone on the way. Connor gave her what was meant to be a comforting pat
            on the back as she walked by him, but it surprised her and made her jump. She knew that small act was supposed to be supportive,
            but she was still on the fence about him.
         

         
         Mitzi eventually made her way next to Sonny and spoke quietly.

         
         “People always say that being brave is facing your fears and doing things that scare you,” said Mitzi, her eyes staring straight
            ahead at nothing, just like Sonny’s. “But sometimes being brave means saying no to the things that other people call brave.”
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         The group sat together at the picnic tables for a post-adventure lunch before they parted for the day, reveling in their shared
            achievement. One of the tables was filled with a variety of foods—all miniature versions of normal foods. Pizzas the size
            of pancakes, small peppers filled with cheese, quiches that could fit in a palm, tiny little corn cobs. Even the grapes looked
            shrunken.
         

         
         “Good job today, gang!” said Connor. “Today was all about familiarizing yourselves with each other and establishing trust.
            Tomorrow, we’ll build on that. Take the intensity up a notch. Eat up. Rest up. Maybe spend some more time un-strangering yourselves,
            if you feel so inclined.”
         

         
         Sonny filled a plate and sat at the end of the picnic table. She was nibbling a bite-sized burger when Nancy took a seat across
            from her.
         

         
         “Have you liked the food here so far, Sonny?”

         
         Sonny nodded. “Mostly. It’s different from what I’m used to.” She had mainly been surviving on whatever the discount of the
            week was at her discount grocery store, a rotation of boxed and canned goods with varying levels of salt.
         

         
         “Are you a picky eater?” Nancy took a big swig of blackberry tea.

         
         “No. Maybe. Yes. A little bit. I’m selective. I like broccoli”—Sonny pointed her fork at Nancy’s big bowl full of tiny roasted
            vegetables—“but only the flowery part.”
         

         
         Nancy laughed and leaned forward to her plate and stabbed a piece of broccoli with her fork and looked at it.

         
         “Selective, that’s a good way to put it. That’s like my middle child. She’ll eat most things but only specific ways. Like
            you, the flowers of broccoli. Tomatoes, but only if they’re cooked. Never the ends of the banana. Green beans, but only canned.
            Only red apples, never green.”
         

         
         A middle child. This meant Nancy had at least three. Maybe even five. Or seven. Allana would never.

         
         Sonny closed her eyes and she could see her. Nancy, cross-legged on the floor of her living room, a ponytail holder lost somewhere
            in the nest of black hair sticking out in all directions, two separate piles of laundry waiting to be stacked, kids running,
            shouting, in circles around her, while she stares blankly ahead in a daze, T-shirt torn and covered in Cheeto dust. Days measured
            in bottles of milk and years measured in new sizes of soccer cleats.
         

         
         Sonny wondered when Nancy had changed from whatever version of herself was a climber and turned into this version of Nancy.
            Was it after marriage, once she had the kids, after she caved and finally bought the minivan?
         

         
         Sonny felt sick. She swallowed her thought and said, “I don’t like banana ends either. And canned green beans are best.” She
            didn’t admit that she’d never had them any other way.
         

         
         Nancy smiled at Sonny, studying her face, and Sonny avoided looking back while she shifted in her seat. The others joined
            them at the table and Sonny had to keep reminding herself of their names—their real names. Sturgill. Mitzi. Nancy. Chloe and
            Mark, she hadn’t needed to invent, so that was easy enough.
         

         
         Sonny listened as they all talked about their various spa treatments. One of them had hot oil poured on their forehead for an hour while another was stretched and massaged while floating in some sort of hammock. Sonny wasn’t sure if the treatments sounded great or horrific but they all oohed and aahed about them. Mitzi was considering signing up for the Equine Experience and Sonny wanted to interject, to say, “Yes, it’s worth the extra cost,” but by the time she summoned enough courage to speak, the conversation had switched topics and it was too late. Chloe and Mark had been debating whether the rumor was true that she was really there at Sanctuary, since neither of them had seen her in person, and Sonny thought about telling them she’d seen
            her at the pool, but again she waited too long to chime in.
         

         
         She sat mostly in silence. It had been too long for her to leave but also too long for her to join the conversation. She had
            been established as part of it but also had been established as a non-contributor. It was impossible to stay but impossible
            to leave. It’s one of the worst social traps that exist.
         

         
         Sonny mostly thought about Nancy. Not the person, but the name. Nancy. Nancy. Nancy. Nancy Drew. Nancy Reagan. Nancy Pelosi. No. It just isn’t right. She started shaking her head but stopped herself before anyone noticed.
         

         
         Nancy spent a few minutes rummaging through her bag, just as she had all those times before. Sonny watched her curiously and
            finally asked, “What are you looking for?”
         

         
         “Lip balm.” Nancy groaned.

         
         “Oh,” said Sonny, disappointed.

         
         “It’s kind of an obsession. My friends give me shit about it. I always have a minimum of three tubes with me, but they keep
            disappearing inside this giant bag. Ah, got one!” she exclaimed, pulling out a thin tube and swiping the clear stick across
            her lips.
         

         
         “What do you do, Sonny?” Chloe asked, a too-toothy smile spread across her face, unmoving as if it were painted on like a
            ceramic doll.
         

         
         Sonny thought for a moment, wondering what it was she did.

         
         “Like for work?” she finally asked.

         
         “Yeah, for work,” Chloe confirmed flatly, her smile still intact.

         
         “Um, well, I used to work at a big tech company. But I don’t anymore. I’m kind of in between things right now.”

         
         “Oh, cool. That must be nice, taking some time off. How’d you get into tech in the first place?”

         
         

         Sonny had gotten her job fairly, if not deceptively. She had applied to the job on a whim, not expecting to hear anything except for another generic email that said, Thank you for your application. While your background is impressive, we have decided to pursue other candidates . . .

         
         She wasn’t exactly qualified, being without any training or any relevant experience whatsoever, but she wasn’t sure any of
            those things were really necessary anyway. The job websites she perused only had low-paying customer service jobs that wouldn’t
            allow her to save anything, even with her frugal habits, so she eventually started applying for some of the more lucrative,
            shiny jobs that were typically saved for blond females with two living parents who lived in detached single-family homes—the
            breed of people that bought coffee in the mornings and brought takeout home in the evenings. But Sonny applied, hopeful.
         

         
         She created a fake email address to sign up for a free trial of Netflix so that she could watch shows and practice copying
            accents so she could use them when the recruiters called to check references and she would use words she didn’t know the meaning
            of, like synergy and optimization. One of her references was Australian, one was from Boston, and another from the South, who had a very similar drawl to her
            grandmother’s—distinctly Southern but tattered in places from lack of use.
         

         
         To Sonny’s surprise, she received a call requesting an interview. Zeta didn’t even bother calling her references; they merely
            sent a template form with checkboxes, which disappointed Sonny because she felt that she had finally found ways to appropriately
            use crikey and druthers in her Australian and Southern accents, respectively. But she was relieved to not have to use her Boston accent. She sat
            through a painfully boring conversation where she nodded her head a lot while the interviewers rambled on about the company’s
            mission and answered a few questions about her job experience, which she exaggerated as most people do. It had all been too
            easy.
         

         
         

         “Just kind of fell into it. What do you do?”

         
         Sonny didn’t listen to their answers.

         
         

         At some point Nancy started complaining about her husband’s apparent incompetence as a single parent for the week. He had texted her that morning because he couldn’t find the Choco-Oats that their youngest loved and he thought they had a big family pack in the pantry that they got from Costco last week but he couldn’t find it anywhere and Nancy asked him if he’d checked the garage and he said yes and she asked him if they’d eaten all the boxes already and he said no, they’d only eaten two out of the six, and then she reminded him that he needed to wash their oldest daughter’s softball uniform and that he needed to use the special scentless detergent because of her sensitive skin. 

         
         Sonny couldn’t believe it, how it kept getting worse and worse.

         
         Sonny was generally a mild-tempered person, often to a fault, being passive and taking other people’s shit without question,
            but at lunch she found herself angry with Nancy, cursing her in her head while she chewed her undersized tacos and wondered
            what the green creamy sauce was that made them so delicious, until she ran out of curse words—she didn’t have many.
         

         
         She was angry because she had been wrong about almost everything with Nancy. Except for her being tall, because that was indisputable.

         
         Sonny didn’t expect to be accurate about most people. That was part of the fun—inventing stories for people that were better
            than reality because people were generally pretty boring. Sonny would meet people at work or in her apartment building and
            if she was lucky she would learn a surprising fact or two but usually people were exactly what she expected them to be, based
            on when and where she met them. Most people followed their script to some extent. They stayed in their lane.
         

         
         At Sanctuary, Sonny was outside of her typical lane. It was an eclectic group of people with only one commonality: money.
            She was more likely to encounter someone unexpected, especially in these sessions, where they’re forced to divulge information
            about themselves. She wasn’t merely surprised about Allana—Nancy—she was heartbroken. She wanted more from her.
         

         
         Allana was practical and methodical; every action had deliberation preceding it. There was meticulous thought supporting every
            step she took. She had a reason for everything. Nancy did not.
         

         
         Nancy probably wore her hair up out of habit, out of laziness. She never wore it down at home because she had chubby, sticky fingers grabbing at her all day long. 

         
         And the most disappointing thing of all? Her name. Allana was Nancy. Nancy. Sonny didn’t know firsthand the hormone-induced emotions that women felt after childbirth, but she simply couldn’t imagine
            a woman looking at her new bundle of joy adoringly and thinking, This beautiful angel sent to me straight from heaven, I’ll call her . . . Nancy.

         
         She didn’t hold it against Nancy for choosing the life she had. While she was still reeling from shock, she thought maybe
            it wasn’t so much anger as it was like a parent finding out that their firstborn child cheated on that algebra test. “I’m
            not mad, honey, I’m just disappointed.”
         

         
         Sonny considered herself a feminist. She believed in a woman’s right to choose everything about her life, and that included
            choosing the most basic, boring, suburban mom life that Nancy had chosen. She had worked in real estate. Took off a year when
            her first child was born and that turned into a few years once the second was born and then those few years turned into a
            few more, slowly adding only enough hours to constitute part-time work because it was just easier to continue with the pattern
            firmly established by routine and time.
         

         
         Her story has been told a thousand times over and will be told a thousand times more.
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         “Hey, Sonny, everything all right?” Sonny hadn’t noticed Jack. She was on her way to the lobby to ask for a new water bottle
            when she nearly ran into him, but somehow he managed not to drop the tray of small brown balls.
         

         
         “Yeah, yes,” Sonny said as she wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her hoodie. She tried to do it discreetly but could tell
            she had failed. “I’m fine. Just a weird day,” she told him.
         

         
         He just stood there, looking at her, looking concerned, and it made her feel funny in the pit of her stomach. “Another tray
            full of little balls,” she said, nodding at the platter.
         

         
         “Truffles,” he told her. “For a wine tasting later tonight.”

         
         “I thought truffles were a type of mushroom.”

         
         “They are,” he said. “But they’re also little chocolates.”

         
         “Chocolates with mushroom?”

         
         He smiled. “No. No mushrooms in the chocolate. Same word, totally separate food item,” he said in a way that didn’t make her
            feel stupid at all. Sonny just nodded.
         

         
         “Want one?” he offered.

         
         She nodded again.

         
         He held out the tray to her and she selected a truffle that was dusted with pink. She took a bite, covered her mouth with her hand and told him, “This is really good,” as she chewed. 

         
         “Hey, are you hanging around here for a while?”

         
         Sonny stared at his face, trying to decipher what the question meant, why he was asking, and she shrugged. “I don’t know.
            I don’t have any other sessions today.”
         

         
         “Oh, great! Let me bring you something. Is that okay? Do you mind waiting a few minutes? How about around the corner, back
            behind the bar. There’s a section under the pergola near the wall that’s sheltered from the sun.”
         

         
         “Okay,” Sonny said, glad she now knew what a pergola was.

         
         She sat in a chair that was too big to be comfortable. Her back wouldn’t reach the back of the chair when she put her feet
            on the ground, unless she reclined herself entirely, and when she slid back so that her back would rest against the back of
            the chair, her legs stuck straight out in front of her. For the first time in her life she understood the meaning of a catch-22.
            So she adjusted multiple times until she gave up and sat cross-legged and waited for Jack. She pulled out her notebook to
            write before remembering that some of her stories had been ruined.
         

         
         Jack returned with another tray that had three stemless wineglasses and assorted tiny plates sitting in front of them. Nuts,
            truffles—the chocolate kind—cheese, crackers, olives.
         

         
         “A miniature version of the wine tasting tonight,” he explained. “They’d probably prefer that I try to get you to sign up,
            but I don’t think anyone will notice a few missing crackers.”
         

         
         “They might notice the missing nuts.”

         
         “You’re right. Maybe I should take those back.”

         
         “No, no,” she said, placing her hand over the small bowl. He laughed and Sonny was convinced the temperature had risen ten
            degrees.
         

         
         Jack told Sonny what each of the wines were and where they were from, but none of the words made any sense. There was a red
            one, a white one that was really just clear, and a yellowish one that fizzled. She took sips of each glass while Jack watched
            her with earnest interest.
         

         
         “It’s good,” she said after tasting the red one and taking a bite of one of the truffles.

         
         “It’s good,” she said after tasting the white one and taking a bite of one of the cheeses.

         
         “That one,” she said after tasting the fizzling one. “I like that one.”

         
         “You like champagne!” Jack exclaimed.

         
         “I like the bubbles,” Sonny said. They surprised her, like tiny explosions of pure, sweet goodness in her mouth.

         
         Jack had a veggie wrap from the smoothie bar, clearly meant for his break, and Sonny was touched he chose to spend his time
            sitting there with her. She knew how precious those short breaks were, how those ten-to-fifteen-minute stretches often weren’t
            enough to refuel a person who’d been on their feet all day bending over backward at the behest of complete strangers.
         

         
         Jack asked Sonny if she had been to Sanctuary before and then took a bite of his wrap. There were little curly greens hanging
            out of it, some sort of sprout. He noticed it and tucked it back into the tortilla.
         

         
         “No, it’s my first time here,” she said. She thought about adding that it was also the first time in her life she had ever
            been able to afford a place like Sanctuary, much less any vacation at all, but she knew that would lead to a question about
            how she could afford it now, and that would lead to a story she wasn’t ready to share, even with Jack.
         

         
         “Are you enjoying it?” Jack asked.

         
         Sonny nodded and was about to continue when a woman with wild curly red hair stormed through the patio with her arms crossed,
            muttering under her breath. She was clearly in the middle of a crisis.
         

         
         Jack widened his eyes at Sonny. “What’s her deal?” he asked.

         
         “She’s here with a big group of friends,” Sonny answered immediately.

         
         “She is!” Jack responded, surprised. He hadn’t expected anything in response to his rhetorical question other than a shrug.

         
         “She was at the bachelorette party,” he added. “With the chocolate cake.”

         
         Sonny nodded. “Right. She’s the cousin of the bride and doesn’t know any of the bride’s friends, so she feels a little lost in the group and sometimes laughs too loudly to overcompensate. She calls her girlfriend three times a day to complain, but her girlfriend just says, ‘Uh-huh, yeah, uh-huh,’ because she’s really overwhelmed with work now—she’s a college registrar and it’s the beginning of the semester—and so this woman is agitated that her own girlfriend isn’t validating her feelings but the girlfriend thinks she’s choosing to focus on the negative things, like she has the tendency to do. They go to therapy every Thursday morning to work through these issues. The woman—Cindy, that’s her name—has been in therapy since she was six, when she started exhibiting extreme emotional behaviors. It was really just typical childhood conduct, maybe a little melodramatic, but her parents were perfectionists and wanted to fix her immediately. All the attention to any potential issue probably just exacerbated it or even created it. Self-fulling prophecies and all. She’s on her way to a meditation session, where she’ll lie in a hammock listening to a woman chant while she runs through a mental list of all the times her cousin ignored something she said this week.” 

         
         Jack didn’t even blink before saying, “She’s probably got a dog. That she got to help calm her anxiety. But really it just
            made it worse. Because now she always worries about the dog.”
         

         
         “I don’t think that she has a dog,” Sonny said. “They’re too high-maintenance and she would just die of a heart attack, always
            worrying about it, poor thing.”
         

         
         “Bird?”

         
         “No, too whimsical.”

         
         “Fish!”

         
         “Exactly,” Sonny agreed, smiling and taking a sip of her champagne. “And its name . . .” Sonny paused, knowing her weak spot
            when it came to pet names. She didn’t want to call the fish Fish.
         

         
         “Judge Judy,” Jack suggested.

         
         Sonny laughed. “Why?”

         
         “I dunno.” Jack shrugged. “My grandma watches her.”

         
         “Okay. Judge Judy the fish,” Sonny said, pleased with his contribution.

         
         Jack continued, “She worries a lot about Judge Judy. The amount of food she gives her, the quality of the food, the price of the food! If she swims too quickly, if she swims too slowly! She’s sleeping on her side, does that mean she’s sick? Has that red stripe always been on her tail?” 

         
         Sonny continued, “She worries about Judge Judy’s social life, too, but she didn’t want to commit to another fish. What if
            Judge Judy didn’t like the other fish? What if the other fish ate Judge Judy? If she had a dog she would enroll in one of
            those classes where dogs learn how to make friends, but no such thing exists for fish, which is kind of disappointing because
            she also wanted to join one of those classes to make friends herself.”
         

         
         Jack added, “And she tried to deal with her anxiety and other mental health issues in productive ways, too. She really did
            try! She took up volleyball at one of those community centers and even made some friends. Her girlfriend even joined her!
            But then one of her teammates got hit in the face with a spiked ball and knocked her over when she fell. Her teammate was
            fine, other than a bloody nose, but Cindy—is that what her name was? Okay, well, Cindy broke her arm. She wasn’t able to play
            anymore, but her girlfriend kept playing. Now, Cindy is only ever at peace when she takes her pain meds and harbors a secret
            painkiller addiction.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Sonny was surprised at Jack’s turn of events.

         
         He continued, “The girlfriend had actually been planning to propose for a long time, but after being trapped together all
            that time during Covid and the fish obsession and the broken arm and the meds? She became uncertain. The ring remains hidden
            in the back of her closet in a safe with a gun that she sometimes considers using.”
         

         
         “Wow,” Sonny said.

         
         “What?” Jack asked, looking alarmed, genuinely concerned he might have failed the test. “Too bleak?”

         
         “No, no,” she assuaged him. “I like bleak. It was just quick.”

         
         “Go big or go home, right?”

         
         Sonny found it odd, all those words coming out of a mouth so wide and happy it could have been a caricature drawing from an amusement park. Suddenly, Sonny was aware of the silliness of the whole thing and a little laugh escaped from her mouth, which was immediately followed by a hiccup. Sonny was stunned at the sounds coming from her own body, but she couldn’t contain it any longer and fell into a fit of laughter and hiccups. Jack joined her in the laughing but didn’t hiccup. Sonny hadn’t stopped smiling at Jack. Her cheeks were starting to hurt. 

         
         “Were you writing?” Jack asked, motioning to the notebook on her lap.

         
         Sonny nodded for no other reason than her mouth being full of candied pecans. Jack scrunched his nose, curious about her,
            about her stories.
         

         
         “Would you tell me one of your stories?” he asked.

         
         She wanted to shake her head, no, nod her head, yes. She didn’t know what she wanted. She thought of her mother, the two of them lying on the bed they shared, her mother’s arms
            dancing in the air as she spoke, creating something from nothing.
         

         
         And it could have been the way his sandy eyes twinkled—perhaps these were the elusive hazel eyes she’d never seen—or it could
            have been the champagne that now sat gurgling in the pit of her insides, but she surprised herself with her answer.
         

         
         “Yes.”
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            Jack

            Jack was a good listener. Jack was smart, and not just about airplanes, but about normal things like food. He was thoughtful
               and liked to make people laugh, but he also wasn’t scared of the deep, dark corners of the world.
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         Sonny stayed under the pergola after Jack went back to work. She squinted at the sun, which was hidden behind a cloud, and
            wondered if there were any planes up there at that moment and if any planes would ever fly up there, in that specific skyscape,
            that were designed by Jack. If the planes he designed would be iterations of the planes that already exist or if they would
            be something entirely new and different that she couldn’t even fathom.
         

         
         She’d bent to pack up her bag when Nancy rounded the corner.

         
         “Hey!” Nancy shouted. “What are you up to?”

         
         Sonny told her that she was probably just going to lounge by the pool.

         
         “Me too!”

         
         Nancy said they should go together. “Connor did say we should un-stranger ourselves if we felt so inclined, right?”

         
         Sonny wanted to tell Nancy that she felt no such inclination but instead she said, “Okay.”

         
         

         It was lightly drizzling when Sonny and Nancy reached the pool, so Nancy suggested they go inside the spa. They made their
            way to the sauna and an attendant asked them if they would like an overview of the water therapy treatment and Nancy answered
            for them, “Sure.”
         

         
         The woman explained they would go through a series of hot, cold and rest periods, by exposing themselves to extreme heat—via the sauna, steam room or hot tub—followed by extreme cold—via an ice bath or a cold shower—followed by rest inside or in the adjoining spa courtyard. The attendant explained the numerous health benefits to this therapy, but Sonny didn’t believe a word of it. 

         
         The steam room was slippery and nothing was visible amid the white clouds that filled it. Sonny had to hold her hands out
            in front of her while she shuffled slowly across the floor, searching for a place to sit.
         

         
         “Are you here alone, Sonny?” Nancy asked.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Are you lonely?” Nancy asked, and Sonny wondered if Nancy would have asked that if her face hadn’t been obscured by the steam.
            It’s easier to be frank when people are faceless. That’s why the Internet is the world’s cruelest playground.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         Sonny felt around the tile bench before awkwardly lying down on it and continuing.

         
         “I’m used to being alone. My time is my own and I can do what I want.”

         
         “I get that,” Nancy said.

         
         Sonny wasn’t convinced that she did.

         
         “I would kill for a vacation alone, Sonny.”

         
         Allana wouldn’t have to kill for a vacation alone; she would just take one.

         
         “What about your friends? Aren’t you glad to be here with them?”

         
         “Yeah, sure, of course. I mean, yes. I am.”

         
         Sonny could hear Nancy adjusting herself somewhere in the fog.

         
         “It’s just a lot, spending this much time with friends. We’re in a moms’ book club and . . .”

         
         Nancy was a mom. And in a book club. Sonny knew these things already, but hearing them again reminded her that she was so
            disappointed.
         

         
         “. . . so it’s fun and all, but Jen is, like, a total control freak and has micro-planned every second of our time together, and Emma, who randomly decided that she wants to be called Shira now—which I refuse to do because it’s ridiculous—cannot stop talking about Paisley this, Paisley that, and it’s annoying enough that she won’t stop bragging about her amazing daughter’s accomplishments at the ripe age of four, but it’s mostly annoying because she named her child Paisley, like a fucking handkerchief, and she’s pregnant, so what’s the next one, Herringbone? And I can only take so much of hearing about how Lottie blames her failed marriage on her daddy issues when really it’s because she’s going through a midlife crisis and has been fucking the mailman for the past two years.” 

         
         “Wow. That sounds . . . not fun.”

         
         “Right. Exactly. So I envy you, Sonny, all this alone time. I’ve taken a few short work trips, but I haven’t been away for
            fun by myself in . . . good God, how long has it been?”
         

         
         Sonny wondered what kind of work trips were required for a part-time real estate agent.

         
         “I guess it’s been since before Alice was born.”

         
         Sonny jolted at the mention of the name Alice and by instinct looked toward Nancy before remembering she couldn’t see her.
         

         
         “The last time I spent this much time away from my family was when I had Covid and was quarantined in our guest room for two
            weeks, which I secretly relished and was devastated when it ended. ‘I’m so sad, it’s so awful,’ I told them, when really,
            I was ecstatic at the idea of fourteen blissful days alone. No way would I ever admit to walking around maskless just hoping for that very outcome.”
         

         
         Sonny was baffled. Allana would never have sought out an infectious disease.

         
         “Ready for the cold part?” Nancy asked.

         
         “Definitely not.”

         
         Sonny groaned as Nancy groped Sonny’s body, giggling, feeling around until she found her hands and dragged her out of the
            steam room.
         

         
         

         Nancy and Sonny stood side by side staring at the metal tub filled with ice water. Sonny’s skin rose into goose bumps just looking at it. 

         
         The first time Nancy plunged into the ice bath she immediately got back out and Sonny covered her mouth to keep from laughing.
            Allana would have climbed into the cold water and sat there for the whole ninety seconds without so much as a grimace.
         

         
         “It’s cold,” Nancy told her.

         
         “Yeah. Ice usually is.”

         
         “It’s really cold,” she said, shivering. “You go.”
         

         
         Sonny tiptoed up the ladder and dipped half of her foot into the ice bath before she lifted it out and climbed back down the
            ladder, saying, “Uh-uh. Nope.”
         

         
         Nancy let out a loud bellow of a laugh. “Back to the heat, then?”

         
         They stayed in the hot tub for a long time, skipping the cold and the rest of the phases of the cycle and opting instead for
            endless heat therapy.
         

         
         

         “Your husband’s name is Blaine?”

         
         They were sipping on complimentary glasses of champagne that one of the spa attendants had brought in for them as an acknowledgment
            for trying the water therapy circuit. They didn’t admit to her how hastily they had given up, and Sonny didn’t admit that
            she had only discovered her affinity for the delightful bubbled liquid just a few hours before.
         

         
         “Yeah. I know.”

         
         “What’s he like?”

         
         “Who, Blaine? He’s, well, he’s great. I mean, he’s good.”

         
         Sonny could feel the bubbles from the drink rise up in her body, forming tiny bubbles in her brain.

         
         “I mean, if I’m being completely honest . . . Can I be honest, Sonny?”

         
         Sonny nodded. Of course.

         
         “It’s not like you’ll ever meet him or anything.”

         
         Sonny knew it was a true statement, but it still stung a little, the acknowledgment that no relationship would exist outside of this desert. That this was not real life. That the people she met might as well cease to live once she left. 

         
         “Blaine is great, really. He’s just . . . He’s kind of a dud.”

         
         Sonny let out a cackle, surprising even herself, and a few women lying on nearby tiled lounge beds that looked terribly uncomfortable
            turned to look at her. She wasn’t sure what she had expected—manipulative, a drunkard, a golfer maybe—but she hadn’t expected
            that.
         

         
         “We met when we were so young. And he was so cool. He had cool hobbies and it seemed like there was always something new and
            interesting to learn about him. Like how he was a skier—I grew up in Kansas, so that was completely foreign to me—and how
            he always put two pieces of pizza on top of each other, cheese on the inside, like a sandwich. Or how he knew every Beach
            Boys song by heart.”
         

         
         Nancy paused to stir her hand around in the hot foamy bubbles and Sonny raised her eyebrows at her, begging her to continue,
            and . . . ?

         
         “And, well, we dated. And got married. And I kept learning all those interesting things until he ran out of them. Turns out
            there weren’t that many. And now these things I once found so endearing became, well, just irritating. He’s gone every weekend
            all winter because he’s gotta chase that powder,” Nancy mocked. “I just don’t get it. Skiing sucks. It’s cold and hard and impossible to put on the boots.”
         

         
         

         Allana loved skiing. She and Miles took a long ski trip every winter, to Aspen or Vail or the Alps.

         
         

         “And he tried taking the kids a few times but gave up because it was just too much hassle for him. So all winter I stay home
            every weekend with the kids while he’s out playing in the snow. And the pizza thing is just gross. I mean really, it’s just
            gluttonous. Just eat your pizza like a normal human being, Blaine. And honestly, I just don’t like the Beach Boys. Maybe if we ever got to go to the beach I’d warm up to them, but we live
            in the cold fucking mountains.
         

         
         “And I feel like such a bitch thinking these things. Because he’s good. As simple as he is, he is kind and loving and he’s easy to be with and he never leaves the toilet seat up. He doesn’t make me laugh as much as I’d like, but that’s what TV is for, right?” 

         
         

         Nancy was sharing a lot. Allana would have been more discreet, more private, more mysterious.

         
         

         “Sure, yeah. That sounds . . . normal, I guess? I don’t have much to compare it to.”

         
         “No long-term relationships?”

         
         “Um, no, not really. I dated one guy twice over the course of eight years, but it was short-lived both times.”

         
         “Did you love him, Sonny?”

         
         It was both comforting and unnerving how much Nancy was using Sonny’s name. She just shook her head.

         
         “No, Nancy.”

         
         Trying it out for herself felt wrong.

         
         “What was his name?”

         
         “Hyde.”

         
         “Like from That ’70s Show?”
         

         
         “What? No. What’s that? He was named after a park, I think.”

         
         Nancy melodramatically rolled her eyes. “Oh my God. How old are you anyway?”

         
         “Twenty-five,” Sonny admitted sheepishly, knowing it was ridiculous to feel guilty about something over which she had no control
            but still felt guilty about anyway.
         

         
         “I still feel twenty-five sometimes.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         

         Nancy seemed so grown-up. Not just because of her old-person name but because of the way she looked and stood and walked and talked. Even though she wasn’t as poised or glamorous as Allana, with her three kids and dud husband and part-time job and the fact that she probably wore one of those nighttime retainers, she still seemed so grown-up. 

         
         

         “Yeah. Does that surprise you?”

         
         

         Sonny hadn’t encountered someone so bold with their questions. Allana had been confident, unwavering in her commitment to
            what she had to say, and Nancy turned out to have a similar character trait, where she didn’t question herself or doubt her
            own musings, she spoke exactly what she thought as quickly as it came to mind. It could be confidence, but it could also be
            a lack of filter.
         

         
         

         “You just seem so adult-like,” Sonny told her. “In a good way,” she clarified.

         
         Nancy smiled, knowing that clarifier was for her own pride. She thought Sonny was precious and pitiful. In a good way.

         
         “Yeah, well, growing up happens so fast you don’t realize it’s happening until you wake up and ten years have gone by and
            you find yourself in your three-year-old’s bedroom with a flashlight searching their asshole for pinworms.”
         

         
         Sonny’s eyes widened. She had no idea what pinworms were, but in that moment she decided fervently in favor of not ever having
            children. She opted to focus on a different part of the conversation and simply asked, “How old are you?”
         

         
         “Thirty-eight.”

         
         Sonny nodded, not mentioning the first thought that came to her, which was that her own mother had never made it to that age.

         
         “So, what’s it like being a baby these days?” Nancy asked.

         
         “Exhausting. What’s it like being a dinosaur?” Sonny surprised herself with her quip and felt her cheeks pulling into a smile.

         
         Nancy mock-laughed and splashed Sonny before answering.

         
         “It’s great. I’ve got so much wisdom.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yeah. Just loads of sage advice at the ready.”

         
         “Share some?”

         
         “Only eat fresh fish within three hours of a body of water. Oh, and never take advice from strangers.”

         
         Nancy smirked. She quieted for half a moment before continuing.

         
         “But really, I don’t know yet. I still feel young, your age, like I said, half the time. The other half I feel old but unequipped
            for it—like I missed some important part of aging. I blinked and I was an adult with the bony hands to prove it, but with
            absolutely no preparation.
         

         
         “You know how in movies with people in their twenties, or even teenagers, you relate to them, right? I do, too. I don’t feel
            that far removed from that part of my life; it’s all so familiar and still relatively fresh. But I can also watch movies or
            read books about middle-aged people now, the parents of those teenagers, and totally relate. I’m at this point where both
            of their stories, their perspectives, resonate with me. I get both—being young but also being older, being a parent. I kind
            of feel like I’m straddling both worlds.
         

         
         “Like having kids doesn’t make you a grown-up overnight. Don’t get me wrong, it changes you on a cellular level, like instantly,
            but also it doesn’t stop you from feeling like a child yourself. I didn’t stop having those feelings you probably have—insecurity,
            fear, anxiety, anticipation. I didn’t stop having them just because I was now responsible for someone else. In some ways,
            it heightened the intensity of them. Not only am I worried about my own future, but now I’m worried about someone else’s,
            and I have no idea what to do about either.
         

         
         “My whole childhood I thought my parents were so confident, so sure of themselves. They always knew what to do. They were
            grown-ups. But now I know their secret. They were just bullshitting it. Like I do with my kids.
         

         
         “So I guess being old feels like being an adult in the way that you feel like one of Charlie’s Angels on Halloween. It’s foreign
            and ridiculous at first, but you fake it until the costume becomes comfortable. I’m a grown-up now, sure, but still very much
            a child pretending to be one. Does that make sense?”
         

         
         Nancy looked over at Sonny, who nodded and said, “Yeah. I get it.”

         
         Nancy squinted her eyes at Sonny. “Really?”

         
         “No,” Sonny admitted. Then she added, “Who’s Charlie?” and giggled as Nancy splashed her again.

         
         

         They transitioned to the sauna after a quick trip to the bathroom, where Sonny only pretended to pee because she had already
            peed in the hot tub. The dry heat was both energy-draining and invigorating. Nancy loved it. Sonny was indifferent, thinking
            it was not so different from the heat outside.
         

         
         Nancy poured a ladleful of water on the hot stones, which made a crackling sizzle, and asked Sonny, “What happened with Hyde?”

         
         Sonny was still taken aback by Nancy’s conversational boldness.

         
         “Um, there’s not much to tell, really.”

         
         “That’s not true. There’s always something to tell.”

         
         Nancy climbed to the top bench and lay on her side, propping her head up on her hand while she looked down at the lower bench
            to Sonny, who was lying face up with her eyes closed, avoiding Nancy’s gaze, which she could feel on her face. She had preferred
            the illusion of privacy in the steam room.
         

         
         “We dated when we were teenagers. Not for very long, just over a summer. We worked together at a diner. He dumped me.”

         
         

         Sonny saw Hyde at the grocery store earlier that spring, years after their first breakup. She had been deliberating between
            the cans of tomato soup and chicken noodle when she finally chose the country vegetable, even though she didn’t particularly
            like the mushrooms in it, because it was “buy two, get one free.” She turned to continue down the aisle toward the boxed macaroni
            and cheese and saw that Hyde was standing next to the broths, staring at her. He grinned and strode toward her, holding his
            arms out wide and eventually wrapping them around her in a hug. Sonny remained a statue with the cans of country vegetable
            soup in her hands and eventually managed to wriggle herself free from him.
         

         
         He asked her to go get a drink and she said yes but that it would need to be later because she needed to finish her shopping. They met that afternoon at a pub near Sonny’s apartment. 

         
         “I think about you every time I have ice cream,” Sonny told him.

         
         “Really?” he asked with too much enthusiasm.

         
         “No,” Sonny told him because it was true: She had barely thought about him since she last saw him, but also because she never
            ate ice cream. It made her cold. And she always considered dessert an unnecessary luxury she shouldn’t spend her money on
            except for birthdays or anniversaries of death, and even then she would prefer brownies that she could warm up in the microwave.
         

         
         They picked up where they left off years before, which was especially easy since their relationship had been fundamentally
            shallow. The relationship did grow into something more substantial fairly quickly, owing to their being older and wiser. They
            went to a few sit-down restaurants, a step up from fast food, and ate together and she listened to his stories about the irreparable
            car he managed to salvage and the rich asshole who wanted his car repainted a slightly different shade of green. He even offered
            to share his streaming passwords, something that felt very intimate. The only stipulation was that she didn’t watch any rom-coms
            because it would fuck with his algorithm. She agreed, grateful to be free from the limitations of using Aaron’s accounts.
         

         
         Then he broke up with her. Again.

         
         It ended abruptly, which was inconvenient but also unsurprising. So many things did end abruptly, as Sonny had become used
            to in her short life. Relationships were not about feelings. She hadn’t put too much into the relationship, so there wasn’t
            much to lose. This was because she had never been taught otherwise; she knew pain at the base level but had never experienced
            heartache because she had never known true love. She was mostly sad that she wouldn’t have someone, another physical body,
            to spend her free time with, but she was almost as sad about losing access to HBO because she really wanted to finish Veep.
         

         
         “We’re just different people. Going different places,” he had told her.

         
         Sonny thought this was obvious and wasn’t sure what it had to do with their dating life. Of course they were different, as all people are. But she didn’t care enough to argue. She was discouraged, but she told herself the whole thing was inconsequential. 

         
         He ended the conversation by telling her, “You don’t really do anything. You don’t have much of a life.”

         
         She hadn’t been upset the first time he ended it, and she wasn’t upset the second. It was the end of a transactional relationship,
            no different from when she exchanged money for her groceries, and no more intimate because how much more intimate can you
            get, handing over your earnings to a stranger who assesses and bags up the items you deem essential for your weekly survival:
            bread, milk, cans of soup, tampons and floss?
         

         
         A few weeks later, she became a millionaire, and a few weeks after that, she went to Sanctuary.

         
         

         “So that’s your most serious relationship?” Nancy asked.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Are you lonely?”

         
         “You asked me that earlier.”

         
         “That time I meant here, at the resort, Sonny. But this time I mean in real life.”

         
         “You ask weird questions,” Sonny told Nancy, saying weird instead of what she meant: intrusive. But Nancy’s directness made Sonny open up more than she normally would have—that instinct to mirror the one you’re with.
         

         
         “I ask what I’m interested in knowing. I don’t care what your job is or if you have any pets. I care when you feel the loneliest
            and if you have any tattoos and if you prefer spoons or forks.”
         

         
         “All the time, or maybe never. I don’t. And spoons.”

         
         “Good for you, not adulterating your pale little body. And I disagree: Forks are much more versatile.”

         
         Sonny shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

         
         “Ask me something, Sonny.”

         
         “What?”

         
         Nancy laughed quietly. “It’s your turn now. Ask me a question.”

         
         “Um. What do you eat for breakfast?”

         
         “Next.”

         
         “What’s wrong with that?”

         
         “Ask something you care about, not something that would be an icebreaker at work.”

         
         

         Sonny didn’t admit that she really did care what Nancy ate for breakfast. She wanted to know if she ate like Allana, who started her day with either a green juice
            or a protein smoothie, followed by eggs, scrambled, though sometimes in the form of an omelet with vegetables, and a slice
            of toast with a teeny-tiny dab of plant-based butter sprinkled with cinnamon. Allana enjoyed filling, hearty breakfasts to
            fuel her productive days, only excepting her quarterly weekend cleanses, where she only drank broth for two days straight.
         

         
         

         “I’ll help. These are some things I’d ask you: Would you ever join a cult? Do you believe in magic? Do you pee in pools? Do
            you ever have sexual fantasies about cartoon characters? Do you like kangaroos, and if so, why?”
         

         
         Nancy pointed a finger at Sonny without looking at her. “But you can’t use those. No stealing.”

         
         Sonny’s body started to sweat for the first time in the sauna, little salty streams running down her abdomen and forehead
            and thighs.
         

         
         “Have you . . . no. Are you . . . Do you like your parents?”

         
         “Oh, that’s not bad.” Nancy rolled over onto her stomach and draped her arm over the side of her bench and her fingers hung
            down just an inch above Sonny’s face. Sonny scooched away from the hand.
         

         
         Sonny guessed before Nancy could tell her. She tolerated her parents.

         
         “I do, very much.”

         
         

         Sonny quickly adjusted, shifting her physical position slightly, shifting her prediction. Perhaps Nancy liked her mom. She was doting and loving, if not smothering. But her dad was another story. They’d divorced when she was in her twenties, the consequence of a wandering eye followed by wandering hands resulting in a tired and pathetic midlife crisis that didn’t even include a shiny new car. And Nancy realized in retrospect that her father, whom she had adored and worshipped, had really been absent and disinterested all along, but her selfless mother had managed to keep this hidden. And now it was so, so clear. Yet he was still the one she yearned for approval and attention from, the man who would forget her birthday four years in a row and then the one year he remembered and sent her an e–gift card a day late she would be oh-so-grateful and think, How thoughtful!

         
         

         “I really do like them,” Nancy said. “Except when my mom reminds me to send thank-you cards to my aunts and uncles after Christmas.
            I’m thirty-eight years old, for God’s sake. She also does these little passive-aggressive things when she visits, like she
            wakes up really early the day she’s going to leave and washes the sheets she slept on and remakes the bed and she says she’s
            doing it to be helpful, but I know she’s doing it because she doesn’t think I’ll make the bed properly for her next time.
            She’s very particular about the way the corners are tucked in.”
         

         
         Typical aging grandmother behavior, Sonny assumed. Her dad was still a dick.

         
         “But yeah, besides that, I really like them. My dad is the best. He’s fun to be around.”

         
         The dicks always were.

         
         “The kids adore him. He was a great dad growing up, and he’s somehow a better grandpa. And he’s still completely in love with
            my mom. Picks her flowers, writes her poems, bakes a cake for her birthday and sometimes just because it’s a Thursday. It’s
            really sweet. They were just good, normal parents.”
         

         
         Sonny didn’t know what normal parents looked like. Her nose flared slightly and she gritted her teeth, bitter about Nancy’s
            doting, loving father.
         

         
         “I still think you can do better. One more question. Dig deep, Sonny.”

         
         Sonny felt like she was in school again when Ms. Stapleton made her spell cantankerous four times until she got it right. She held her breath and thought for a moment before asking, “What’s something you only
            do in private?”
         

         
         Even though she was lying on her stomach, Nancy managed to clap loudly as she hooted, and it made Sonny jump, which then made
            her laugh.
         

         
         “Atta girl! Let me think.”

         
         Nancy’s hand fell back down the side of the wooden bench and she started tapping, drumming her fingers as she thought.

         
         “Sometimes I imagine myself being interviewed. Like there’s someone asking me questions that I have great answers for, like
            I’m a celebrity on a talk show. Mundane things, like why I decided to cut my hair or why I stopped eating meat. I give lengthy,
            in-depth answers. Sometimes the questions are bigger and I give profound, meaningful answers. Sometimes even defensively,
            as if I’m arguing with the interviewer. I usually whisper the answers, but if I’m somewhere completely private, like in the
            car, I’ll fully speak out loud.”
         

         
         Nancy shrugged. “It’s like I’m preparing for the one day where someone will interview me, for real. But no one ever does.”

         
         “I get that.” And Sonny did. She got it.

         
         She thought for a moment and then perked up and looked over at Nancy the way a golden retriever looks at his man. “Do you
            want me to pretend to interview you and ask you those questions?”
         

         
         Nancy didn’t even pause to think before she answered, “No.”
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         “Hey, you.”

         
         Sonny almost fell off her stool when Nancy stepped up to the cabana bar and nudged her shoulder. It was late evening and Sanctuary
            was hosting a late-night cocktail hour by the pool. Sonny had planned on retreating to the comfort of her room after dinner,
            but Jack had seen her and told her she should go, that it would be fun. While encouragement from others usually didn’t persuade
            or dissuade her from doing anything, she had begun to trust Jack. And she was still actively trying to participate in her
            life, particularly in real life now that her fictional versions had been squandered.
         

         
         “Oh, hi,” Sonny said.

         
         “What are you up to?” Nancy asked. She turned to Jack and said, “Four margaritas, please. And no, they’re not all for me.”
            She flashed him a smile and he nodded and started mixing and pouring.
         

         
         “Just sitting.”

         
         “Just sitting?”

         
         “Mm-hmm.” Sonny nodded.

         
         “Wanna join us?” Nancy motioned to her friends, all sitting on a giant round daybed. “Shira is telling us all about how Paisley may have been Marie Curie in a former life. It’s a riot.”
         

         
         “Oh, um, yeah, that is tempting. But, um . . .”

         
         “I’m kidding. I wouldn’t wish that on you. Stay here and enjoy your sitting.”

         
         Jack set down a tray with the four margaritas and Nancy set down a few bills before she grabbed the tray and said, “Thanks!”
            as she walked back to her friends.
         

         
         Sonny just stared at the money until she looked up at Jack. Her throat was dry and she had the same feeling she had whenever
            she thought about the Madeline book.
         

         
         “Should I have been tipping you this whole time?” she asked.

         
         “No,” Jack replied without hesitation, but she wasn’t sure she believed him. “This place is inclusive; tips are not expected.
            Or even encouraged.”
         

         
         “But they’re not discouraged?”
         

         
         Jack shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.”

         
         Sonny didn’t want to worry about it, but she always felt embarrassed when she messed up on things that people should supposedly
            know to do, like when her landlord had told her she needed to change out the air filters in her apartment. Jack sensed it
            and immediately changed the subject.
         

         
         “I just realized that I don’t know where you’re from.”

         
         Sonny told him she was from Pittsburgh and he said, “Go Steelers,” to which she responded, “I don’t follow sports.” Jack then
            asked if she liked it there. She hadn’t really considered it before—did it matter if she liked it? She lived there because
            it’s where she lived.
         

         
         “I’m not sure,” she told him honestly.

         
         “Well, you have plenty of time to figure that out,” said Jack.

         
         It was the first time it had occurred to Sonny that she could figure that out. She now had the means to make big life choices
            for herself, like where to live.
         

         
         Jack made his rounds, collecting empty glasses and taking orders, and motioned to the other side of the pool when he came
            back. “Look who’s here,” he said. It was the couple from the bar, the ones who liked to pretend each other didn’t exist, sitting
            next to each other, facing forward, doing nothing and saying nothing.
         

         
         “I think I’m going to bring him an iceless ice water even though he didn’t ask for one.”

         
         “Angling for that tip?” Sonny asked, feeling better about the whole thing.

         
         Jack laughed. “Yes, yes, I am.” He filled up the glass with cold water. They hate each other, don’t they?” Jack asked.

         
         “Yes, very much. And I don’t know if it’s because they make each other miserable or if they’re both just miserable people
            who happen to be together.”
         

         
         “They don’t look happy. And they seem, well, incompatible.”

         
         “Yeah, on the weekends he likes to go to breweries or just stay at home and order Chinese food. She’s cultured and likes to
            go to award-winning restaurants and order unpronounceable things before going to the theater.”
         

         
         “What theater? Like the movies?”

         
         “No, just . . . the theater,” Sonny said with a wave of her hand and her best English accent.

         
         “Oh, that type.”

         
         “Yes, that type,” Sonny said, smiling.

         
         “You think she always sits like that, so formal and rigid?”

         
         “Yes, probably.”

         
         “Like she sits with her back straight in bed at night, all of her jewelry still on, reading her regency romance novels.”

         
         Sonny nodded her head. “Mm-hmm. While her husband lies next to her snoring.”

         
         “But sometimes he wakes up in the middle of the night and goes to the garage to tend to his secret project. He has old boxes
            filled with roadkill and he cleans them and stuffs them and dresses them up in little outfits.”
         

         
         “Oh. Wow. There you go again.”

         
         Jack blinked and sighed. “Bleak?”

         
         “A little,” Sonny said. “But I don’t mind. There’s probably a squirrel with a little top hat and a cane.”

         
         “Maybe a skunk that’s dressed up exactly like his wife?”

         
         Sonny nodded emphatically. She expected him to continue, but when he spoke, he asked, “What can I do for you?”

         
         Sonny turned to the side to see the owl-faced woman grinning at him.

         
         “Three piña coladas!” she said with a shimmy. She looked at Sonny and laughed. “When in Rome, right?”

         
         Sonny knew it was a common expression but was skeptical about the use of it in this situation. Still, she smiled and nodded.

         
         The woman proceeded to tell Sonny about the aerial yoga class she had taken and how she had fallen out of her hammock three
            times during the class—but not to worry, she was all right, apart from a few bruises—and how she fell asleep at the end, all
            cocooned in the silky fabric. Sonny didn’t understand what she was talking about, but it was easy enough to nod and listen.
            The woman didn’t ask for much conversationally, merely an audience.
         

         
         Jack set down the platter of drinks and the woman was about to walk away when she pointed to the ground.

         
         “Is this yours?”

         
         “Oh my God, yes,” said Sonny, scrambling out of her seat to grab the star. “It must have fallen out of my pocket. Thank you.”

         
         “No problem, hon,” the woman said before tossing a couple of bills on the counter.

         
         “What’s that?” Jack asked her.

         
         Sonny looked at the star and paused before answering him. She considered lying or saying nothing at all but decided against
            it when she looked up and saw Jack’s big, wide smile.
         

         
         “Um, one of those glow-in-the-dark stars. You know the ones kids put on their walls?”

         
         “Oh yeah, sure. I gave a bunch to one of my nephews for his birthday.”

         
         “That’s really nice.”

         
         “So . . . you travel with them, or . . . ?”

         
         “No.” Sonny laughed. “Well, um, yes, but just the one. It was my mom’s. Or mine. Ours, I guess. We shared a bedroom and we
            had them all over the ceiling.”
         

         
         Sonny had planned to stop sharing there, at the threshold of discomfort, but she took another sip from her glass and continued to talk. She told Jack about her mother’s stories, about the constellations on her arms, about the stars on the ceiling that her mom would move around to suit her stories. She told Jack how her mom had told her she would take her to the desert one day, how it was the only place she ever spoke about besides home and how the sky had been her favorite part. 

         
         There was an eruption of laughter and Sonny looked over to the giant daybed with Nancy and her friends, and she didn’t even
            wonder what they were laughing about because she was glad to be there at the cabana, just sitting.
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         The group sat around the pole they had climbed the day before, which Sonny thought was ridiculous because no one could see
            the person seated directly across from them and at any given point in time at least one of them was tilting and leaning to
            the side to see the person across from them, who would then also inevitably tilt and lean, requiring the original tilter and
            leaner to then move again. All of them sitting there cross-legged leaning to and fro like a bunch of old Weebles.
         

         
         Sonny shifted and placed her hands underneath the area where her butt met her thighs. The gritty sand scratched at her hands,
            but she didn’t mind; she liked that the weight of her body made her hands feel numb. Connor was chattering about inner peace
            and the power of visualization. A horse whinnied in the distance and Sonny turned her head, thinking she might see Power.
            Next to her, Nancy was drawing little circles in the red dirt with her pointer finger, the nail of which was no longer painted
            purple, but a bright neon shade of green.
         

         
         There was a tree just outside of the adventure course that looked a lot like a mangrove even though Sonny knew that was impossible. She liked the look of mangroves and imagined standing beneath one, her legs knee-deep in a dark swamp, looking up to the branches and seeing a small tarsier, a primate that most people would think was a monkey, and suddenly she realized that was the animal she couldn’t remember in the yoga class. Ginger had been right. Thoughts, if important, would return. 

         
         The mangrove forest disappeared and Sonny was back in the desert, realizing that tree actually looked nothing like a mangrove.

         
         Connor finally ended his sermon and asked everyone to find their happy place. He told them to close their eyes—“No, really,
            all of you, close your eyes”—and imagine happiness. “What is happy? What is joy? What is peace?”
         

         
         He paused for a moment and Sonny wondered if those questions were rhetorical or if he was expecting an answer.

         
         “Just sit with it.”

         
         Rhetorical. Sonny imagined that they were supposed to let their bodies be washed over with feelings of happiness, but she
            was distracted by the rumbling sound her stomach kept making and the paranoia she had that everyone else could hear it, too.
            She had overslept and skipped breakfast in order to make sure she wasn’t late again.
         

         
         Her mind wandered to the various snack choices she would have access to if she weren’t at the adventure center. A handful
            of the fruit-and-nut mix they refilled in her room every day. A leftover shortbread cookie from her flight. A mini donut from
            the smoothie bar. Anything Jack might bring her on a plate.
         

         
         “Now . . . you have that feeling. What do you feel? Strength? Calm? Ecstasy? Don’t let it go. Hold on to that feeling, grip
            it with your hands if you need to! Now let yourself see it. What does that happiness look like? With your eyes still closed,
            let yourself see happiness.”
         

         
         Sonny pictured the glaze on the mini donut.

         
         “All right, everybody. You all have your happiness. You know the feeling; you know what it looks like. Is it a goal, a memory,
            a place? Open your eyes now. Who wants to share what they see?”
         

         
         Sturgill straightened up and said, “I will.”

         
         Connor gave him a huge smile. “All right, man! Glad to hear it—share your happy.”

         
         Sturgill was seated directly across from Sonny, so she had to tilt her upper body to see him. He drew a quick breath in and
            looked around the circle, seeming to make eye contact with everyone individually. He slowly nodded his head and it wasn’t
            clear if he was mustering up the courage to speak or just pausing for dramatic effect.
         

         
         “My happy is coming home at the end of the workday.”

         
         Sonny thought he might just stop there, and she was on the verge of being impressed with his bold brevity, but he cleared
            his throat and kept speaking. She had already straightened back up so she quickly leaned to the side again but had misjudged
            her own body weight and fell, crashing into Nancy’s shoulder. Nancy giggled and pushed Sonny back up to a seated position.
         

         
         “I live in central Virginia, nestled in the foothills of the Shenandoah Mountains. I drive east in the morning and west in the evening, the sun rising and setting with my commute, always in my eyes. I keep a pair of dedicated car sunglasses in my cup holder. My drive home leads away from town, toward the mountains. It’s along a long stretch of highway, slowly going up, up, up to the top of a hill. I usually zone out while driving—you know how you can drive somewhere and time goes by and suddenly you realize you don’t remember the last ten minutes? Well, that’s most of my drive, until I reach the top of this little section right before exit one-fourteen, where I come to and it appears. My happy view. The trees had been closing in, shrouding me the whole drive, like a buildup to the forthcoming crescendo, and then, there, they open up. Suddenly . . . it’s just mountains and sky—it’s all I see ahead of me. Miles and miles of rolling hills, every inch covered with thick, dense, dark green trees, and for just a second, I can’t even see the road in front of me. The sky is always different, depending on the time of year. Sometimes it’s the purest, lightest blue, almost transparent. It makes everything look flat, as if it’s not real mountain curvature in front of me, but brushstrokes of a painting. Other times it’s layered with colors, from pastel to blinding yellow. If the timing is just right, I hit that part of the drive as the sun is setting just below the tips of the trees so that everything is bathed in gold from the sun rays streaking through the tree branches. Makes me smile every damn day.” 

         
         Sonny closed her eyes and could almost see it herself, sitting next to Sturgill in his blue Subaru on that Virginia highway
            with her arm hanging out of the open window as that old John Denver song blared from the radio; what was it called?
         

         
         Sturgill thought for a second, then continued.

         
         “I’m not sure if it’s the coming-home part or the scenery itself, but every day it does something to me. It flips a switch
            inside that allows me to breathe a little slower and a little deeper, drop my shoulders and release all the stress of the
            day. ‘Take Me Home, Country Roads’ plays in my mind as I head home to my husband.”
         

         
         Sonny tilted her head at the mention of the song.

         
         “It activates a different part of myself, shutting down work mode and reintroducing home mode. It’s the perfect start to the
            end of the day. It’s like a ritual; over that hill and I know I’m home. That’s what I see when I think of happiness.”
         

         
         Connor was leaning forward as far as possible with his elbows resting on his knees in rapt attention. He ate up every word
            of that.
         

         
         “Wow, Sturgill. That sounds magical. Love it, man. Great job really digging deep.”

         
         Sonny thought she saw a tear in Connor’s eye.

         
         “Anyone else want to share?”

         
         Silence. No one wanted to follow that. Sonny’s stomach rumbled again. Then she betrayed herself. She blurted out, “Wendy’s.”
            Connor looked at her, a little stunned, then laughed. He thought it was a joke.
         

         
         Mark snorted and said, “I thought I heard your stomach growl.”

         
         Quiet, unsure laughter picked up throughout the circle, and Sonny felt ashamed they all thought she was making a joke. She hadn’t even realized this memory was in her mind and assumed the hunger had taken her there. She was stuck. She could laugh it off, saying, “Kidding, of course,” but then she’d have an obligation to give a real, profound answer matching Sturgill’s and her imagination was vivid but it didn’t work that quickly under pressure and certainly not that beautifully. So she was stuck. She had to explain. 

         
         Sonny smiled sheepishly, going along with the joke.

         
         “Well, it’s not Wendy’s itself, exactly. It’s the parking lot.”

         
         She looked around, as if somehow that would make it click for them, but she had no such luck.

         
         “A specific Wendy’s parking lot, right in front of Home Depot in Carlton, just outside of Pittsburgh, where I grew up.

         
         “Every Tuesday, for years, pretty much my entire childhood, I would go to my grandparents’ house. There was a school bus stop
            in a neighborhood behind the Home Depot, so I would get off at that bus stop and then walk to the Wendy’s parking lot, where
            my grandpa was waiting in his car. Looking back, I don’t know why he didn’t just pick me up at the bus stop.”
         

         
         Her stomach rumbled again.

         
         “Sometimes he’d already have a large fries and a Frosty waiting for me when I got to the car. Other times I’d have to convince him to get one. ‘I need it to grow,’ I’d tell him when I was really little. Then, ‘If I don’t have one, I might turn into a toad.’ Or, ‘It’ll help me concentrate on my homework’ was a less creative
            standby as I got older. As if not getting a Frosty were an option. He always got me a Frosty. We’d share the fries, taking
            turns dipping them into the Frosty. The unspoken rule was that he always got the last fry and I always drank the last melted
            sip of the Frosty.”
         

         
         Rumble, rumble.

         
         “The real kicker is that he died of heart failure when I was seventeen. Maybe he should have quit eating the fries.”

         
         Sonny could feel everyone watching her and she suddenly didn’t want to talk anymore. She gave Connor a tight-lipped smile
            and looked away, sending the message that she was done. Her story was over.
         

         
         

         Sonny couldn’t share the truth sitting in that circle in the desert. So she told a truth.
         

         
         The reason Sonny couldn’t describe her own happy place was because she didn’t know, not in any real way, what it meant to
            be happy. She had known happy-adjacent feelings:
         

         
         Satisfaction, like her last day of work at Zeta, when she went into the supply room and took a handful of Sharpies and shoved
            them into her bag. One can never have too many Sharpies. She had also grabbed a Tootsie Pop from Marcy’s desk, which Marcy
            had expressly told her not to do on more than one occasion.
         

         
         Peacefulness, like the stillness in her heart she had felt just days ago when Power stared back at her. She could see her
            reflection in his eyes and his reflection in hers, an unending tunnel of brown eyes.
         

         
         Sonny clearly knew what happiness didn’t feel like:

         
         Coldness, like the winter air in Pittsburgh or the look in Della’s eyes when Sonny had cried at the kitchen table over her
            plate of canned green beans, sobbing, “I wish Mom was here.” Della grabbed the bread roll from Sonny’s plate, took a bite
            and said, “Well, she ain’t,” before snatching her plate up and tossing it into the sink.
         

         
         Nothingness, like the empty blackness she had felt just a few months ago when she held on to the black, rusty railing and
            saw the jet tear through the sky.
         

         
         Sonny thought that happiness might be like the warm feeling she had on hot summer days when she walked through the park hand
            in hand with her mom, but Sonny couldn’t be sure if that was a memory or a story she’d made up. All thoughts of her mother
            were stained with sadness anyhow.
         

         
         

         After everyone else shared their happy places—Mark and Chloe jointly shared Thailand (where they honeymooned), Mitzi chose MoMA, Nancy said the ocean (any ocean) and Connor said “here and now”—they stood up and Connor led them through some quick stretches before giving them an overview of the next part of their adventure. 

         
         There was a thin wire about thirty feet in the air connecting two large poles with another, similar wire about ten feet above
            it, with ropes of different lengths hanging down from the top wire every few feet. Connor explained they would be walking
            across the bottom wire with only the hanging ropes to grab on to for balance. They would be going in succession, which would
            make balancing more difficult but also allow people to assist one another, and once they crossed the wire, they would reach
            a large octagonal platform. Lastly, they would hang out on the platform until everyone finished and then they would take turns,
            one by one, zip-lining five hundred feet across the desert to the spot where Connor would be waiting for them.
         

         
         Nancy went first again, her lean body reaching up and grasping each rope like an animal in its most natural habitat. Mark
            and Chloe followed, then Sturgill. Sonny started up the first pole once he was a third of the way up, at Connor’s direction.
            Following someone, and someone following her—Mitzi was waiting just below for her turn to start the ascension—made it easier
            for Sonny, knowing her decision to quit wasn’t in a vacuum. Sturgill was slow, taking long breaks between each movement, and
            Sonny became impatient, constantly looking up to see the underside of his boot that had a suspicious looking chunk of brown
            goop stuck to it. She wondered why a man like Sturgill—who had informed her moments ago that his favorite pastime was doing
            karaoke with his husband, Paolo—would ever need a pair of leather hiking boots like those when she felt a quick and shallow
            pain in her right hand and saw scuff marks on her knuckles.
         

         
         “Can you move your foot to another thingy, Dale?”

         
         “Huh? Who’s Dale?”

         
         “Hmm? No, sorry. Um, Sturgill, could you move your foot?”

         
         Sturgill made an indeterminate grunting sound and heaved his weight up to the next rung. After a few more scrapes to her hands
            from his ever-shifting feet, Sturgill made it to the top, with Sonny following just after.
         

         
         Crossing the tightrope was tricky, and Sonny found herself struggling to take deep breaths even though Connor kept shouting at them, “Don’t forget to take deep breaths!” Sturgill was wobbling, his jiggly body lurching this way then that as he clung to the ropes overhead. Mitzi was similarly wobbling, though Sonny couldn’t see her because she was too nervous to turn her head around. Sonny focused her eyes on the ropes, grabbing them one at a time, following Sturgill’s steps until she reached the end of the tightrope. The last rope was too far for her to reach with her short arms, and so she stood paralyzed for a few minutes until she could feel Mitzi’s breath on her neck behind her. She felt prickly and was panting, and she looked at the group of people standing on the platform watching her, their heads looking huge and imposing, inflating like balloons. 

         
         She knew she couldn’t get hurt, that a fall would only leave her hanging in the air from her harness, but still, she was terrified.
            She squeezed her eyes shut and against all of her instincts whispered, “Help?”
         

         
         Sturgill tried to reach out to her, but it was a pitiful attempt, his other arm wrapped around the pole, his butt jutted out
            behind him as he reached forward. Nancy came forward, pushing Sturgill aside without even touching him, and grabbed the last
            rope while she swung forward and said, “Grab my hand.” Again, she was Allana, and Sonny trusted her, reached out and grabbed
            her wrist and pulled herself forward, jumping across the end of the tightrope and falling onto the platform. She gasped and
            coughed, and when she saw Nancy crouched down in front of her, she started laughing. Nancy smiled at her and Sonny could hear
            Connor shouting from below, “Great teamwork, gang!”
         

         
         

         Eventually, everyone made it across and Connor joined the group at the top of the platform, which was a huge wooden plank held up by four supposedly sturdy wooden poles. There were thick metal wires strung between other poles that were placed along the perimeter of the platform, which their harnesses were connected to, to prevent them from falling off the ledge, and enabled them to walk around the entire platform with ease. They would have to connect and disconnect their carabiners from each section when moving around, but there was a double carabiner mechanism in place, to ensure they were connected to at least one wire at all times. 

         
         Before the next part of the session, the zip line, they took a break and Connor had them sit in a circle as a group and share
            a snack: fresh protein bars that tasted like birdseed.
         

         
         People chatted—Mark and Chloe whisper-argued about whether or not they’d have enough time for their couples massage before
            dinner and Mitzi animatedly told a disinterested-looking Connor about the time she sat next to Henry Winkler on a train and
            they ended up spending the weekend together—while Sonny mostly sat in silence and listened, nibbling the little bits of nuts
            and rice puffs in her bar.
         

         
         Suddenly, Sonny saw movement in her periphery and looked up to see Sturgill pointing at her wrist.

         
         “What is that?”

         
         “What is what?”

         
         “That.”

         
         “My watch?”

         
         “That is not a watch.”

         
         “Yeah. It’s, um, yeah, it’s a watch.”

         
         “It’s a relic, is what that is.”

         
         Mark chimed in from across the platform and agreed, “It’s prehistoric.”

         
         “Looks like a family heirloom,” Chloe offered on Sonny’s behalf. “Was it your grandpa’s?” Chloe asked innocently enough, but
            Sonny still found it chiding.
         

         
         “No, I got it from a thrift store.” She stroked the stretchy silver chain of the watch and took another nibble from her bar,
            wishing she had just said, “Yes, it was my grandpa’s.”
         

         
         “Well, it was definitely someone’s grandpa’s.” Mark snorted.
         

         
         “Let me guess,” Sturgill said. “You’ve got a Discman at home, too.”

         
         Sonny smiled, knowing better than to admit that she did in fact have a Discman, nestled between her mother’s Bible and a collection of Sonny and Cher CDs in one of the boxes in her closet, though she had never bothered to check if it still worked. 

         
         Sturgill proceeded to complain about “kids these days,” claiming antiquated things, like listening to vinyl and photographing
            in film, as their own.
         

         
         Sonny wanted to interrupt, to shout at them, “No, it’s not like that!” Because it wasn’t like that. It had nothing to do with
            gripping on to some form of nostalgia but everything to do with simply not knowing any better.
         

         
         “You know, Sonny, for being the youngest among us, you’re kind of the oldest. An old soul,” Nancy said in a way that was meant
            to be kind, but also stung like an insult.
         

         
         Sonny laughed along with the rest of them but knew her naivety was because of the lack of exposure to normalcy she’d had growing
            up. She had been isolated her whole life until she was put out into the world on her own to navigate the strange waters with
            no guide.
         

         
         

         Sonny had once been invited to another girl’s house.

         
         It was the first friend Sonny had made in school, and she was so excited to go over to her house that she wore the only dress
            she owned. When Sonny arrived, she was overwhelmed by the sheer volume of the place—the chatter, the music, the non-angry
            shouting—it was all incessant. She was quiet amid the noise and enjoyed observing and listening and felt like part of the
            family.
         

         
         She imagined she was the fifth sibling, maybe Kaleigh’s twin, and loved the Friday tradition of game night where they each took turns choosing the game. Sonny would choose Monopoly because she liked the little silver pieces and she would be the top hat. She would never win because she would never buy properties because it seemed so risky, but she wouldn’t mind losing. She would sit back and eat popcorn, watching her mom and older brother heatedly negotiate over Marvin Gardens. They would have tacos on Tuesdays and she would help Kaleigh with her algebra homework before going to bed in the room they shared—Sonny on the top bunk, her sister on the bottom, though sometimes they would fall asleep in the same bed together after telling ghost stories with a flashlight under the covers. Summer would be spent at the community pool except for the two weeks where she went to horse camp. Sonny would have to babysit her youngest sister when she was sick and she would pretend to do this begrudgingly but really she would enjoy it, cuddling and watching TV on the couch and making her chicken noodle soup, dropping an ice cube in the bowl so that it wasn’t too hot for her tender little tongue. 

         
         After dinner, Sonny helped clear the table and took the dishes into the kitchen and that’s when she overheard her friend’s
            brother saying he thought Sonny was weird. The mother gently scolded him, “Come on, it’s not her fault. She doesn’t have it
            as easy as you do. That’s why I encouraged Kaleigh to invite her over.”
         

         
         Even at her young age Sonny knew that encouraged meant forced.
         

         
         “But she is a little strange, though, isn’t she? Kind of rude,” the mother said as she clicked her tongue.

         
         The watch had been sitting in a pile full of various items—keys, paper clips, folded pieces of paper, loose coins—on a table
            next to the bathroom that Sonny had used right before leaving. She didn’t take the watch out of spite or revenge or any other
            negative feeling but as a reminder of the time spent being a part of that family, short-lived as it was. The watch, to Sonny,
            looked like the type of thing that would be passed down to someone, and seeing as nothing had been or ever would be passed
            down to her, she took it as a token, something that the family had passed down—willingly and knowingly, or not—to her.
         

         
         Kaleigh invited Sonny over again the following week, but she said, “No, thank you.”

         
         

         Mitzi let out a loud, boisterous laugh and Sonny looked up to catch Chloe adjusting her cleavage. Mitzi was telling a story about a former lover who proposed to her at Niagara Falls while the water gushed behind them and she grabbed the ring and tossed it into the water to express the seriousness of her no.
         

         
         “I was never much interested in romance of any type, certainly not marriage. I am very happy in my solitude. When I was younger—your
            age, Sonny—friends used to tease me because I’d never been serious with a boy. They accused me of being a lesbian, back when
            it was an insult.”
         

         
         Mitzi was better than Sonny possibly could have imagined. Even her name was better. Mitzi Morningside. She was a creative
            director for a company that picked out expensive art for corporate buildings, which apparently was a real job. Or at least
            for Mitzi it was.
         

         
         Mitzi moonlighted as an artist mostly on commission. She had a fascinating life and had no shame or insincere modesty about
            it. “Google me,” she dared the group blithely. Later, Sonny did google her and there were numerous articles chronicling some
            of her most interesting stories, like the time that she was voluntarily homeless for over a year. Her most recent art piece
            was called Hominy in the Undergrowth and was a painting of a frog with human legs sitting on a lily pad surrounded by bright green trees dripping with blood,
            with popcorn glued to a bunch of other smaller frogs with frog legs, all upside down, floating in the water. Sonny had no
            idea what any of it meant, but she was convinced that Mitzi was the absolute coolest.
         

         
         She used words like splendor and obfuscate without sounding pompous and almost everything she wore was vintage. Rich people paid her a consulting fee to help her select
            artwork for their homes, and it was rumored that she had actually inspired those famous balloon animal dog sculptures after
            meeting the artist at a fair and posing the question with a balloon animal in hand, “Wouldn’t it be cool if there were a way
            to keep this forever?” with a mouthful of cotton candy.
         

         
         

         Sonny was thrilled about who Mitzi actually was, but she still found herself mourning the loss of Gloria’s dead fiancé, Glenn.

         
         

         Connor stood up and did a body wriggle, shaking his arms and legs out, and encouraged everyone else to do the same. Sonny
            stood slowly and reluctantly wriggled, bouncing a little to appease eager Connor. He told them they would take turns zip-lining
            down and explained how to connect to the zip line wires. He would go down first and use a walkie-talkie to let them know when
            he was ready for the next person.
         

         
         He said they could all experiment and play while they waited and that they could lean back from the ledge and dangle off the
            side. He led by example, pushing himself off the ledge into a free fall and doing a few twists and flips as he hung from the
            wires overhead.
         

         
         Connor encouraged them to try. “Go ahead and just dangle.” Sonny had become irritated with his use of the word dangle.
         

         
         Before he went down, he told the group to recall those happy places they had shared earlier. If they got nervous or rattled,
            they should close their eyes, breathe slowly and go to their happy place. Connor mentioned Wendy’s and Sonny wasn’t sure if
            it was a sincere remark or a rib but either way she didn’t like it.
         

         
         She noticed the strain in his biceps as he squeezed the harness and hated herself for not being able to look away. He beat
            his chest like a strange Tarzan before shouting, “See ya down there!” He leapt off the platform and zip-lined down the length
            of the adventure center. He yipped and screamed, “Woo-hoo!” and stayed upside down for most of his descent.
         

         
         Sonny didn’t dangle. But Sturgill did. He dangled and laughed and spun in circles while hanging his head back like a spider
            hanging from his own spun thread. He was happy and joyous and everyone else was chatting casually except for Chloe, who was
            practically hugging the center pole, staying as far from the edge as possible.
         

         
         “Spin me, Sonny!”

         
         She grimaced as she tentatively reached forward and gave Sturgill’s ankle a shove, sending his body into a spin. He weeed like the little piggy did all the way home.
         

         
         “Gonna give it a try? Dangle?” Nancy elbowed Sonny’s side and the nearness made her uncomfortable, so she took a step back.
         

         
         “No, I’m good right where I am. But you should. Dale—I mean Sturgill—seems to be enjoying it.”

         
         Nancy looked at her strangely then proceeded to step up to the edge and look down.

         
         Sonny leaned forward slightly to look at Nancy’s face and she knew the look on it. Contemplation. What if?

         
         “Need a push?” There was a mixture of shock and relief and confusion written across Nancy’s face. Sonny hadn’t meant to say
            it out loud, but the words were irretrievable. She laughed, knowing that levity solved all kinds of social errs.
         

         
         Nancy smiled and shook her head. Sonny walked toward the center of the platform and pretended to be interested in her fingernails.
            Sturgill swung back onto the platform and Sonny overheard him whisper to Nancy, “Why does she keep calling me Dale?”
         

         
         

         Once Connor made it down the zip line, he asked for a volunteer through the walkie-talkie. Chloe instantly went forward. Her
            face was devoid of color except for her glossy pink-tinted lips, and she wasted no time jumping down, holding her body rigidly
            and upright while the ropes above her bounced all the way down.
         

         
         No one paid much attention to Chloe’s descent. Mitzi had been talking to Sonny about a trip she had taken to Burning Man and
            how she had been invited by a famous someone she couldn’t name to a private island but decided not to go and instead went
            to Indonesia, where she met another famous someone who introduced her to Buddhism. There was a lot of flowery detail to the
            story and Sonny kept getting distracted, by things moving in the distance, by people moving nearby, by wishing something would
            happen, imagining terrible things.
         

         
         What if one of the wooden legs gave out and the entire platform turned sideways, everyone clambering for something to grab on to on their way down? What if a hawk flew down and started pelting Connor’s eyes with its beak? What if I jumped? What if someone fell?

         
         Sonny had been trying to keep up with Mitzi’s narrative when it happened. She didn’t see it, but she heard the clank and rattle
            of metal and a whoosh and a scream, though at the time she didn’t know who from. It all happened so quickly. The desert was
            silent as she neared the edge of the platform and looked down to see Sturgill on the ground fifty feet below.
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         It had taken a while for the group on the platform to gain any sort of composure, and even longer for them to find the walkie-talkie
            that Connor had left with them. He had no idea what had happened, and they could hear his staticky voice interrupting their
            collective breakdown.
         

         
         “Guys? Hey, guys, what’s going on? Someone wanna fill me in? Who’s next? You all get cold feet? There’s only two ways down,
            climb or zip-line—unless you wanna jump, ha ha ha. Guys? Can someone answer me? Did your walkie batteries die?”
         

         
         It was Nancy who finally responded.

         
         “Connor. There’s been an accident. We’ve had a . . . well . . . we’ve had a fall. It doesn’t look good.”

         
         Connor didn’t respond before running over to the bottom of the platform and inspecting Sturgill for injuries. Meanwhile, everyone
            else—except for Chloe, who was still seated at the end of the zip line area—waited on the platform, peering over the edge
            in silence. Connor asked if anyone had any medical experience over the walkie-talkie, but everyone just looked around at one
            another blankly. Sonny almost volunteered Chloe, with her nursing background, but thought better of it. Then Mark chimed in.
         

         
         “Chloe can help,” he shouted.

         
         Connor scrambled to get Chloe’s attention and Sonny turned to Mark quizzically.

         
         “She’s a veterinarian,” he explained.

         
         She watched in awe and shock and disbelief as Chloe ran over and helped examine Sturgill on the ground, gently shifting his
            limbs and rolling up towels to lay under his neck for support.
         

         
         Sonny was stunned. She loved it when she got it right, even tangentially. It was a natural high, like that time she had received
            all those balloons from coworkers during her hospital stay after the fall and decided to suck in all of the helium, one balloon
            after another, because she’d seen it done in movies. She was alone and didn’t know what to say but wanted to hear her own
            high-pitched voice, so she just kept saying, “I’m alive, I’m alive, I’m alive,” over and over and over again until a nurse
            came in to ask if she needed anything and Sonny squeaked out, “No, thank you.”
         

         
         Sonny hoped for Sturgill’s sake that Chloe was better at her job than Sonny had imagined.

         
         

         It felt like hours for everyone who remained on the platform, the sun beating down onto them with no water or food except
            what remained of their pitiful protein bars. No one claimed to know what had happened or how it had happened.
         

         
         “I was talking to Sonny, facing that way,” said Mitzi, pointing toward the craggy mountains. Sonny followed Mitzi’s pointer
            finger and stared out at the red expanse in front of her and noticed some sort of wild hog staring back at her.
         

         
         “Sonny, did you see anything? He would’ve been right behind me.”

         
         Sonny stared at Mitzi blankly, mostly out of delayed shock, but Mitzi took that as a sign of confusion and continued.

         
         “Remember?” Mitzi implored. “I was telling you my secret to perfecting a French chocolate mousse.”

         
         Sonny’s head tilted, not understanding. That’s not what she had been talking about, not as she recalled. Gloria had perfected chocolate mousse. Gloria, not Mitzi. Things were changing, memories shifting, she thought, but no, that couldn’t be right. 

         
         Sonny shook it away, shook her head slowly, and Nancy’s head whipped to look at her as she spoke.

         
         “No. I didn’t . . . I didn’t see anything.”

         
         “Do you think he was dangling again? And his carabiner snapped?” Nancy supposed, never breaking eye contact with Sonny.

         
         “He wasn’t dangling. I think he was sitting,” said Mark.

         
         “No, I’m pretty sure he was standing,” said Nancy.

         
         Sonny chewed on her finger and said, “Maybe he got scared and fainted. Because of his fear of heights.”

         
         “He’s afraid of heights?”

         
         “When did he say that?”

         
         Sonny squeezed her eyes shut and said, “No, sorry, never mind. That was someone else.”

         
         “I doubt he was afraid of heights, the way he was monkeying around over there, giggling like a child.”

         
         “Sonny, what’s wrong? You don’t look great,” Nancy said.

         
         “She has lost her color, hasn’t she?” Mitzi agreed.

         
         “Yeah, you look pretty pale.”

         
         “I’m always pale!” Sonny snapped.
         

         
         Nancy just stared at her.

         
         “Sorry,” Sonny whispered quietly and subtly backed up until she ran into the center pole and slid down into a seated position
            while the others continued speculating about Sturgill.
         

         
         She didn’t contribute, because it didn’t make sense to her. This wasn’t how she had imagined it. It must be a fiction, a dream,
            and soon she would wake up to the sounds of desert birds chirping.
         

         
         “Poor Sturgill, do you think he’s okay?”

         
         Mitzi had gotten down onto her hands and knees and crawled to the edge to look down at him as Connor moved around like a jackrabbit, grabbing things and busying himself. Sonny was irritated with Chloe for not being able to help, until she remembered that she was down there, helping. 

         
         “Can you even survive a fall like that?” Nancy posed the question they were all thinking.

         
         “Oh, for fuck’s sake, don’t say that!” Mitzi exclaimed. “He’s fine. He must be fine.” She bent down and cradled her head in
            her hands while she rocked her body back and forth and muttered to herself, a prayer or a chant, in desperation, a reaction
            that was usually reserved strictly for television dramas.
         

         
         “You think he was playing with the harness or the ropes? Unlatched something?” Mark whispered to Nancy. She crossed her arms
            and shrugged.
         

         
         Eventually, there was a commotion below and Connor reported that the medical team had arrived, even though they could all
            clearly see the two men in white uniforms casually walking toward them. Connor continued giving a detailed play-by-play of
            the goings-on through his walkie-talkie.
         

         
         “They’re checking his pulse.”

         
         “They’re wrapping up his neck.”

         
         “They’re moving him onto a stretcher.”

         
         “I really need to pee.”

         
         Mitzi had begun weeping, and Nancy took a seat next to Sonny and asked how she was doing without mentioning her pallor.

         
         “I’m okay, I guess. I mean, considering. I don’t know what happened.”

         
         Sonny was visibly shaking and couldn’t stop moving her jaw.

         
         “What are you doing?” Nancy asked, gesturing to Sonny’s mouth.

         
         “I’ve got this thing, a bump on my tongue. I think it just appeared and I can’t stop biting it and I keep getting a taste
            of iron but I can’t stop. I think it’s stress. Or nerves.”
         

         
         “It’s a lie bump.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “A lie bump. You get them when you lie.”

         
         “You’re lying.”

         
         Nancy laughed. “No, really. At least that’s what my grandma always said. She told me they appear after you tell a lie. And it would stay there until you confessed and apologized.” 

         
         “Mine told me if I lied that I’d end up dead like my mom.”

         
         “Oh,” Nancy said, unsure what else to say.

         
         Old people had a reputation for profound wisdom, but Sonny never found comfort in her grandmother’s words, only bitter platitudes.
            “Don’t bite the goddamn hand that feeds you, little bird.”
         

         
         “Your grandma sounds better,” Sonny told her with a smile, giving her permission to find humor in Sonny’s dreary childhood.

         
         

         “I didn’t do it,” Sonny told Della, who was holding the toothbrush with two fingers as if it were a weapon or a piece of moldy
            cheese.
         

         
         “You’re lying,” Della replied.

         
         Sonny gulped. She was lying. She had stolen the toothbrush. She had never stolen anything before, but when she had brushed
            her teeth that morning and pulled out a clump of stray toothbrush hairs from the gap between her top teeth, she’d known something
            had to be done. She couldn’t ask Della for money—she’d already had to ask for money to replace her shoes that month because
            her small feet had seemed to become a little bit less small and her big toe had worn a hole through the front of her left
            sneaker.
         

         
         Della tsked. “This is exactly how it started with your mom.”
         

         
         “She stole a toothbrush?” Sonny asked skeptically because she could picture her mom doing a lot of foolish things but stealing
            for the sake of dental hygiene was not one of them.
         

         
         “No, Sonny,” Della answered with less exasperation than usual. Sonny thought Della’s eyes looked watery and red but reasoned it must have been seasonal allergies or some other bodily reaction to an external irritant because she had never, ever seen Della cry, even at the time of her mother’s death. Not when Sonny had ushered Della into the room to try to help shake her mom’s body into consciousness, not when they sat on the wooden pew in that room that smelled like bleach and death, not when she answered the phone and the person on the line asked for Sonny’s mom and Della had to reply, “She can’t come to the phone because she’s dead.” 

         
         “Your mom started off by sneaking out at night with boys who convinced her to snort things. But a lie is a lie. So tell the
            truth, Sonny. You steal this?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Sonny whispered.

         
         “Goddammit, Sonny!” Della shouted as she threw the toothbrush across the room. She had resumed her normal level of exasperation.
            She walked over to Sonny and firmly took Sonny’s face into her hands. For half a second, Sonny thought her grandmother might
            give her a hug before remembering her grandmother had never given her a hug.
         

         
         “Keep this up,” Della growled, “and you’ll end up dead like your mother.”

         
         

         Eventually, Connor shouted up to them until they said, “What?” so many times that he had to resort back to communicating through
            the walkie-talkie. They clearly weren’t going to finish the session, but the group still had to make their way down, and it
            was quicker and easier and altogether more logical for them to zip-line down, though it felt irreverent.
         

         
         Even Mitzi, the most distraught of the lot, couldn’t help but yip on her way down.

         
         

         “Can we go yet?” Nancy asked Connor pointedly, after they had been told to wait under the sunshade for more direction. She
            hadn’t stopped tapping her foot on the ground since she’d taken a seat, and it had moved from irksome to unbearable. She seemed
            generally bored by the whole situation.
         

         
         “Um, I don’t think so. Just hang tight a few, okay? We’re waiting for the say-so from management on what to do. Sonny, you
            all right? You should grab some water or another bar. You’re looking peaky.”
         

         
         A few more people had joined the scene—a woman with a Sanctuary name tag and a man and a woman in identical business attire. The medics had carried Sturgill away in the stretcher with no urgency whatsoever, a small trail of sunflower seeds marking their path. Mark, Mitzi and Nancy were sharing theories about what could have happened, from the utterly mundane—he didn’t transition to the next rope correctly—to the wildly outlandish—a disgruntled employee sabotaged his gear because he had been demanding at breakfast.
         

         
         Sonny was trying her best to listen, but her mind kept drifting to Sturgill and his fall and what had actually happened. Had
            she seen anything? She had been wondering, what if, how she had, in a way, been hoping for something to happen, and she was certain this was all her fault and the realization
            made the blood leave her head and she couldn’t stand the idea of one more person talking about the color of her face.
         

         
         

         “Don’t mix fantasy with real life, Sonny,” her mother had warned her. “Everyone and everything is connected, in a way. Sometimes,
            if you wish too hard, you can make a thing happen.”
         

         
         When Sonny was nine, her mom found a story that she had written by herself. Up until that point, most of their stories had
            been created together. A neighbor of theirs had recently gotten a dog, one of those terrifying ones, like a pit bull, but
            worse. The dog growled every time Sonny walked speedily past its chain-link fence. She didn’t know its name because she never
            asked the neighbor—he was almost as terrifying as the dog—so she called it Dog. In the story she wrote, Dog had a long-lost
            love in a foreign land and one day he couldn’t stand the thought of not being with her, so he ran away, hitched rides on cars,
            trains and ships until he was reacquainted with his doggy love. It included a bunch of unnecessary subplots and multiple spelling
            errors, but it was innocuous enough. However, a week later, the dog went missing after digging a hole underneath the fence
            and running away. Sonny hadn’t thought much of the coincidence—the dog’s disappearance in conjunction with the creation of
            her story—until her mother explained the power of stories. That words could influence reality.
         

         
         Sonny had believed her mother’s warning to be one of her muddleheaded ideas, as Della had unaffectionately called them, but she could have been wrong. 

         
         

         Eventually, Connor led the group silently along the path back to Sanctuary, leaving the desert barren and unaffected except
            for the birds that had made their way down to collect the stray sunflower seeds.
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         Sonny was still shaken but she found Jack’s presence soothing, somehow making her feel more human, grounded to earth and not
            like she might either float away or sink deep, deep into the ground. She ran into him pushing a dolly loaded with boxes on
            her way back from the adventure center and immediately felt her face returning to its normal level of paleness.
         

         
         “I thought it was my fault,” Sonny told Jack. “Just for a minute, but it was a really long minute, and I was completely convinced
            that I had caused it, by thinking about all of the bad things that could potentially happen. I know that’s ridiculous.”
         

         
         “It’s not ridiculous. People give themselves credit for things outside of their control all the time. We all inflate our self-importance.”

         
         Sonny didn’t respond.

         
         “I didn’t mean it that way!” Jack covered his face and laughed. “You are important. And not at all inflated. I just mean that
            you’re not controlling the universe.”
         

         
         Sonny still didn’t respond, but she liked the idea that she was important.

         
         “Pete, my coworker, told me they didn’t take the guy to the hospital yet. They’ve been able to stabilize him at the medical center here. I don’t really know all the details, but apparently, he didn’t hit the ground with full force, because he was still attached to the harness and the wires caught hold or something like that.” 

         
         “I really do hope he’s okay,” she said to Jack, but also to herself.

         
         “I know you do, Sonny,” he said.

         
         Sonny looked up toward the sky, powder blue and starless, and saw some type of blackbird cutting through it. She looked back
            at Jack and told him, “I used to think I killed my grandmother.”
         

         
         “Didn’t she die of lung failure?”

         
         Sonny nodded, then explained how she’d thought she had caused it.

         
         

         Though Sonny had been working at Zeta for a few years, she hadn’t considered moving out of Della’s house until a coworker
            teased another coworker for living in his parents’ basement. The guy twisted in his chair and defended himself, “I’m moving
            out next month.”
         

         
         Sonny started researching apartments that evening.

         
         Her motivation wasn’t the idea of being judged by coworkers but by the idea of walking into an empty home after work. A bathroom
            all her own. Someplace that didn’t smell like smoke or have a couch marred by death or conceal drawings with poorly applied
            tan paint.
         

         
         It was a revelation—the fact that she could live on her own.

         
         

         “You won’t last a month,” Della told her.

         
         “I think I will,” Sonny said. “I’ve calculated. I make enough for rent and the—”

         
         “You don’t know how to take care of a place!”

         
         Sonny looked around the kitchen, at the section of flooring that had been missing for three years, at the exposed wires popping
            out of a hole near the light switch, at the cabinet doors, the majority of which were either lopsided or missing entirely,
            at the puddle of water under the fridge that always appeared on Thursdays, at the pot of days-old coffee sitting next to an
            open container of paint thinner, at the flickering oven light that never turned off.
         

         
         She decided it wasn’t worth arguing and kept her mouth pursed as she let Della scold her about the stupidity of her idea.

         
         “Idiotic. I mean it. You’ll be back in weeks, begging me to let you back in. So fine. Go. Go! Fly away, little bird. Get gone.” Della leaned in closely to Sonny’s face and narrowed her eyes. “But when you come back
            here, knockin’ on my door, don’t expect me to answer.”
         

         
         At that point, Della left the room, muttering to herself, “Spoiled, ungrateful brat. Just like her mother.”

         
         It didn’t make sense that Della was angry, since they did little together other than sit across from each other and cut coupons.
            But some time later, Sonny supposed that the idea of her leaving was a revelation for Della, too—the fact that she might have
            to live on her own.
         

         
         

         “She was angry. And unkind. And then I was angry. And unkind.”

         
         Sonny gulped. “But I didn’t argue with her. I rarely did. Instead, I just kept thinking, What if she weren’t around?

         
         “And then I wrote a story. About her. And how one day while I was at work the house caught fire. Which wasn’t that far-fetched
            because the whole place really was a fire hazard. And . . . and . . . well, she was asleep inside the house, in the story,
            and didn’t make it out. I didn’t mean it. I was angry. And it was a story.
         

         
         “And we didn’t talk for a few days, but I don’t know if that was because of the fight. We often didn’t talk for days at a
            time. She probably forgot all about it. But later that week I came home from work and she was sitting at the kitchen table
            doing nothing, and when I sat down in front of her, she said, ‘My lungs are failing,’ and when I said, ‘What? How? Why?’ she
            just said, ‘I got blood in my coffee, so I went to the doctor and they told me I had a pretty bad case of lung disease,’ and
            then she got up and lit a cigarette.”
         

         
         One look at Della would reveal that she had never been a healthy woman, but she had always been very alive. Sonny explained
            that she had never known Della to go to the doctor, to be diagnosed with anything, until Sonny had wished her dead.
         

         
         “Maybe not ever going to the doctor was part of the problem,” Jack offered.

         
         Sonny smiled, having had the same thought herself, but sometimes even objective truth couldn’t quiet her imagination. What if I caused it?

         
         

         Once Della died, only a few weeks after her diagnosis, Sonny moved to her own apartment. It all ended up the same anyway,
            with Sonny moving out, but she was plagued with shame, with guilt, and constantly found herself wondering, What begot what?

         
         

         “It wasn’t your fault,” Jack said.

         
         Sonny was rational enough to know she hadn’t caused it, not really, but she still felt responsible, the way people know that
            rapping their knuckles on a table and saying “Knock on wood” won’t prevent whatever calamity had just been mentioned. So while
            the knowledge that she wasn’t to blame lived deep in her bones, her guilt lived there, too, just as deeply.
         

         
         “Are you sure?” she asked, despite knowing the answer, because she wanted Jack to confirm it.

         
         “Yeah, I’m sure,” he told her as he reached out and gently squeezed her arm.

         
         Sonny felt a smile spread across her face and didn’t even try to stop it.

         
         “What are you going to do now?” Jack asked.

         
         “Evaluate everything that’s ever happened in my life to see if maybe I actually can control the universe.”
         

         
         Jack laughed. “I meant, like, right this minute?”

         
         “So did I,” Sonny said.

         
         “Okay, well, maybe hold off on that. Employees aren’t allowed to eat in the main restaurant, but if you’re up for grabbing
            food to go, I can meet you on the patio in . . .” Jack looked at his watch. “Fifteen minutes?”
         

         
         Sonny nodded and made her way to the patio, stopping quickly at her room to brush her teeth.
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         After lunch with Jack, Sonny took an endless bath, the water turning so cold that she had to fully submerge her body to keep
            from shivering. It was strange how the water could disguise itself like that; if you couldn’t feel the air, your body wouldn’t
            know the water was cold. Sonny submerged herself entirely underwater and counted to forty-seven before coming up for air,
            but she counted quickly, so it had likely been closer to twenty seconds. She lay with her eyes closed and let her hair float
            around her and her arms float next to her body. The bath was filled with so many bubbles that she kept having to spit them
            out of her mouth, and after the bath she ended up taking a shower to rinse off the combination of tiny little rose petals
            and her own filth.
         

         
         She brushed and flossed her teeth, twice, lay on her bed and watched the fan spin while she waited for time to pass. When
            the clock switched over to six, she got up and walked to the restaurant. She was starving. She had barely touched her food
            at lunch and hadn’t eaten anything since.
         

         
         When Sonny arrived at the restaurant lobby, the harsh-looking woman was at the hostess desk checking in another guest. Sonny
            took her place in line and jolted when she felt a tap on the shoulder. She pulled her headphones down and turned around to
            see a long, lean neck and looked up to see Nancy’s face, smile askew.
         

         
         “I ditched my friends tonight,” Nancy explained. “They have a reservation at eight thirty and I’m just so fucking hungry—I only had a smoothie after the, well, the incident, and have been surviving on the pathetic bowl of nuts in my room since then. So I figured I’d eat now, with the other early
            birds, which apparently includes you.”
         

         
         “You did say I was an old soul.”

         
         “Sure enough,” Nancy agreed. “I’m joining you, okay?”

         
         Sonny nodded, assuming she didn’t have a choice, and they were escorted to a table next to the fireplace. Sonny wondered why
            Nancy insisted on eating with her, yet again; whether it was fear of sitting alone, common stranger intrigue or if somehow
            they’d become friends.
         

         
         She instantly ruled out friendship because she didn’t believe in it. She had learned time and time again that friendship was
            a myth, that people generally didn’t care about each other, not really, not once it became inconvenient.
         

         
         

         After Sonny had transferred to the People-Person team at Zeta, she’d made a friend, Penelope, her first real grown-up friend,
            her second friend ever after Kaleigh, the one whose family had called her rude. Sonny and Penelope often ate lunch together,
            and Penelope filled so much of the silence that Sonny didn’t have to speak much at all, which she appreciated. But she didn’t
            just talk incessantly; she asked questions and shared relevant, pertinent stories and information. She showed genuine interest
            in Sonny but also knew when to accept her one-word answers and not pry any further.
         

         
         They bonded over nothing in particular other than a mutual liking of each other. Penelope had traveled through life alone
            much like Sonny had, having physically traveled so much due to being a military child, but she made friends easily, unlike
            Sonny, and cared about her hair, unlike Sonny, and went on lots of dates, unlike Sonny, but none of this mattered to either
            of them. They were comfortable around one another, and Sonny was rarely disappointed about how the Penelope in her head differed
            from the one that sat across from her at lunch.
         

         
         The first time Penelope brought in a tea and a muffin for Sonny, she thanked her and immediately went to the bathroom, where she locked herself in a stall and cried. Penelope continued to bring the occasional tea and muffin, though sometimes it was a scone, and in return Sonny would give Penelope books from the free library that she had already read, though she made sure to only pass on books that were in perfect condition, free of underlines and creases from dog-eared pages. She wasn’t ashamed that she had gotten the books second- or third- or fourth-hand, but she wasn’t eager to advertise it. They would talk about what they liked, disliked, wished had been different, were or were not surprised by. Penelope usually had different opinions from Sonny, but she enjoyed hearing them nonetheless. They had different taste, too: Penelope liked fantasy and romance, where Sonny was drawn to mysteries and the occasional story with no plot at all. Penelope would fill Sonny in on the office gossip, which she had otherwise been immune to, and Sonny would share some of her favorite facts from the most recent nature documentary she had watched. 

         
         One day over lunch, Penelope told Sonny that she’d gotten a position at another company but that she would remain in Pittsburgh
            and that she would call her to get lunch after she started her new job. Sonny never heard from Penelope about lunch and when
            Sonny texted her a few months later, the response was Girl, I miss you! Been so busy! Lunch soon! Though, again, Penelope never reached out about lunch.
         

         
         

         “Want to get a bottle?” Nancy looked at Sonny expectantly.

         
         “Oh. Sure. Of what?”

         
         Nancy laughed. “Of wine. Red or white?”

         
         “Whatever you want.”

         
         Nancy chose red. Sonny was taking a long swig of the wine when Nancy asked. She had never had red wine like that, smooth like
            velvet dripping down the back of her throat. She almost didn’t want to swallow, the feeling of it sitting there in her mouth
            so pleasant.
         

         
         “Do I miss who?” Sonny clarified, once she finally swallowed the last of what was in her glass. Nancy had a habit of talking as though other people could hear what was in her head, starting conversations midthought. 

         
         “The guy you were seeing. Hyde.”

         
         “Oh. I don’t think so. No, not really.”

         
         “That makes it easy, then. Wasn’t meant to be, I suppose, if you don’t even miss him. How was the sex?”

         
         Sonny didn’t respond for a minute, until she did. “I don’t know.”

         
         “What do you mean don’t know?”

         
         “I just, I don’t know.”

         
         “Like you have nothing to compare it to? Or you—”

         
         “We never had it.”

         
         “What do you mean you never had it?”

         
         Sonny shrugged. “We never did that. Sex.”

         
         “But you said he was your only serious—wait, Sonny.” Nancy leaned forward and lowered her eyes. “Are you a virgin?”

         
         Sonny looked back at Nancy with blinking eyes. “Um. I guess so.”

         
         “You guess so?”

         
         “I never thought much about it.”

         
         Nancy leaned back in her chair as she silently laughed and placed a hand on her forehead while she shook her head. “Fuck me.
            You’re kind of crazy. I love it.”
         

         
         “Is that weird?” Sonny asked quietly.

         
         She knew it was, but she really had never given it much thought before and certainly hadn’t had the thought validated by another
            person. Hyde had never shown much interest in physical affection beyond the occasional kiss and grope. He just seemed preoccupied,
            or maybe disinterested, and she had a daily habit of taking care of herself anyway, so it had never occurred to her to be
            bothered by the lack of something she had never had. Until Nancy mentioned it.
         

         
         “No, Sonny. You’re just a late bloomer. I was a late bloomer, too. I lost my virginity at nineteen—no, twenty, actually.”

         
         

         Sonny thought about Allana, who lost her virginity at fourteen to a neighbor, an Italian exchange student named Luca, who told her he loved her, to which she responded, “You’re cute,” and tapped his nose. She snuck back home through the back door and had a swig of her dad’s special whiskey straight from the bottle before creeping quietly up to her bedroom. 

         
         

         “And you’re sure you were dating, right?”

         
         Sonny laughed but found herself replaying her entire relationship with Hyde in an instant. Nancy meant this as a joke, but
            it triggered a trail of thoughts that Sonny couldn’t shake. He had been her boyfriend, or so she had thought, though the specific
            words boyfriend and girlfriend had never been used. He couldn’t have been her lover, because she wasn’t a character in a smutty romance novel, and also
            because no love was being made, but she knew he had been more than a friend. Or at least she thought he had been.
         

         
         Sonny was lost in thought while Nancy ordered a few desserts to share and swallowed the rest of what was in her wineglass
            in one gulp.
         

         
         “I definitely need something stronger than this,” Nancy told her.

         
         

         “Is that Connor?”

         
         “Yeah, I think it is.”

         
         They were walking along the path outside the restaurant when Nancy stopped and stared at him before turning to Sonny. “Do
            you think he has any weed?”
         

         
         Sonny responded without pausing to think. “I definitely think he has weed.”

         
         “You should go ask him.”

         
         Sonny scrunched her forehead. “Why me? Why don’t you ask him?”

         
         “You’re younger. Like his peer. It’s less creepy and weird.”

         
         Sonny shook her head. “I don’t think that’s true.”

         
         “Just go.”

         
         Nancy pushed Sonny toward Connor, who was leaning against the bridge railing throwing rocks into the stream when he looked
            up to see them.
         

         
         “Oh, hey, girls.”

         
         Sonny’s inner eyes rolled at him calling them girls when he was younger than both of them, or at least one of them, and no one would ever consider calling him boy.
         

         
         “Um, hey,” said Sonny, who bit her bottom lip so hard she flinched with pain.

         
         “Weird day, huh? How you holding up? Find a way to enjoy the rest of the day?”

         
         Sonny didn’t know which of his three questions to answer, so she just nodded.

         
         Nancy appeared by Sonny’s side and gave her shoulder a little shove and Sonny sputtered, “Yeah, do you . . . have you . . .
            um, might you—”
         

         
         “Oh my God, this is pathetic. Connor, she wants to know if you have any weed.”

         
         “No!” Sonny’s eyes widened to twice their normal size. “I mean, no, I, did, no, well, do you?”

         
         Connor stared straight ahead into the stream and tossed another rock in. People always assumed Connor had weed and he always
            took offense to the assumption. He heaved a deep sigh before answering, “Yes, I have weed.”
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         “You have a pool.”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “This is bananas.”

         
         “It is.”

         
         Nancy didn’t ask Sonny how she could afford this, but Sonny could see in her eyes she wanted to.

         
         Nancy put music on her phone and connected to a Bluetooth speaker that Sonny had thought was just an abstract sculpture.

         
         They lay on the lounge chairs on Sonny’s patio. Sonny didn’t admit she had never smoked before; she had seen Della smoke,
            so she knew how not to look foolish. She knew which end to put in her mouth, and she didn’t even cough after the first inhale.
            The two lay there in silence for a while, maybe moments, maybe more, the music occasionally interrupted by chatter from a
            nearby suite and obscure desert sounds.
         

         
         At first Sonny didn’t think the pot was affecting her—maybe she was immune—but when she started drawing lines between the
            stars with her pointer finger and got distracted by looking at her wriggling toes, which she thought looked incredibly funny
            and wondered why she had never named them before, she decided that maybe it was affecting her, just a little bit.
         

         
         Sonny stared at the sky, the mural of black with little shining white dots, and thought to herself, Why? but Nancy answered, “Why what?” and Sonny realized she hadn’t been thinking at all but had spoken out loud.
         

         
         Why zebras? Why do they exist? Why not just black-and-white striped horses? But Nancy never answered, leaving Sonny to ponder this all on her own until she started wondering about something else entirely.
            Sonny eventually realized maybe she hadn’t actually asked about the zebras. Maybe when she thought, she spoke, and when she
            spoke, she thought.
         

         
         Nancy slunk down to the ground and dropped her legs into the pool, lying back onto the ground, her black hair splaying out
            around her head like a halo.
         

         
         “I feel bad for you.”

         
         “Why? The gap in my teeth?”

         
         Nancy giggled for far too long. “No! That’s actually really adorable. I feel bad for you, as a whole. Your people.” Nancy waved her hand in Sonny’s direction.
            “Your generation.”
         

         
         “Why? Climate change?”

         
         “Oh my God, no. Well, yeah, of course, but that’s not limited to your generation. I feel bad you never got to experience boredom.
            You didn’t have the luxury of having nothing to do but sit in your bedroom on the floor listening to a CD, or no, the radio, waiting for hours for your favorite song to come on so you could record it onto a blank tape.”
         

         
         “You feel bad we didn’t get to do that?”
         

         
         Nancy chuckled. “Yes! It was, well, it was good for you. To, like, I dunno, be bored. Made you less spoiled. Now you’re all
            just so, so spoiled.”
         

         
         Sonny didn’t feel the need to defend herself and explain that she had never once been accused of being spoiled. She also didn’t
            feel the need to remind Nancy she wasn’t all that far off from her own age, wasn’t far from being so, so spoiled herself,
            in her own way.
         

         
         “I was bored a lot as a kid. I didn’t have many toys.”

         
         “What’d you do?”

         
         “I took walks.” Sonny found herself responding to Nancy without thinking first, which was an entirely new sensation.

         
         “Aw, that’s nice.”

         
         

         Sonny could see it, what Nancy was thinking. She saw it herself. Pictured tree-lined streets and warm, sunny days, a frizzy-haired
            little girl walking down the street in pink light-up sneakers with a handful of freshly picked flowers that were actually
            just weeds. A nearby park with overgrown grass and bumblebees, little bare feet scampering through a meadow, rolling through
            the wildflowers, coming home with green-stained knees and scuffed elbows to an apron-donned mother shouting to wash the dirt
            from under her fingernails, shaking her head and laughing over a sink overflowing with bubbles and dishes. A shelf full of
            freshly canned blueberry jam and a glass full of lemonade so cold that it left a ring on the tablecloth, drunk down in one
            go.
         

         
         

         “I’d walk around the neighborhood and go through the garbage bins and collect cans and bottles. Sometimes I’d sneak into the
            neighbors’ backyards because a few of them always left a bunch of empty cans in a pile next to their mildew-covered lawn chairs.
            I’d look at the bottom to make sure I could get money for them—it was probably the first thing I learned to read—and I’d turn
            them in and give the money to my grandma, who would take it and then tell me to go wash my hands. Out of habit only, because
            she never actually cared to check if I did wash them. And I never did wash them. But before turning them in I would pull and
            save the can tabs and put them in a jar that I hid under my bed because I planned to make something out of them one day. I
            don’t know what I would have made, but I had some big idea about it, you know how kids do? I had big plans for those little
            metal tabs and I saved them for years and I actually don’t know whatever happened to the jar. One day it just wasn’t there.
            I’m pretty sure Della threw it away. But I kept going on the walks and filled up bags full of bottles and I still do sometimes,
            pick up cans and bottles, but I usually just leave them at the collection center for someone else to cash in.”
         

         
         Nancy’s head had rolled toward Sonny and she watched her, her eyes filling with emotions she couldn’t name.

         
         An hour later Nancy finally spoke.

         
         “That’s . . . um . . . what’s that word?”

         
         “Weird?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Gross?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Sad?”

         
         “No. It’s right there, on the edge of my brain. Hold on.”

         
         Sonny lifted her arms in the air and squeezed, holding on to the invisible thing, and Nancy laughed and spit out, “Resourceful!
            That’s the word.”
         

         
         “Oh. Thanks.”

         
         Sonny agreed that it was resourceful, though she had never put the word to it before. She always considered herself frugal. Sonny had spent a lot of money on this trip. She felt squirmy inside about it, given how frugal she had always been. Originally,
            it was because of her upbringing, because her family never had any money, but still, even with her newfound wealth, Sonny
            remained frugal out of sheer habit.
         

         
         

         In the evenings, Della and Sonny would clip coupons. The fat wood-paneled TV in the corner of the living room would be playing
            Guessing Game or some other game show and Sonny would sit on the floor with a pile of shiny-papered advertisements from their own mailbox
            and often their neighbors’ as well. Della always said if they were too lazy to walk to their mailbox every day then they didn’t
            deserve the coupons that were inside of them.
         

         
         They only had one pair of scissors between them, and most of the time Della would use them. Sonny would carefully fold the paper at the edges of the coupon and lick the crease on both sides till they were good and wet before gently ripping the coupon away from the paper. She was proud whenever she managed to do this without ripping a side of the precious coupon, though sometimes Della would tsk-tsk, saying that Sonny’s saliva was making the paper too soggy.
         

         
         

         When Sonny was seventeen, she applied to college. Not a fancy one or even a good one but a local college that all but guaranteed
            admission to anyone willing to sign up for the financial aid that would eventually cripple them.
         

         
         “Sonny, what the hell is this?” Della had asked from her kitchen table. There was a pile of envelopes and coupons to be cut
            stacked in front of her and she was holding up a piece of paper that had once been folded into thirds. Sonny walked over and
            looked at the paper.
         

         
         “Um, it looks like a letter for me,” Sonny answered as she took the paper from Della’s hand.

         
         “No shit, little bird. Why is a college writing you a letter?”

         
         Sonny quickly read through the first paragraph of the letter, the only words that really mattered.

         
         “Because they accepted me.”

         
         “Accepted you for what?”

         
         “For college.”

         
         “Why would they do a thing like that?”

         
         “Because I applied.”

         
         “Why would you do a thing like that?”

         
         “I don’t know, really, I thought it could be . . .”

         
         Della said, “Stupid, expensive and a complete waste of time?” at the same time that Sonny said, “Good for me.”

         
         “Look here, Sonny. You don’t want to go to college. There isn’t nothing there you can’t learn out here quicker and better.”

         
         Sonny considered telling Della that she had just disproved her own point but instead she sat down silently in the chair across
            from Della, who took a long sip of her tepid coffee that was laced with Baileys.
         

         
         “You’re about to finish school, and you don’t seem to like it much anyway, so why would you want to sign up for more? And Sonny, you need to keep working. Pick up more shifts or get a job that pays better. Pay me back for all these years of free rent.” Tsk, she clicked her tongue and shook her head.
         

         
         Sonny put the letter in the pile of ripped envelopes and junk mail and grabbed a stack of coupons and began to crease and
            lick and tear.
         

         
         Della continued, “Maybe try that restaurant down on Salter where they wear short skirts. I hear they tip well.”

         
         Sonny knew the place Della was talking about, but it wasn’t so much a restaurant as it was a strip club. They probably did
            tip well and while Sonny wasn’t morally opposed to the idea of using her body for money she didn’t think she would have much
            to contribute to the line of work, given her lack of rhythm and curves.
         

         
         Sonny kept her eyes down on the coupons as Della went on about potential job prospects in the neighborhood for Sonny after
            she graduated. She wasn’t even sure what she would have studied if she were to go to college, having no particular interests.
            She imagined she would want to do something with her hands, something to busy herself that required minimal mental effort
            and would subsequently distract her mind during her eight-to-ten-hour workdays.
         

         
         Bicycle repair, glassblowing, bread baking, furniture assembly. Absolutely no grocery stores. She also ruled out massage therapy
            because the thought of touching other people’s bodies made her feel icky. The hair and bumps and unexplainable things on their
            skin. Sonny couldn’t even breathe when she saw something or someone she deemed gross. If a customer at Top’s had a large zit
            on his face, Sonny would look away from him while she inhaled and only look back at him while she exhaled. Look away and inhale,
            look back and exhale. As if breathing in while looking at the dirty thing would mean letting the dirty thing inside her. It
            was so natural at this point that she didn’t even realize she was doing it. Obese people, disfigured people, people with thick
            hairs growing out of moles, large moles in general, flabby necks, dirty teeth, pubic hair, lazy eyes. She did the same thing
            when watching her nature shows, whenever they showed animals fighting or mating.
         

         
         

         Sonny’s hopes for the future weren’t squashed when Della told her she couldn’t go to college. It wasn’t a big deal, and Sonny knew she wouldn’t find herself at the center of one of those stories where a person has grand dreams and puts them off for the sake of her family, out of loyalty and heroic obligation, only to eventually achieve those dreams one day. It was simply a matter of money and practicality. Going to college would have given Sonny a leg up in the world, but Della didn’t want her to go, and so that was that. There were no shattered dreams or lost hopes, according to Sonny. 

         
         

         Nancy finally asked the question she’d been wanting to ask, though it was surprising that it took her so long, considering
            how personal boundaries didn’t seem to faze her even when she was completely sober. Maybe this—money, personal finances, socioeconomic
            circumstances—was the limit to her nosiness.
         

         
         “Where’d you get your money, Sonny?”

         
         Sonny quietly echoed, “Money, Sonny,” finding the rhyme amusing.

         
         “I gotta pee,” Sonny sputtered while she let the theories cement themselves in Nancy’s head. That she’d developed some new
            data storage solution or created an app or innovative software and sold it, like she was some type of savant or surprisingly
            shrewd businesswoman.
         

         
         When Sonny came out of the bathroom, she saw Nancy standing by the desk in the bedroom holding a stack of loose papers in
            her hand. Nancy didn’t look up but said curiously, “Who’s Allana?”
         

         
         Sonny walked over to Nancy as quickly as possible without sprinting, trying her best to remain casual, to not show the immediacy
            in her actions, which felt impossible because the weed had made her feel unattached to her body.
         

         
         “Nothing, no one,” she told her as she tried to take the papers from Nancy’s hands, which continued to grip them firmly.

         
         “She’s ten feet tall?”

         
         Nancy released the papers and Sonny shoved them into the pages of her notebook and shoved the notebook into the desk drawer before backing away to give Nancy space. She ignored the question and started picking up items from the floor in the room, tidying, just to do something with her fidgety hands, becoming acutely aware of her fingers. 

         
         “Is she a giant?” Nancy asked.

         
         “No, I mean not literally. It’s just figurative, like she’s really tall.”

         
         “Like me?” Nancy asked.

         
         “No,” she answered too quickly. “I mean, yeah, I guess, kind of like you.”
         

         
         Sonny wasn’t naturally confrontational, but a small fury had built up inside and her, and she spit out, “You really shouldn’t
            go through people’s things.” Her words came out less fierce than she had intended.
         

         
         Nancy shrugged and Sonny had run out of things to pick up, her room not being all that messy anyhow, and she didn’t know what
            to say or do next, so she resigned and slid down to the floor at the end of the bed and started picking at her most interesting
            fingernail.
         

         
         Sonny looked up at Nancy, who was slowly roaming around the room, touching things and examining them: her headphones on the
            dresser, her hoodie draped over the chair, the sound bowl set on the coffee table.
         

         
         Sonny gulped. “I fell off a roof. A few months ago.”

         
         She wasn’t sure if she had meant to say that out loud or not, but she had already discovered that thinking and speaking were
            not mutually exclusive when high.
         

         
         

         In April, Sonny had fallen off the roof at Zeta.

         
         To be fair, she was trying to jump. The roof at Zeta was not exactly scenic, but you could see a small sliver of trees between the two neighboring buildings if you stood just to the left of the doorway and tilted your head just so. There was a white door at the end of the hall on the seventeenth floor. The seventeenth floor was where the engineering interns sat, shuffling up and down the stairs in hordes as they tried to find the right meeting rooms with obscure names like Monkey Patch and 404, which was, confusingly enough to Sonny, not on the fourth floor. 

         
         The white door led to a set of stairs that went up to the rooftop. The people walking through that door were almost exclusively
            smokers. There was a small courtyard half a block away from the building with a dedicated smoking area, but the rooftop was
            the best option for those too lazy to walk the two hundred feet or just trying to sneak in a quick one between meetings or
            amid an intense coding session. The ground on the roof was riddled with cigarette butts and discarded cans of Red Bull.
         

         
         The rooftop, along with the lack of scenery, wasn’t particularly refreshing. Being lower than the surrounding buildings blocked
            any potential wind, so the only “breeze” was a constant gush of air forced out of the cooling units. Despite the sweaty, unsightly
            atmosphere, there was something Sonny found peaceful about being up on that roof. The solitude. It’s why she went up there
            so regularly, one of the few, if not only, nonsmokers to do so. It was quiet and she was incredibly unlikely to run into anyone
            else like she would at the building café or nearby courtyard. She went up there for the peace, just a minute or two to escape
            the constant humming of corporate speak she was used to hearing on the thirteenth floor with the rest of the People-Person
            staff.
         

         
         The entire rooftop was surrounded by a thin black railing, probably as old as the building itself, rusted from weather and
            wobbly to the touch. Sonny should have known stepping up onto it was a bad idea. She thought she would have been quick about
            it, just hop up, contemplate something meaningful for a second, maybe two, and then jump. The sturdiness of the railing wasn’t
            of much significance to Sonny, since she didn’t need it to provide any sort of safety. She hadn’t given much thought to the
            railing at all and later realized she had underestimated the importance of that railing.
         

         
         After walking through the door onto the rooftop, Sonny looked around to determine if she was alone. She went up there regularly enough to know that the time of day just after lunch was reliably empty, all the smokers having had their cigarettes after their deli sandwiches and bags of salt-and-vinegar chips and bottled iced teas. Then she looked up. The sky was perfectly clear, bright blue, except for a plane cutting through it, interrupting the blueness with its white puffy trail. And she felt nothing. 

         
         Sonny hadn’t planned on jumping that day in April. The thought had often crossed her mind, What if I jumped? But it had been nothing more than a rhetorical question to herself. A hypothetical. What would happen if she were to do this
            awful thing?
         

         
         What would happen if . . .

         
         I stole this tube of expensive toothpaste?

         
         I kicked the shin of the guy next to me in the elevator?

         
         I jumped off this roof?

         
         Sonny had not had a bad morning; it had been a perfectly typical day for her. Woke up, masturbated, brushed her teeth, got
            dressed, ate discount cereal, walked to work, sat at her desk. Answered calls until her morning break. Answered more calls,
            sent some emails until her eventual lunch break. Ate her leftover canned soup from the night before. Walked up to the roof.
            And then the thought popped into her head, materializing out of nowhere. What if I jumped off this roof?

         
         

         “Hey, lady . . . lady, are you okay? Are you hurt, lady?”

         
         Sonny didn’t like that this person kept calling her lady.
         

         
         

         She knew she wasn’t the only one who had occasional thoughts of doing something irrational. She also knew that most people
            didn’t act on it. Up until that April day she hadn’t acted on any of them either. She had always managed to cope. She never
            had outbursts at work. She never sporadically started crying in public places, or even in private for that matter. She simply
            wondered what might happen if she were to take a steak knife to Marcy’s belly in the common kitchen when she saw her pull
            out yet another plastic container of white beans and fish.
         

         
         Sonny had grabbed hold of the top rail and hoisted herself up, first the left foot, then the right. It was tricky to let go of the railing with her hands to rise up, to balance herself on that thin metal bar. She had barely lifted up halfway before the railing started to quiver under her weight, the vertical posts insecure in the holes in the cement, loosened from age and wear. She didn’t like the unsteadiness—though, why? It’s not as if it mattered at that point. 

         
         Sonny later wondered if subconsciously she had wanted to make sure she was mentally stable and her physical steadiness was
            the outward expression of that, though it seemed like a stretch.
         

         
         Back down, she decided. She reached down and grabbed the top rail, one hand next to each foot, and lowered down her left foot
            to the bar below it. As the foot landed on the bar it snapped. She fell forward slightly and then her waist plunged over the
            top rail and instinctually she grasped at whatever she could, being blind in that moment. Her hand must have grabbed the wobbly
            vertical post, and already being disconnected from the horizontal bar, it gave way toward the edge, leaving her with no stability
            whatsoever.
         

         
         She flailed. She flailed in the sky. Fly, little bird. Down, down Sonny went, arm scraping against something like sandpaper, no idea if she was facing up or down, a mouthful of
            her own hair suffocating her. It felt quick, really. She had always imagined that falling would seem endless, slow motion
            in real time. There was no dramatic song like in a movie, her life playing out before her eyes while she contemplated her
            choices. No, this was fast, uncontrolled chaos. The clanking sound of something heavy on metal was the last thing she remembered.
         

         
         

         “Lady, are you okay?”

         
         

         There was a scaffolding outside the building, reaching the thirteenth floor. Her floor, funny enough. Some might argue that
            deep down she knew it was there, a safe place for her to land, but she really had no fucking clue. She had never noticed it,
            even though it obscured the view from the four windows nearest her desk. Keenly observant of people, Sonny could often be
            extraordinarily oblivious when it came to her surroundings.
         

         
         She wasn’t sure exactly what happened after she landed, being unconscious and all. She didn’t know how the aftermath unfolded, if someone saw her through the window or heard the thud first. All along she had wanted to know what would happen after doing something like jumping, but ironically enough that was the part she had missed. 

         
         

         Sonny was fine. Aside from a dislocated knee, a concussion and burns on her arm from being scraped along the side of the building
            on the way down, it was all scratches, bumps and bruises. Since the railing broke apart and partially fell forward, everyone
            assumed she’d been leaning on it, as people naturally do with railings, and that it had simply given way due to the rust and
            lack of maintenance. No one even questioned why Sonny had been on the roof in the first place, considering she wasn’t a smoker.
            They had so much guilt and pity for her, she didn’t have the heart to tell them they had done nothing wrong. She didn’t lie
            intentionally, and they seemed so keen to apologize and make themselves feel good by giving her a fruit basket, so who was
            she to ruin their fantasy?
         

         
         After a painfully long three-day stay at the hospital, Sonny went home. Much to her coworkers’ surprise, she went back to
            work the next day, though she opted to take an Uber rather than walk. What else was she supposed to do?
         

         
         She spent a few hours catching up on her bloated inbox, half-full of well-wishes from people who usually avoided making eye
            contact on their way to the bathroom, before Aaron called her into his office, where he sat with three other people Sonny
            didn’t recognize.
         

         
         They offered her a whole lot of money in exchange for a written agreement not to sue.

         
         “Okay,” she said almost immediately, which was met with a mixture of surprise and blank stares.

         
         “Would you like to consult your lawyer?”

         
         She thought for a moment and looked back at the offer letter, confirming the number of zeros before the decimal point. Due
            diligence and all.
         

         
         “No, thank you.”

         
         She signed her name and walked out of the room.

         
         

         Nancy’s head swiveled toward Sonny, and she slowly looked her up and down, examining her like she had the watch on the dresser. “Really?” 

         
         Sonny nodded.

         
         “Were you okay?”

         
         Sonny’s nose crinkled as she looked over at Nancy, and she couldn’t stop her smile from spreading. Before she could say anything,
            Nancy started laughing.
         

         
         “Right. Of course you are. You’re here.”

         
         Both of them tried to contain it, but little bursts of laughter kept escaping from them.

         
         “I’m glad you are,” said Nancy.

         
         “Glad I’m what?”

         
         “Here.”
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         “What’s it like having a baby?” Sonny asked. She still couldn’t reconcile the Nancy she’d come to know with Nancy the mother
            of three.
         

         
         “Oh my God. Imagine the worst shit you’ve ever had to push out, but like twelve of them in a row, for multiple hours, and
            also imagine a three-hundred-pound man sitting right on your gut as you’re taking this shit. And then add in the nausea of
            a hangover but none of the lingering buzz and also you’re starving but you’re not allowed to eat anything except for ice chips
            and even if you were you wouldn’t be able to keep the food down anyway but still all you want to do is eat. And your fucking
            husband has the nerve to sit in the room with you, eating a burrito. And the sight of it makes you so goddamned hungry but
            the smell of it makes you want to vomit. Then after all of this has been going on for hours and hours on end you tense your
            entire body and physically give every ounce of effort and strength you have to pushing somehow and then you explode and in
            an instant it’s over and there’s a relief and the pain is just a distant memory and you’re overwhelmed with pure ecstasy and
            euphoria. That’s childbirth.”
         

         
         “Jesus.”

         
         Once again, Nancy unknowingly confirmed to Sonny she would never, ever have children. She had always wanted to hear about her own birth, but her mother had opted for drugs—not hospital-provided—so she didn’t remember anything about it. 

         
         “Mm-hmm.” Nancy’s eyes closed as she smiled. The memories of her labors made her nostalgic and sad and happy.

         
         At some point a bottle of wine had appeared in the room and Sonny closed her eyes as she enjoyed the crisp, peachy flavor
            that probably tasted like summertime in Italy.
         

         
         “But I meant, um, what’s it like being a mom? Do you like it?”

         
         “Oh, that. It’s all right.” Nancy opened her eyes and turned her head to look at Sonny. She smiled and said, “You really want
            to know?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” said Sonny. She did want to know. Her own mother never really had a chance to be a mother, and her grandmother hadn’t
            been much of a proxy, so she wanted to know how motherhood affected normal people. If it ever really did.
         

         
         “Well. It’s somehow both the best and worst thing that can happen to a person. Nothing, and I mean nothing, will ever bring me as much joy as my kids. After the first one, I didn’t know it was possible to love anything as much as
            I loved her. She was just absolutely perfect and an entirely new part of my heart grew. It was like I was the Grinch and didn’t
            even realize it and then when I had Heidi my heart grew three sizes in a second. I didn’t know if I’d be capable of loving
            another child as much as I loved her, but I was. The same thing happened with each of them. So now my heart is nine times
            the size it once was.”
         

         
         “Twenty-seven.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Twenty-seven times the size. If it grew three times the size each time. Three times three times three. Twenty-seven.”

         
         Nancy just stared at Sonny blankly and Sonny stared back, convinced she had the power to never, ever blink again.

         
         “Right. Twenty-seven,” Nancy said an hour later.

         
         Sonny finally blinked.

         
         Nancy continued, “But kids also wreck you as a person. No one really tells you this, but when you have a child a piece of you breaks away—and not a small piece, but like a huge chunk of you is just destroyed. And that, like with the heart growing, happens with each additional child. It’s a big sacrifice, to feel like part of who I am, who I was, is gone and completely irretrievable. 

         
         “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t regret having any of them. Truly. But there’s no need to sugarcoat it—motherhood is fucking hard
            and it can be absolutely soul-sucking. But it is also the absolute best thing I’ve ever done. The whole thing is a paradox.
            They can be such little shitlings and make you so fucking angry but also one little look or high-pitched word and you turn
            to mush.”
         

         
         “Do you love them?”

         
         Nancy thought it a strange question but answered directly nonetheless.

         
         “I do. I love them so fucking much that it literally makes my chest ache. But sometimes I look at them and just want to cry.”

         
         “Because you also hate them?”

         
         Nancy’s head spun toward Sonny and the sight of it made her dizzy.

         
         “What? No. Just, I don’t know. All of it. Motherhood. It’s really fucking hard sometimes. There are three of them. They outnumber
            us and that’s not even considering that more often than not Blaine is basically like a fourth child. Sometimes I think that
            I enjoy them most of all when they’re sleeping.”
         

         
         Nancy laughed and closed her eyes and pictured her children’s sweet, sweaty tangled-hair heads.

         
         “Or sick,” she added. “God, when they’re sick! They cuddle. And nuzzle. And sit. Still. They sit still for hours, whether
            we’re watching a movie or reading or doing nothing, they’re just finally still. Honestly, I totally get why some of those
            crazy moms intentionally poison their children.
         

         
         “It’s just so hard, Sonny. The stress of it, the sacrifice. Like if I had to choose to do it all over, would I do it? I mean,
            I know what I know, so I would. But if I could not know what I know, then I don’t know if I would. Does that make sense?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Sometimes I wish I could not know. If I could walk away from it all, not knowing what I’m leaving. The idea of just leaving, walking away, is a constant daydream. 

         
         “And then there are other times where I just want it to all last forever, for time to stop here and now. Times where I worry
            about the future, about it all going away. About them growing up and realizing who I am. They’re little and don’t know any
            better. They love me so much. To them, I’m a perfect mom. What about when they get old enough to see my imperfections, to
            recognize the impatience or annoyance in my voice, to have impatience and annoyance of their own toward me? Childhood goes
            by so quickly. I want to be there and soak up every minute of it, but every one of those minutes I’m just wishing I could
            have a fucking break. And when I get a break, I feel guilty, thinking I should want to spend as much time with them while
            they are young and can’t be embarrassed by me. It’ll happen eventually and it’ll be quick, that transition to adolescence
            where I’m no longer worshipped. And it’s terrifying. Where my time is no longer argued over by them, each vying for my attention.
            When I become the enemy.”
         

         
         Nancy sighed.

         
         “I’m rambling and I think I’m incoherent.”

         
         She stood and refilled her and Sonny’s glasses.

         
         “I distinctly remember the first time I was embarrassed by my mom,” said Nancy. “Do you?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Nancy waited unmoving for Sonny to fill the silence. Sonny studied her legs, looking for ingrown hairs she could pick at that
            weren’t actually ingrown hairs at all.
         

         
         “My mom died when I was young.”

         
         “Oh God. I’m sorry.”

         
         Sonny shook her head, dismissing the weight of it all. “It’s all right. It was a long time ago.”

         
         “Well, then I’m even more sorry. That’s even worse. Everyone deserves the chance to be embarrassed by their mom.”

         
         

         Though they’d only had ten years together, Sonny had in fact had the chance to be embarrassed by her mom.

         
         The time when her mom stumbled next to Sonny in the grocery store and passed out in the cereal aisle, colorful little rings
            of sugary grains surrounding her body. Sonny sat next to her and sorted the colors and picked up the yellow ones one by one
            and ate them while she waited for someone to walk down the aisle and help wake up her mom.
         

         
         The time when Della was out of town visiting her sister and she had to go to the neighbor’s house to ask for help reaching
            the faucet because her mom had been gone for two days and she was thirsty. The woman asked Sonny when the last time she took
            a bath or changed her clothes was and Sonny didn’t know the answer. Her only response was “I’m four,” as she proudly held
            up five fingers. She was three.
         

         
         The time when Sonny worked on a family tree project and had to put a question mark on her father’s side of the tree. One of
            the other students asked if her mother was a whore. She didn’t think she was, but then again she didn’t know what a whore
            was, so she just said, “Maybe.” Sonny’s mom had been dead for a year at this point and even then, she embarrassed her from
            the grave.
         

         
         

         “Were you raised by your dad?” Nancy asked.

         
         “No. Didn’t have one.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “My grandma, my mom’s mom, took care of me.”

         
         “Well, that’s nice.”

         
         “Yeah, it was very selfless,” Sonny said, her voice teetering between sincerity and sarcasm.

         
         

         Sonny’s mom was the type of addict who was never recovering. She consumed any drug worth taking, even when she was pregnant with Sonny. Her grandmother often told her she had defects due to fetal exposure to all those drugs, but she would never specify what, and eventually Sonny suspected she had been saying it just to be mean. 

         
         Sonny had thought her childhood was normal because there was no reason not to. Until she started to become aware of others,
            the differences between her peers and the interactions she witnessed in others’ families. How they touched each other—hugs
            and kisses and hand-holding—and smiled at each other. How they would go places, not just out of obligation, but for fun. How
            they would talk to one another, the words, their voices. Parents using sugary phrases and little names for their children—sweetie,
            honey, love muffin.
         

         
         Della only ever called Sonny little bird, and it wasn’t even an endearing nickname. Della had started calling Sonny that when she was six and would wander away from
            home on the nights that her mom didn’t come home. After the third attempt, only making it two blocks away before a neighbor
            called Della to let her know that her bedraggled granddaughter was roaming the streets in the middle of the night again, Della
            laughed at Sonny’s tears and told her she was like a tiny little bird trying to fly back to its mother, who had long abandoned
            its nest. So when Della called Sonny little bird, it was not a term of endearment but a reminder that Sonny had been on her own long before she was supposed to be.
         

         
         Later in life, Sonny learned that most baby birds stay in their mother’s nest for less than two weeks. She understood that
            birds were entirely different species than humans, but still, Sonny felt that two weeks was much too short.
         

         
         

         “Sorry if I’m prying. I can’t help myself. I always thought I would have made a good therapist.”

         
         Sonny and Nancy both let out little laughs but for very different reasons.

         
         Sonny didn’t divulge much, but she explained that her grandmother had not been overly warm and loving. That she had been harsh, had made sure Sonny knew what a wretched world she lived in and how cruel life would be. That she herself had had a difficult life and didn’t want to shelter Sonny from reality. 

         
         “That’s bullshit, though. Tough love and perpetuating this idea that ‘I suffered, so you have to, too!’ It’s not love at all,
            it’s some sick, twisted form of retaliation from the bitterness of their own childhood. And it’s not what children need.”
         

         
         Sonny knew Nancy meant no harm, but she couldn’t help be offended that someone was so rudely, albeit accurately, criticizing
            Della’s character.
         

         
         Sonny covered her glass with her hand when Nancy tried to pour the last of the bottle into it.

         
         “No, no more. I can’t.”

         
         “Are you a prude?” Nancy teased.

         
         “No, just unseasoned.”

         
         

         The first time Sonny had alcohol was soon after her mom died and Della had made Sonny drink all night long, drink after drink.
            She was mourning and didn’t want to do it alone. “Filling herself with that filth,” Della had said, shaking her head over
            a bowl of instant mashed potatoes next to a still-lit cigarette. “Now drink, birdie.”
         

         
         

         The alcohol went through Sonny quickly. She didn’t drink much, for no other reason than practicality. It had always been an
            unnecessary expense, and she had never acquired the taste for it anyhow. When she first saw the money come into her bank account,
            she bought herself a celebratory bottle of wine but dropped it while trying to open it with a can opener because she didn’t
            have a corkscrew and she cried.
         

         
         Nancy shrugged her shoulders and drank the last of the wine straight from the bottle and then she looked up and smiled.

         
         “Sonny, do you wanna get a couples massage?”

         
         Sonny considered this. “Yes. Yes, I do.”
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         “Who are you calling?” Nancy asked.

         
         “Lucy.”

         
         “Who’s Lucy?”

         
         “The one who showed me around when I got here. She said I could call her anytime.”

         
         “Anytime?”

         
         Sonny nodded. “Anytime.”

         
         A few minutes later, Sonny hung up the phone and made a dramatic sad face to Nancy.

         
         “The man who isn’t Lucy said there’s nothing available. The spa’s about to close.”

         
         “Oh. Yeah. That makes sense. Do you think we’re drunk?”

         
         “Yes. And high.”

         
         “Wanna go to the pool?”

         
         Sonny found herself saying the same word she seemed to always say when Nancy asked her something. “Yes.”

         
         

         “It’s a little cold,” Sonny said after dipping her toe in the water, wrapping her arms around herself.

         
         “A wise man once said, ‘Pain is your body’s physical manifestation of fear. And often, it precedes some of life’s greatest
            moments.’”
         

         
         “Are you quoting Connor?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Yes, you are. You are quoting Connor. As a wise man. He said that before the tightrope walk.”
         

         
         Nancy let out a boisterous laugh. “I think he’s kind of sexy. In that weird, dirty-by-choice kind of way.”

         
         Sonny wrinkled her nose, disagreeing silently with her.

         
         Nancy stripped off her layers until she was in her underwear and bra. Her stomach was softer than it should have been. It
            was flat, but there was a tiny bulge under the belly button, evidence of the three human beings that had been carried in there.
            Also due to the lack of dedication to fitness that Allana had.
         

         
         Sonny was staring when Nancy caught her gaze and smirked. “What?” she asked.

         
         “Nothing,” Sonny said before sniffing and turning her head. “Just zoned out.”

         
         “Mm-hmm,” Nancy said slowly. She walked to the edge of the pool and dove straight in. For a moment, Sonny held her breath,
            waiting for Nancy to surface. She was temporarily convinced this would result in one of those terrible Internet headlines
            warning people about the dangers of seemingly innocuous acts, like jumping into a pool. The water would slowly turn red and
            Nancy would be nothing but a cautionary tale to not dive while drunk.
         

         
         But Nancy resurfaced, her long hair slicked back and tan skin looking bright under the glow of the lights below the water.
            Nancy swam the length of the pool in a lazy breaststroke, and Sonny watched, hating her but loving her and also feeling something
            else she couldn’t quite pinpoint, inhaling, never exhaling the entire time.
         

         
         After a few more laps, Nancy got out of the pool and spread out a towel on the lounge chair next to Sonny. She pulled her
            hair to the side and squeezed out the excess water before lying down.
         

         
         “Wendy’s,” Nancy said, with her eyes closed, her body flat except for a knee that was bent and propped up by the armrest on
            the side of the chair.
         

         
         “Huh?” Sonny feigned confusion even though she wasn’t confused.

         
         “You said you were raised by your grandma. You didn’t mention a grandpa. The one who got you Wendy’s.”

         
         

         Sonny had never been to a Home Depot. She didn’t even know if there was one in Carlton. She had never been to Carlton. She
            had never met her own grandfather and had never had a Frosty. But Hyde had. And he had told her about his Tuesdays with his
            grandpa, who he called Grumps. It was one of her favorite memories, even if it wasn’t hers.
         

         
         Sonny got up and jumped into the pool.

         
         

         Nancy and Sonny got lost on their way back to her room, thick white-and-blue-striped towels wrapped around their bodies. They
            giggled whenever they passed anyone, like teenagers who had snuck out.
         

         
         Back in Sonny’s room, Nancy told her that she was going to sleep there—she didn’t want to walk, and she didn’t think she could
            manage to find her own room anyway. She told Sonny, “It’ll be like a sleepover.”
         

         
         Sonny admitted she had never been to a sleepover, and Nancy quipped something about Sonny’s generation again, and Sonny thought
            the remark was a small kindness because she knew that it wasn’t because of something about her generation but it was something
            about her.
         

         
         While Nancy changed back into her clothes, except for her underwear, which she set out to dry on the back patio, Sonny brushed
            her teeth. She wanted nothing more than to collapse right into her big bed, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep with
            dirty teeth.
         

         
         Before crawling into bed, Sonny checked to make sure she shut the patio door and stepped outside to look out at the vast,
            vast blackness that filled the sky. She saw a shooting star, though she may have imagined it, and thought of her mother.
         

         
         

         Once, Sonny admitted, “I like our stories better than real life.”

         
         “Me too,” her mother had agreed, lying on her back with her hair spilling over the side of the bed.

         
         They hadn’t realized Della was at the door, listening.

         
         “Don’t get carried away, living life half-baked like your mother,” Della had warned Sonny. “These are just stories. The world don’t exist only in your head, little bird. You’ve gotta live in the real world, too.” 

         
         Sonny and her mom fell into a fit of giggles when Della walked away. “Don’t listen to her,” her mother reassured her.

         
         Lately, Sonny had begun to think her grandmother had a point.

         
         

         When Sonny went back inside she saw that Nancy had already made herself comfortable in the bed. Fortunately, she had chosen
            the side that Sonny hadn’t been sleeping on, and Sonny was thankful because she wasn’t sure if she would have the nerve to
            ask Nancy to move. She climbed into bed and closed her eyes.
         

         
         “How do you get this light off? I keep twisting it, it’s not doing anything.”

         
         “Oh yeah, you have to like push it and twist. I’ll do it. It’s really tricky.”

         
         Nancy made some weird noises, some pretend musical drumming, and said, “It’s tricky to rock a rhyme,” and Sonny gave her a
            blank stare. As she turned out the light, Nancy shook her head and said, “I keep forgetting how young you are.”
         

         
         Sonny had almost fallen asleep when she felt Nancy shift.

         
         “Shit. I forgot about my night guard.”

         
         Sonny knew it. Hadn’t she predicted that? She smiled to herself and whispered, “Good night,” before drifting off to sleep.

         
         At some point during the night Sonny woke up. Her stomach was churning and she ran to the bathroom and kneeled down and vomited
            into the toilet. Nancy joined her in the bathroom just a few seconds later and sat next to her, holding her hair out of her
            face and rubbing her shoulders. Sonny eventually stopped and rested her cheek on the toilet seat while waiting to be sure
            she was done and looked at Nancy. She thought—though it was possible she said out loud—Allana never would have held my hair back.
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         Sonny didn’t remember going back to bed, but she must have because she woke up to a small pool of drool on her pillow and
            the sun streaking through the glass sliding door, temporarily blinding her even with her eyelids shut.
         

         
         It took her a moment to recall what had happened. The fall. The metal clinking, the shriek. Did someone die? Did she die?
            Allana. No, Nancy. Wine, the pool. The horse—that must have been in her dream. Her head was throbbing and she had a deep,
            achy feeling of dread, and again she wondered if someone had died.
         

         
         No. No one died. Sturgill had fallen, but he had survived. At least, she thought he had.

         
         She stumbled toward the bathroom and the question of where Nancy had gone hit her at the same time as the urge to vomit, but
            by the time she got to the toilet, all she did was retch and gag; there was nothing left in her to throw up.
         

         
         She brushed her teeth and flossed and brushed them again and went to check the time while waiting for the shower water to
            heat up. Under her phone was a note in a partially cursive scrawl that matched the body of its owner: long, lean and to the
            point. S—gone to gym. Breakfast at 8?—N

         
         The N looked suspiciously like an A, and Sonny had to squint to make sure it was, in fact, an N. Sonny checked her phone. It was 7:37. She took a very quick shower.
         

         
         

         Sonny massaged her temples while Nancy slouched in her chair, nursing her hangover with a steaming-hot cup of coffee.

         
         “How was the gym?” Sonny managed to mumble.

         
         “Oh God, I did like three minutes on an elliptical before bailing. I just walked around outside instead. There’s not much
            that fresh air can’t cure. At least that’s what my dad says.”
         

         
         “Did it?”

         
         “Did what?”

         
         “The fresh air. Did it cure you?”

         
         “Me? No. Nor the hangover.”

         
         “I don’t feel so great,” Sonny said. Her eyes were droopy, and her face looked even more pouty than usual.

         
         “Sorry, babe. Blame Connor and his second-rate weed.”

         
         “You know the difference between good weed and bad weed?”

         
         Nancy raised her eyebrows and smiled. “I live in Colorado, Sonny. Of course I do.”

         
         Sonny was bemused by Nancy, a person she couldn’t quite figure out. She heard Joni’s voice and looked up to see her smiling
            face.
         

         
         “What else can I get you ladies?”

         
         “I’ll take a Bloody Mary,” Nancy told her. “And a veggie omelet. With extra peppers. Oh, and one of the Belgian waffles. Syrup
            on the side.”
         

         
         “Me too,” Sonny said, even though she didn’t think she liked peppers and didn’t know what a Bloody Mary was and wasn’t sure
            what made a waffle Belgian.
         

         
         Sonny stole glances at Nancy whenever she could, Nancy being distracted with her coffee and her phone and her hangover. Sonny
            didn’t mind the quiet, but still she decided to ask.
         

         
         “Why are you hanging out with me? And not your friends?”

         
         Nancy looked up and studied Sonny’s face for a moment. “I don’t know. I guess you just, you kind of remind me of . . .” Nancy looked up to think and gather the words but Sonny offered her own: “Of yourself when you were my age?” 

         
         “God, no. I was way more mature than you. You just remind me of being young—my youth, maybe, but a lot more, well, bitter.”
         

         
         Sonny didn’t think of herself as a bitter person, but she very well could have been. She observed people religiously but had
            a blind spot when it came to herself.
         

         
         Joni delivered their drinks, and Sonny looked over at Nancy and whispered, “Why is there a vegetable in my drink?”

         
         Nancy stirred her celery stick and said, “Just try it.”

         
         Nancy guffawed at Sonny’s reaction, which was a mixture of shock and concentrated effort into not spitting it back out. After
            she swallowed, which was painful, Sonny wiped her mouth with her napkin and then covered it with a hand to try to stop from
            giggling. Nancy smiled and shook her head. Sonny unexpectedly found herself grateful to have the company of Nancy, even with
            her veiled insults.
         

         
         She was gulping down mouthfuls of water, to hydrate but also to rid her mouth of the awful taste of sour liquefied tomato,
            when the chair next to her slid out from under the table, making an awful screeching sound that accosted Sonny’s ears and
            soul. All of her senses were on fire.
         

         
         Two large hairy-knuckled hands were on the top of the back of the chair and Sonny’s eyes slowly followed them up the arms
            then to the chest then up to the head of a man. Mark. Chloe was standing just behind him and waved at them apathetically when
            Mark asked, “Mind if we join you?”
         

         
         “Sure,” Nancy answered immediately, though Sonny had preferred them not to.

         
         “You guys ever hear anything? From security?” Mark asked.

         
         “Nope. Not yet,” Nancy answered. “Do you think he’s dead?”

         
         “Dead? I think we would have heard. Plus, we saw that he’s still here at Sanctuary.”
         

         
         Sonny spoke up and recounted what she had learned from Jack, how he was incredibly fortunate and able to recover on-site.

         
         “Chloe, what do you think?” Nancy asked.

         
         “What do I think?”

         
         “How do you think he’s doing? Based on your, um, examination? Yesterday?”

         
         “Oh, I don’t know.” Chloe shrugged dismissively. “I mostly administer medicine to pets that ingest things they shouldn’t,
            so I wasn’t able to offer much help.”
         

         
         Sonny wanted to vomit again. Instead, she took a sip of her drink, which also made her want to vomit.

         
         “What do you think happened?” Sonny practically whispered.

         
         Nancy turned toward Sonny. “Equipment malfunction, right? I mean what else could have happened?”

         
         “Malfeasance,” Mark whispered.

         
         Nancy looked skeptical. “Malfeasance?”

         
         “Malfeasance. Intentional harm.”

         
         “I know what it means,” said Nancy. “It’s just a serious accusation.”

         
         “I didn’t accuse anyone specifically.”

         
         “It’s just a loaded theory. For a bunch of strangers, that is.”

         
         “Well . . .” Mark started.

         
         Nancy raised her eyebrows and Sonny made a slurping sound while sipping her Bloody Mary, which she kept nervously drinking,
            hoping it would become less disgusting with each sip.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “Well . . .” Mark started.

         
         “Well, what? Spit it out.”
         

         
         “It’s just, well . . .”

         
         “He knows him,” Chloe attempted to help at the same time Mark finally admitted, “I know him.”

         
         The pause at the table would have been palpable if not for the slurping sound coming from Sonny. Nancy side-eyed her and kicked
            her under the table, so she finally set down the glass and shoved it away from her.
         

         
         “I don’t know him, know him. I just kind of know of him, in a roundabout kind of way. Chloe and I were passing the medical center on our jog yesterday afternoon—” 

         
         “You took a jog yesterday afternoon?”
         

         
         “Yeah, just a few miles, five or six, but that’s not the point. We went by the medical center and could see into Sturgill’s
            room. It has these big glass windows, like every building here, and Sturgill’s husband was there, next to his bed, holding
            his hand. I recognized him.”
         

         
         “How?”

         
         “He was a client of mine last year. He wanted, and I quote, a tighter ass and to double his bench press weight without getting
            bulky.”
         

         
         Sonny rubbed her temples yet again, her head forming an entirely new type of headache on top of the one she already had.

         
         “Okay, totally unnecessary details aside, that is kind of uninteresting,” Nancy said.

         
         Mark continued, “Clients tend to talk. A lot. In fact, some of my clients probably end up talking more than working out during
            their hour with me. I like to think I offer emotional services in addition to physical services.”
         

         
         “Dear Jesus,” Nancy muttered.

         
         “He tried to fuck Mark,” Chloe said, and all eyes went to her.

         
         “What’s that now?” Nancy asked.

         
         Mark elaborated. “He hit on me during one of our training sessions. Or at least I think he did. His hands and eyes always
            lingered too long, and he was always complimenting me. He asked me out to drinks more than once.
         

         
         “I haven’t seen him in a while. He ran out of sessions and didn’t purchase more, even though he only improved his bench presses
            by fifteen percent. But he did get a much tighter ass.”
         

         
         Sonny spoke up, surprising everyone including herself. “You need to tell the cops!”

         
         “What cops? And why? It’s entirely irrelevant.”

         
         “I don’t know, doesn’t it just seem a little suspicious?” Sonny said. “The husband cheats, or at least tries to, and now . . .
            now . . . Sturgill’s hurt.”
         

         
         The three others stared at her. Sonny knew she was overreacting, reaching. She had started sharing her stories, but she’d forgotten that not all audiences were as obliging as Jack. 

         
         “It’s just that it’s an awfully big coincidence, isn’t it? You being here at the same time? And in the same session, no less?”

         
         “I don’t even think he knew who I was. He didn’t say anything. I didn’t even know who he was until I saw them together yesterday—”

         
         “Wait,” Sonny interrupted. “He lives in Virginia. Why would he have used you as a personal trainer?”

         
         “We live in DC,” Chloe answered. “They have a place there. It’s where Sturgill’s business was based and—”

         
         Sonny found herself interrupting for the second time that morning, possibly the second time in her life. “You live in DC?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Not LA?”

         
         Chloe paused before answering, exchanging glances with the rest of the table. “No. Not LA.”

         
         Nancy redirected the conversation back on course. “Mark, are you sure he didn’t know who you were?”
         

         
         Mark blinked rapidly at Nancy then looked from Sonny to Chloe to Nancy and back and forth between them. His forehead had started
            sweating and his cheeks were red. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Do you think he knew who I was?”
         

         
         Chloe comforted him unconvincingly, “No, no, honey, definitely not.”

         
         Nancy said at the same time, “I mean, maybe.”

         
         “Nancy!” Sonny said.
         

         
         “What? Just being honest.”

         
         Mark started again. “Oh my God, do you think he was trying to hurt me?”
         

         
         Nancy leaned back in her chair and considered this before answering. “Well, like you said, it could have been malfeasance, and cheating with his husband is a pretty good motive for murder.”
         

         
         “But there was no murder! And I didn’t cheat!”

         
         “But hypothetically speaking, if you’d had an affair, he could have made a mistake when trying to mess with your equipment.” She slowly stirred her Bloody Mary with her celery, completely calm while Mark was riling himself up. 

         
         “I didn’t have an affair!”

         
         “Right, right. But you know. Hypothetically.”
         

         
         Sonny wondered what was happening and why. She was supposed to be the one theorizing, not the strangers.

         
         “Oh my God. Do you think Sturgill thinks I had an affair with his husband?”
         

         
         “No way to know.” Nancy shrugged. “His husband could have confessed his undying love for you and that just sent Sturgill over
            the edge. Maybe he signed up for the session to confront you and then he saw you and just imagined you with his husband and . . .”
         

         
         “I was never with his husband!”

         
         “Right, right, I know that.” Nancy winked at him and Sonny grabbed her glass to take another sip of the tomato drink that
            she hated.
         

         
         Chloe sighed and stood and pushed her chair back. “Okay, we’re going to go now. We have salt scrubs to get to.”

         
         Mark walked away looking ready to burst into tears as his wife rubbed the small of his back. Nancy waved at them enthusiastically
            and Sonny gave her a look.
         

         
         “What?” Nancy asked innocently before laughing. “Don’t judge. It was too easy.”

         
         Sonny felt bad for Mark, but she couldn’t help but laugh with Nancy. She picked at her waffle, which Joni had just delivered
            to the table, and considered whether it was possible a crime, malfeasance, had actually been committed. It did seem suspicious, the connection between Mark and Sturgill, but there was a word for
            coincidences for a reason. She found herself almost excited about the prospect of something so salacious happening in real
            life.
         

         
         “Do you think something bad, like intentionally bad, could have actually happened yesterday? Like Da—um, Sturgill, being pushed?”
            Sonny asked Nancy.
         

         
         “I mean, yeah, kind of. People are crazy. You think that stuff is only in the movies until you hear about your husband’s cousin’s neighbor who hired a hit man to kill his wife but got caught because the hit man ended up falling in love with the wife and turned him in. This shit actually happens.” 

         
         “That happened? To you?”
         

         
         “Yeah, like I said, my husband’s cousin. I’m telling you, Sonny, it’s a crazy world. Lots of bat-shit-crazy people.”

         
         Her whole life she had only known her own reality, a microcosm of the real world out there, and the fictions that lived in
            her head. A small, boring portion that she was familiar with when so much insanity existed outside of it. She was starting
            to realize that the real world might be as interesting as the one she imagined.
         

         
         “I have this thought that comes and goes, that somehow I caused the accident,” Sonny told Nancy.

         
         Nancy didn’t look as surprised as Sonny had expected but just leaned back and asked, “Yeah? Why’s that?”

         
         “Well, because I had been thinking about it happening right before it did.”

         
         Nancy’s forehead creased.

         
         “I mean not that exact thing, but a bunch of bad things. Like what if the zip line broke or what if someone fell . . .”

         
         “Oh, you had a case of the What Ifs.”

         
         “The what?”

         
         “The What Ifs,” Nancy repeated. “I get them all the time.”

         
         “You do?” asked Sonny. She had moved past the stage of food being revolting and suddenly became ravenous. She drenched her
            waffle in syrup and started shoveling bites into her mouth while Nancy explained.
         

         
         “Of course. I get those thoughts, the ones where you think about doing something so terrible you feel guilty just thinking
            about it.”
         

         
         Sonny sat chewing her waffle as Nancy continued.

         
         “Like I’m in the kitchen with Blaine and think about stabbing him right in the stomach with the dull chef’s knife I’m using to chop a green pepper for our stir-fry. Or I’m waiting for a train and there’s an old lady in a floral dress with one of those little cat carriers next to me and I think about pushing her in front of the train as soon as it roars toward me. Not that I would ever even consider actually doing it. I’m not a monster.” She laughed lightly. “But sometimes I think, What if I did?”
         

         
         Sonny knew the feeling well. What if I jumped?

         
         She would have been surprised by Nancy’s candor on the topic, but Nancy had already proved to be one of those people that
            spoke exactly what she thought.
         

         
         At some point during their meal, Sonny had managed to drink her entire Bloody Mary, and Nancy motioned to it and said, “Want
            another?”
         

         
         Sonny answered directly, “Absolutely not.”
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         Sonny walked with Nancy toward the spa, where she was planning to meet her friends for facial appointments. Sonny didn’t know
            what a facial entailed, so she just imagined them on reclined lounge chairs in robes with cucumbers placed over their eyes.
         

         
         A runner almost collided with her and shouted something, but she didn’t hear it. Nancy shouted back, “Watch it, asshole!”
            on her behalf.
         

         
         She wasn’t sure if the near collision was her fault or the runner’s, but Sonny and Nancy agreed it was probably the runner’s
            because they were all masochists anyway, running like that. A type of self-inflicted torture, like grocery shopping on a Saturday
            or choosing to become a dental hygienist.
         

         
         

         When she was twelve, a middle-aged woman with greasy hair came to her house and insisted that Sonny get a health checkup and
            go to the dentist. Sonny didn’t know who the woman was or how she had enough authority to tell Della what to do, but she did.
            She smelled like a convenience store.
         

         
         The health checkup was uneventful, but the dentist visit was traumatic. Sonny had never been to one and hadn’t known what to expect, so she didn’t expect much at all, especially not the torture that was to be inflicted upon her. A woman placed ill-fitting sunglasses over her eyes and positioned herself far too close to Sonny’s face so that she could see down the woman’s shirt and into her gaping pink lacy bra. The woman had round bulging eyes and wore heavy eyeliner and kept asking Sonny questions that she couldn’t answer because the woman’s hands were in her mouth and she wouldn’t have wanted to answer them anyway. 

         
         The sounds were awful. Scraping, sucking, splashing, a metal screeching sound from a tiny water-powered jet that reminded
            Sonny of that time Della had borrowed the neighbor’s pressure washer and sprayed the back concrete patch, accidentally running
            it past Sonny’s leg, leaving a gash, except this time the pressure washer was on her gums. The little metal hook was digging
            out month- or year-old bits of food, flinging the cruddy pieces onto the sunglasses she was wearing. Her entire mouth tasted
            of blood, and that light above her head was blinding. The worst part was the feeling of the latex gloves sliding across her
            lips and tongue. It made her want to die.
         

         
         By the end of the appointment, Sonny’s cheeks were red and tearstained, but she found herself enjoying the feeling of freshly
            cleaned teeth, her tongue running back and forth over the smooth surfaces, the fur completely removed, feeling the little
            indents and gaps between the teeth that she had never felt before. They felt clean and fresh and pure and unlike anything
            else in her small world. She was determined to have that same feeling every single day for the rest of her life.
         

         
         Before she left, they scheduled another appointment six months later, but she called the next day and canceled. Instead, she
            took it upon herself to clean her own teeth better than even the wicked hygienist had. She had the best dental hygiene routine
            of any twentysomething in the country despite not having been to the dentist in over a decade.
         

         
         

         “When do you go home?” Sonny asked Nancy as they walked.

         
         “Wednesday.”

         
         “Me too. Are you glad to be going home?”

         
         Nancy took out a pair of sunglasses and pulled back her hair while they walked.

         
         “I mean . . . yes and no.”

         
         Sonny tried to adjust her own hair because her neck was sweaty but couldn’t manage to do it while walking and pretended to
            stop and tie her shoe so she could then pull the hair back. She wondered why she struggled to do something so simple and how
            Nancy made that same thing look so easy.
         

         
         “I’ll be happy to see my kids. But I don’t love home.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “I live in a generic city in a generic neighborhood, a bunch of ticky-tacky boxes on a hill, like the song.”

         
         

         Sonny didn’t know what song she was talking about, but she knew what she meant. It was the childhood she had always wanted
            for herself. Generic, normal, average. To some, boring. All those people, muddling about, complaining about being stuck in
            the middle, resentful of it, when all Sonny had ever wanted was to be there, muddling along with them, in the middle. Generic,
            normal, average, ticky-tacky, boring middle.
         

         
         

         “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

         
         “It’s not. But I’d rather live by the water. I had a job opportunity years ago, before we had kids, in Hawaii. I’d been once
            as a kid, on vacation with my family, and fell in love with it. So I was psyched about the job offer. They even flew Blaine
            and me out to visit, and I loved it just as much as I had remembered. I’ve always loved the water, the beach. But Blaine,
            he didn’t love it. He would’ve missed the winter, the snow and skiing, too much.”
         

         
         Sonny imagined screaming and shaking Nancy by the shoulders, shouting, “Be better!” But really she just nodded, listening.

         
         “You could go now, right? Still move? Go somewhere near the water?”

         
         Nancy shook her head nonchalantly. “Nah, we’re already where we are.”

         
         Sonny was surprised by Nancy surrendering what she wanted so easily. She had taken her for more of a fighter. Instead, she allowed herself to settle. 

         
         They were nearing the spa when they approached a golf cart and someone carrying a stack of eighty bath towels. As they passed,
            a voice boomed from behind the towels.
         

         
         “Hey, Sonny!”

         
         “Oh! Hi, Jack,” Sonny said once she realized it was him.

         
         “Jack? You’re Odd Job Jack!” Nancy exclaimed. Sonny must have mentioned her blooming friendship with Jack during one of the
            moments she couldn’t remember from the previous night.
         

         
         “In the flesh,” he replied, setting down the stack of towels. His forehead was glistening, and he looked rushed. The towels
            were folded into perfect thirds with none of the edges showing.
         

         
         “I’m Nancy.”

         
         “Hi, Nancy, nice to meet you! I’m so sorry, but I’ve got to get all these towels put away in the next seven minutes. It’s
            insane here today. Three employees called out sick, so I’ve got a whole list of extra odd jobs to do.”
         

         
         He turned to Sonny, said, “See ya later, Sonny,” and extended his hand. She tapped it and blushed and could feel Nancy’s eyes
            boring a hole through her.
         

         
         “It was great to meet you, Odd Job Jack.”

         
         “You too!” he shouted.

         
         “Bye,” Sonny said quietly as she waved to Jack, who had already climbed back into the golf cart filled with towels.

         
         “What’s that about?” Nancy asked while they walked.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “What do you mean?” Nancy mocked. “You know what I mean.”

         
         “Nothing,” Sonny insisted, imagining they were high school girls walking the hallway.

         
         “Right,” Nancy said.

         
         They walked in silence for a few minutes before Nancy turned toward Sonny and asked, “Why nothing? It’s clearly something.”

         
         Sonny crossed her arms and gritted her teeth. She considered blowing off the question but had learned enough about Nancy to know that she would persist. 

         
         “Well, for one thing, we’re in Arizona, where he lives and I don’t.”

         
         “Okay,” said Nancy.

         
         “And, well, I don’t know that I’m suited for that type of thing.”

         
         “What type of thing?” Nancy asked, even though she knew what type of thing.

         
         “Relationships,” Sonny practically whispered.

         
         “Oh, stop,” Nancy scoffed. “Everyone’s got baggage, Sonny, in some form or another. I mean, Blaine’s parents openly told him
            he was their second-favorite child throughout his entire life. And he’s totally fine!”
         

         
         Sonny gave Nancy a look and told her, “You said he was a dud.”

         
         “Okay, yeah, but that’s a totally separate issue. The two aren’t related.”

         
         “Do you have a favorite child?”

         
         “Oh, definitely,” Nancy answered without hesitating. “But I don’t tell them that.”

         
         Sonny thought about asking which one, but she didn’t know the first from the second or the third, so she didn’t bother.

         
         “But his parents also continued to kiss him on the mouth well into adulthood, so there’s a lot to unpack there,” Nancy added.

         
         Sonny twisted her mouth in disgust and they both laughed out loud.

         
         

         The rest of Sonny’s morning was spent by the pool, where she alternated between lying on one of the big round cushioned beds
            that had miraculously been empty and swimming lazily across the pool. She had pulled out her notebook no fewer than seventy
            times, attempting to add to her stories, but she just tapped the end of her pen on the paper, replaying the past few days
            at Sanctuary.
         

         
         Perhaps her writer’s block was due to guilt about her perceptions of the strangers, becoming increasingly aware of the flaws
            in her tales, but most likely it was due to lack of interest, because suddenly, the world around her, the real one, was far more interesting than her own.
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         The session took place in a small amphitheater that was essentially a sandpit with benches surrounding half of it. Sonny took
            a seat on one of the twelve rugs that were placed directly on the ground in rows that created a sort of rainbow effect. A
            woman wearing cream linen pants and a blush silk tank top sat atop a larger rug covered in multicolored waves in front of
            the semicircle. She was surrounded by things that would be pictured on the cover of an expensive furniture company’s catalog.
            White, fluffy tufts made from some type of animal fur, pillows in every shade of beige, giant candles set into the middle
            of carved gemstones, a collection of large cylindrical glass vases in muted transparent colors.
         

         
         “I am Crystal,” the woman announced, and Sonny immediately discredited her because she had the nerve to call herself Crystal
            while leading a class about crystals. Ruby or even Amethyst would be more believable, if still slightly apropos.
         

         
         “Welcome to the Trio of Crystals journey.”

         
         Sonny found herself exasperated, irritated that nothing at Sanctuary could just be what it was. Why couldn’t yoga just be
            stretching? Why couldn’t a massage just be strong hands rubbing her body until she felt numb? Why couldn’t an adventure course
            just be an adventure? Why must everything be some sort of spiritual journey?
         

         
         The woman supposedly named Crystal stood and walked around the group with a tray of small ceramic cups filled with a steaming liquid. 

         
         “Please, enjoy some Ayurvedic tea to help prepare you for the journey today. It’s infused with hibiscus and rose hip.”

         
         Sonny apprehensively took a sip of the tea but found it surprisingly soothing and drank it until it was gone.

         
         “This session will be broken up into three parts,” Crystal told the group. “The first part will be interactive, in order to
            engage your senses and introduce you to crystal energy in a physical way. The second will be reflective, both energizing and
            relaxing. It will be an opportunity for you to spend some time inward while you let the sounds of the singing crystals wash
            over you. Lastly, we’ll come back together and stretch our bodies and minds. It will be an informative period of time, where
            you will learn about the metaphysical properties of specific crystals while we walk together around this beautiful property.”
         

         
         Crystal stretched her arms out to her sides and grinned, indicating the beautiful property surrounding her.

         
         “Let’s start, shall we?”

         
         Crystal passed around a woven basket full of small, empty amber bottles.

         
         “You’re each going to create your own oil-and-crystal infusion!” Crystal spoke excitedly. “Take a bottle, everyone, and then
            please join me at the back of the amphitheater.”
         

         
         Everyone stood and followed Crystal to a bench with a collection of bottles in various shapes and sizes.

         
         “You’ll begin by selecting your oils. You can use the oils in any way that pleases you. We have an assortment of raw, singular-ingredient
            oils and thoughtfully selected blends. Please let the oils lead you in your selection.”
         

         
         Crystal told the group to choose their oils based on what spoke to them—be it the scent or accompanying description of the
            benefits it contained. They would then select their crystals, which all had different powers and the ability to enhance their
            lives emotionally, physically, mentally and spiritually.
         

         
         

         Sonny stood in front of the bench of oils. She surprised herself by turning to her side, seeking camaraderie in the ridiculousness of it all, which she found in the red-haired woman whose anxiety she had manifested with Jack, who met her gaze and immediately started giggling. 

         
         “I think I might choose the oils for strengthened libido and treating sinusitis. Think that’ll be a good combo?”

         
         Sonny nodded. “For sure. Your strong libido would be worthless if you still had blocked sinuses. I’m thinking of this one,”
            Sonny said, holding up a small yellow bottle with an unpronounceable name. “It smooths hair and promotes blood circulation.”
         

         
         “Win-win!” the redhead exclaimed.

         
         Sonny was about to fill her bottle with the oil, but then she sniffed it and the earthy, spicy smell was an instant affront
            to her own sinuses because it took her back to the Zeta communal kitchen, which she didn’t ever need to smell again. She set
            the bottle down and searched through the collection of oils, reading descriptions and sniffing, until she found a small bottle
            with a golden liquid that touted benefits like improved mood, reduction in negativity, pain relief and improved skin health.
            Sonny thought it might be overpromising, but it smelled like honeysuckle and citrus and reminded her of a memory she wasn’t
            sure was a memory.
         

         
         

         The weather was warm. It was late, late spring and not yet hot. Sonny and her mother walked hand in hand through the park,
            which was already bright green from the recent spring rain with little blooms everywhere, on trees, bushes, the ground. Sonny
            held tightly to a cloth bag in her other hand, and her mom was humming something that was most likely a Sonny and Cher song.
            Sonny didn’t recognize it, but that was probably because her mother couldn’t carry a tune.
         

         
         Sonny and her mom found a grassy spot in the park shaded by some sort of maple tree and they lay down on the ground and looked at the clouds, pointing out any that looked like animals even if they didn’t resemble those animals at all. Her mom dictated while Sonny wrote, and at some point her mom told her, “You’re an artist, Sonny, like me,” but Sonny didn’t believe her. Sonny read her new library book about Madeline aloud to her mother and they lay there on the blanket of grass for hours, or at least what felt like hours to Sonny’s young and time-illiterate body, until they got up and left. 

         
         They stopped at a cart selling ice cream and Sonny’s mom rooted around in her bag for spare change to add to the pile of crumpled
            ones, but the man behind the cart slumped his shoulders and said, “That’s not enough, ma’am.” Sonny’s mom looked at the man
            and the man looked back at her and eventually she sighed and said, “Fine, just one, please.” Sonny licked her cone until she
            said, “I’m too cold, Mom. You can have the rest.” Sonny couldn’t remember if she had actually been cold or not.
         

         
         That night, Sonny’s mom lay next to her on the bed, drawing on Sonny’s arm with her fingertip, when Sonny said, “Tell me a
            story, Mama?”
         

         
         Her mom sighed and said, “Tomorrow, Sonny. Tomorrow.”

         
         But there was no tomorrow for Sonny’s mom, because sometime in the late, late hours of the night she drifted off to sleep
            on the old plaid couch and never woke up.
         

         
         

         After adding the oil to her bottle, Sonny chose a crystal. Her selection was based solely on the color, which was perfectly
            sun-kissed. Sonny laughed to herself when she read that the stone often represented prosperity, considering that was the reason
            she found herself at Sanctuary. The description also said, “This stone’s sunny hue radiates happiness and encourages creativity,”
            and Sonny rapidly blinked away the wetness from her eyes.
         

         
         When the guests had resumed their places on their rugs, Crystal told them they would take a few moments to create an affirmation
            for their infusion, which they could repeat, silently or out loud, whenever they used the oil, which could be used in unlimited
            ways, like being dabbed on their wrists, misted into a room or on a pillow, or dropped into a bath.
         

         
         Sonny turned to her right. A man was scribbling onto his label, and Sonny whispered, “How did you come up with one so quickly?”

         
         “Oh, I didn’t,” he admitted, turning the bottle to show her the small image of a lizard with bulging eyes he had drawn. He
            shrugged. “I don’t know what to write.”
         

         
         “Me neither,” Sonny said.

         
         “I chose a sleep serenity serum, so maybe I should do something like ‘I will be mellow as fuck.’”

         
         “Good idea,” Sonny told the man.

         
         Sonny knew she should find the idea of saying a mantra while using essential oils ludicrous, but admittedly she liked the
            idea of it. Unfortunately, she was overwhelmed somehow by too many ideas and yet not enough, and she ran out of time to write
            her mantra before being told it was time for the sound bath.
         

         
         Crystal introduced the seven chakras in the body, which she explained as energies that influence the way humans live. Sonny
            stopped listening after the first chakra—the root chakra, which allows people to feel grounded—and instead looked around at
            the people surrounding her.
         

         
         

         Sonny’s mind drifted, as it often did, to the people sitting around her on their rugs. She wanted to imagine their illnesses,
            their obsessions, their favorite drink to have with lunch, but she couldn’t.
         

         
         She looked at the man sitting in the front row, who had a bandana wrapped around his bald head and was wearing jeans and a
            baggy T-shirt with a picture of a wolf howling at the moon. She stared at the man, squinting, but . . . nothing.
         

         
         Sonny turned her attention to Crystal, thinking that she should be easy, far too easy.

         
         Blank. Her mind was blank.

         
         

         Crystal tapped the side of one of the bowls gently, and it made a deep, echoing sound that continued ringing with every passing
            second.
         

         
         “I invite you to join me in the melodic sequence of sounds from the crystal alchemy bowls, whose vibrations will resonate with all of the different chakras. These harmonic sounds will help to rest your mind and your physical body and you may even enter a meditative state.” 

         
         Crystal held two dowels, one in each hand, and lightly tapped the sides of the bowls and ran the dowel around the rims. Sonny
            sat cross-legged like the rest of the guests and fluttered her eyes, wanting to rest but also wanting to see what the woman
            was doing. The sounds kept changing, like the woman was adjusting her radio frequency. Sonny could feel the wind on her face
            and thought the sounds could just be recorded wind chimes if played back very, very slowly. The man beside her had started
            to snore, his sleep serum working too well.
         

         
         

         Her mind was no longer blank but full of images, snippets of memories replaying as if the backs of her eyelids were a projector
            screen. Her mother holding her hand in the park, her mother’s finger slowly tracing lines on her arm, Della sneering at the
            doorway, Della cutting coupons, her mother laughing as she sketched the world’s smallest bear onto the sole inch-wide space
            of white on the wall, Della smoking at her coffee-stained dining table, her mother’s body, lifeless, with an arm hanging down
            the side of the couch.
         

         
         She fluttered her eyes again and looked down into her lap, where her hands were folded, and saw her own arms, her watch. The
            watch, sitting there in the bowl in Kaleigh’s house, whose family laughed at her when she left. Penelope, who had just disappeared.
            Hyde, who had walked away. Then she saw Jack’s hand, lingering for just a second when it tapped her own. Nancy, sitting across
            from her at the restaurant, splashing her in the hot tub.
         

         
         The sounds never ended and bled together, ringing circles of notes, humming and twisting some internal organs that Sonny had
            never noticed before. A high-pitched note drilled a hole straight into the center of her brain and tunneled down through her
            throat and straight into the depths of her chest. It made her uncomfortable but also made her so very still.
         

         
         

         She had no concept of time, if it had been minutes or hours, just like when she was a child, and wasn’t even sure if she was still breathing when Crystal tapped one last vase that made a deep, echoing hum that somehow let everyone know the sound bath was coming to an end. 

         
         Crystal led everyone through a brief prayer of gratitude and ended with a namaste before announcing it was time for the third
            and final part of their journey, where she would lead the group on an informative geological discovery walk. Sonny knew at
            that point that she had had her fill of learning about crystals, so she shoved her things into her bag and snuck off in the
            opposite direction of the group.
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         Sonny had been frantically writing in one of the lounge chairs by the pool. There was a midafternoon lull where the area was
            empty, except for a man who was passed out on the other side of the pool. He was lying on his back, his large, excessively
            hairy chest rising up and down as he snored softly.
         

         
         Sonny’s knuckles were aching, but she wrote anyway, scrawling out her stories in a messy handwriting she wasn’t used to using.
            She found her thoughts consumed with herself for once, not the people around her. So she wrote. She wrote her own story. She
            wrote about her mother, about Della, about the people who had come in and out of her life, about her job, about the fall that
            was actually a jump.
         

         
         She had just finished when she heard someone approaching. Jack walked around the pool and straightened the lounge chairs,
            used the long net to fish out stray debris and closed the few umbrellas that remained open. When he got to Sonny’s chair he
            jumped backward.
         

         
         “Oh! I didn’t see you!”

         
         “Hi, Jack.”

         
         Jack sat down on the chair next to her.

         
         “What’re you listening to?”

         
         “What? Oh, nothing,” she said, remembering she had her headphones on.

         
         “That’s my favorite song.”

         
         She smiled and discreetly wiped her eyes.

         
         “Can I listen, too?” Jack asked.

         
         “Sure,” said Sonny.

         
         They reclined onto their lounge chairs and after a few minutes Jack said, “What are you doing tonight?”

         
         

         Sonny stared at herself in the mirror, happy with the state of her teeth but unhappy with the state of everything else. Her
            eyes were puffy, her cheeks were splotchy, there was a zit blossoming on her forehead, her breasts were uneven and her neck
            was too short.
         

         
         None of these were true, but it’s what she saw in the mirror, the dreaded thing that turned all women against themselves when
            looked at for too long.
         

         
         She stared for another hour until she finally picked up her phone, pressed Reception and said, “Lucy? Hi, I need a favor.”

         
         

         Nancy showed up seven minutes after Sonny called her room.

         
         “Oh my God, I’m so glad you called! All right, take a seat,” Nancy directed. She dumped out the stock of an entire beauty
            store, complete with tools that looked more suited for surgery than makeup application.
         

         
         “Okay,” said Nancy, pulling a chair next to Sonny. “Where to start?”

         
         

         Nancy worked on Sonny’s face while Sonny almost constantly flinched and begged for her to take it easy. “No, seriously, less,
            Nancy, less, that feels like too much.”
         

         
         It was more fun than she had anticipated, the delicate little brushes sliding across her eyelids, and the big sponge massaging
            her cheeks. Nancy had selected the music, and Sonny attributed her positive experience to the choice of upbeat pop but knew
            that it was just Nancy’s company.
         

         
         “I barely have to do anything, Sonny. You know you’re a natural beauty, right?”

         
         Sonny did not know that, and she wasn’t convinced, knowing that women often lied to other women about such things. But she appreciated the compliment and even asked Nancy if she would braid her hair, which she did, quickly and gently. She clearly had a lot of practice, from childhood sleepovers or her own three children. 

         
         “I’m a little nervous,” Sonny admitted.

         
         “I can tell, babe.” Nancy paused and pulled back a stray hair. “It’s admirable, though, Sonny. Doing something you want even
            if it makes you uncomfortable. You’re taking a chance. Not everyone does, when given the opportunity.”
         

         
         Sonny took a sip of water and swallowed. She thought of the leopards in the savanna, who would never do what she was doing.
            An obvious thought, because they were leopards, but still.
         

         
         “There. Perfect,” Nancy announced, leading Sonny into the bathroom.

         
         When Sonny looked in the mirror she thought she might not recognize herself, but she did. Because she looked like herself.
            Nancy hadn’t lied—she had barely done anything. But she had done enough to make Sonny question her earlier judgment, that
            maybe Nancy hadn’t lied about that either: that she was beautiful.
         

         
         

         Jack’s car was comfortable, felt solid and reliable, and Sonny didn’t notice that it lacked the luxuries that newer cars possessed.
            They didn’t ride in silence, since the radio was on low volume and the solid, reliable car was humming just as a solid, reliable
            car should, but neither Sonny nor Jack spoke much.
         

         
         When Jack had invited Sonny over to his family home for dinner she hadn’t considered the practicalities it would entail: the
            ride there, the consumption of food she may or may not like, the potential oddities his family might have that would make
            for an uncomfortable encounter. The possibility of enlarged moles or maybe a missing finger with visible scar tissue that
            would inhibit her breathing.
         

         
         She had instead focused on her conversational skills. She had planned a list of potential questions that would be polite but
            not dull, insightful but not invasive. She’d even asked Nancy for a few pointers.
         

         
         

         “Clearly, I don’t bring up politics,” said Sonny, even though she rarely ever thought about politics.

         
         “Clearly,” Nancy agreed.

         
         “Can I ask about their life in Mexico?”

         
         “Sure. Mexico itself is not a sore subject, Sonny. I’m sure they’d appreciate you taking an interest in their background.”

         
         When Sonny asked Nancy if there was anything else she should avoid discussing, she said, “It might be good to avoid bringing
            up your recent, um . . . fall.”
         

         
         Sonny agreed.

         
         Nancy had given her a hug before leaving and told her, “I have no doubt you will charm the pants off them, Sonny.”

         
         Sonny didn’t particularly have the desire to charm Jack’s family. She knew she couldn’t control what others would think, but
            she would do everything she could to make sure they didn’t think she was strange and rude.
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         Sonny had been right. Jack’s family was one of those that laughed.

         
         

         They had barely pulled into the driveway when too many human bodies to count descended upon them, like a flock of geese that
            had just discovered a single discarded piece of crust.
         

         
         She wasn’t sure if she walked or was carried inside, the arms and hips and shoulders and other human parts pressed against
            her as they entered the family home. She barely had a chance to see inside the house before they were ushered out back to
            a patio with a large picnic table full of food and drinks. The yard was huge. The table and a firepit were placed atop large
            pieces of flagstone, and the grassy lawn extended back as far as a soccer field, or at least as far as Sonny imagined a soccer
            field would go, with colorful string lights hung between the trees. It was littered with things that kids would enjoy: jump
            ropes, wagons, tree stumps lined up in a row, a sandbox, two swing sets. In the very back corner of the lot was a huge shed
            with its very own porch, lined with flowerpots.
         

         
         “Everyone, this is Sonny,” Jack shouted to the group, and warm faces smiled and grabbed her hands while she tried not to die from the attention. He introduced everyone to Sonny—his brothers, both of whom had families of their own, his parents, grandparents, some aunts and uncles thrown in there for good measure—and reminded everyone to speak English. 

         
         “It’s not always like this,” he told Sonny, explaining that it was typically just him, his parents, and paternal grandma,
            who stayed in the small guest cottage that Sonny had thought was a shed. The whole family came together on Sundays for dinner,
            which Sonny had thought was something that only happened in her own fictions.
         

         
         Jack grabbed a pitcher and filled up a glass for Sonny, which she immediately recognized as his mother’s concoction.

         
         “There’s something else in this?”

         
         “Well, for one, it’s homemade lemonade, with agave instead of sugar. And it’s also got tequila,” Jack told her. “I think my
            grandma mixed it today. She’s got a heavy hand.”
         

         
         Sonny sipped her drink slowly while watching Jack interact with his relatives. He stayed by her side, which she appreciated,
            and the cocktail began to relax her, her shoulders settling, releasing from the stiff position they had been in, practically
            touching her ears.
         

         
         One of Jack’s brothers was animatedly recounting a story about Jack’s infamous soccer goal back in high school, during a playoff
            or some other significant game, when he had chugged a bottle of Gatorade during halftime but refused to step off the field
            at the end of the game because it was 2–2. It was pouring rain and the field had turned into a muddy pond, and Jack slid to
            make the winning goal in the very last minute. Afterward, due to his overly full bladder and the general excitement, he ended
            up peeing his pants. Fortunately, no one could tell because of the rain.
         

         
         “I still don’t know why I admitted that to you,” Jack said to his brother.

         
         “I’ve never been more proud. The commitment Gael had, like one of those marathon runners. It was epic,” the brother said,
            patting Jack heartily on the back.
         

         
         “Wait, who’s Gael?” Sonny asked.

         
         “Me.”

         
         “You’re Jack.”

         
         “I am.”

         
         “So who’s Gael?”

         
         “Also me. Jack is a nickname.”

         
         The brother started to explain the origin of the nickname. “So, you were, what, eight? Nine, maybe? And Gael was the smallest
            kid and—”
         

         
         But another brother, or perhaps an uncle, cut him off and beckoned the brothers to join in some sort of game involving a bunch
            of small wooden blocks set across the lawn.
         

         
         “Do you mind?” Jack asked, and Sonny said that she didn’t mind at all.

         
         

         Sonny looked around and noticed Jack’s mom carrying a platter of something inside, so she followed.

         
         “Can I help you with anything, Mrs. . . .” Sonny paused, realizing she didn’t even know Jack’s last name. But it didn’t matter,
            because the woman immediately held up her hand to Sonny and said, “My name is Sofia.”
         

         
         “Okay,” Sonny said shyly. “Can I help you with anything, Sofia?”

         
         “Chop,” she said, pushing a wooden cutting board full of cracks and stains in front of Sonny.

         
         They stood across from each other and both chopped—Sonny, small cherry tomatoes that seemed more interested in rolling than
            being cut, and Sofia, an onion that miraculously didn’t bring tears to her eyes.
         

         
         “Hold here,” Sofia said. She grabbed one of the tomatoes and demonstrated for Sonny. “Then place them face down, and slice
            again.”
         

         
         Sonny did her best to copy Sofia, taking her time and sliding the knife just as Sofia had. She worked with focus, but slowly, Sofia finishing the onion well before she had made a dent in her own bowl, so Sofia helped by grabbing a handful of tomatoes. Occasionally, she would look up and smile at Sonny, saying, “Well done, Sonny,” or tell her about some of the food she was preparing. Sonny had never spent much time in the kitchen, and nearly all of her cooking required the use of a microwave, so she listened when Sofia explained how to sauté the onion and watched with wide-eyed amazement as the woman rummaged through a cabinet full of a hundred spices, glass bottles and jars filled with powders and sticks and leaves, like the potion cupboard of a forest witch. 

         
         After helping with the cooking, Sonny found Jack outside and he roped her into playing yard games with his brothers and their
            families. She didn’t understand the rules, or if there were any, because one of the brothers would start chasing another and
            all of the kids seemed to spontaneously erupt into laughter, though at least once it was tears. It was chaotic and loud and
            would have been overwhelming had Sonny not been distracted by how much she was enjoying it.
         

         
         

         Sonny looked around at all of the family members now that they were all in one place, seated at the large table, and was able
            to breathe no matter where her eyes landed. No moles or strange growths, no excessive anything. Just normal, happy faces.
         

         
         “What’s this?” Sonny asked when Jack handed her a small square casserole dish.

         
         “Papadzules,” he told her. “Kind of like enchiladas.”

         
         “What are those?” Sonny asked, pointing across the table to a larger, identical dish.

         
         “Same,” he whispered. “But my mom made a batch for you that isn’t spicy.”

         
         Sonny sat, stunned, for a moment, until Jack asked if she would like to try one. She blinked away the unfamiliar feelings
            stirring inside and said, “Yes, please.”
         

         
         

         The family all spoke in English, mostly for Sonny’s benefit, but little words would escape now and then, none of which Sonny
            knew, except for tío and abuela, because she had once watched Encanto on Aaron’s account. She liked Jack’s abuela much more than the one from the movie. She was a serious woman, but clearly adored all of her grandchildren, her eyes crinkling
            every time they laughed, which was all of the time.
         

         
         Jack’s grandma told Sonny about their agave farm in the Yucatán, where she still lived part of the year, spending a few months with Jack’s family. Sonny didn’t know where the Yucatán was or how agave grew, so she asked, and Jack’s grandma enjoyed getting to tell her, even swapping seats with someone to get closer to Sonny. 

         
         “The plants,” she told Sonny, “can be used for so much more than just tequila.”

         
         She spoke quickly and her round glasses kept sliding down the length of her nose while she spoke of her farm with pride, her
            eyes wetting just slightly whenever she mentioned her deceased husband.
         

         
         Sonny learned that Jack’s mother was a professor and her job was the reason that they had moved to the US so many years ago.
            Jack’s dad had stayed home with the boys for a number of years while his wife taught, long before the term stay-at-home dad existed. Sonny recalled what Jack had told her about him and asked, “Do you ever consider learning to fly now?”
         

         
         She worried she had touched on a sensitive subject when her question was met with silence, but it was broken after only a
            second with a loud squawk of laughter by Jack’s mom.
         

         
         “His days for piloting anything are long gone. He goes ten miles under the speed limit and curses every time he hits a red
            light. I insist on driving everywhere we go,” Sofia said, laughing, leaning over to grab her husband’s arm. She teased him,
            but with affection, and Sonny wondered if that was part of a functional marriage: the ability to find light in each others’
            flaws.
         

         
         The man grinned, the same wide smile as Jack, and nodded, agreeing with his wife.

         
         “It was a childhood dream, but I abandoned it long ago,” he explained. “I’ll be just as happy to sit as a passenger in a plane
            that Gael builds.”
         

         
         The family stayed at the table long after they had finished dinner and Sonny participated in their conversation and storytelling,
            never resorting to any of her predetermined questions.
         

         
         

         After dinner, Jack’s father offered to show Sonny the book he was working on for his family. It was a massive album, filled with pages of both typed and handwritten stories, dozens of pictures and even some newspaper clippings. There was a picture of Jack holding a soccer ball, drenched from head to toe, and Sonny wondered if that was the day of the epic goal, when he had soiled his pants. 

         
         “This is wonderful,” she told him.

         
         He thanked her and motioned his arm around the yard. “It’s our family’s story, all of us. Our past, present and future.”

         
         

         Jack convinced Sonny to play a game with him and the kids, some sort of tag with additional rules, but she suspected the kids
            kept changing the rules to their own advantage.
         

         
         Sonny and Jack sat and rested on two of the tree stumps while the kids played and Jack asked, “Do you want kids?”

         
         Sonny thought about being insulted by the question but decided against it.

         
         “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Pinworms. And childbirth.”

         
         “What are pinworms?”

         
         “I don’t know, but I don’t want to deal with them.”

         
         “Fair enough,” Jack said.

         
         Despite not knowing Jack very well, she knew him well enough to know that he was going to allow the conversation to end there,
            but something about Jack made her want to reciprocate when she would otherwise shut down.
         

         
         “Do you? Want children, I mean?”

         
         “Um.” Jack scrunched his face and looked up to the side. “Maybe. It all depends. I think so, if it happens. If not, I’ve got these kiddos,” he said, reaching over to grab the closest child and ruffle his hair. “It’s early, you know? No point in deciding everything now. Life can change a thousand times in just one week.” 

         
         

         It was dark by the time Jack asked Sonny if she was ready to go. The large yard was magical at night, the lights twinkling
            like chromatic fireflies against the backdrop of big trees and laughter.
         

         
         She considered the question and told him, “Yes,” even though, in a way, she wasn’t ready. Everyone said goodbye to her, and
            Jack’s mom squeezed her tightly during their hug and rubbed her back, which was suffocating and sad and wonderful all at once.
         

         
         She was rarely confident about anything when it came to others’ perception of her, and while she allowed herself a sliver
            of doubt—it was prudent to be realistic—she felt almost certain that none of them would say she was rude when she left.
         

         
         

         Jack insisted on walking Sonny into the resort. She insisted he didn’t need to walk her to her door, so they compromised and
            walked to the empty pool, lit only by the amber walkway lights on the other side of the iron gate.
         

         
         They reclined onto their lounge chairs and after a few minutes Jack said, “Look, there’s Jupiter.”

         
         They stayed there for a while, talking, but not about Sonny’s stories. They talked about Jack’s family and he shared stories
            about them, while Sonny closed her eyes and pictured the people he spoke about. They talked about Sonny’s family, which was
            a shorter-lived conversation. Jack asked questions and Sonny answered honestly. He didn’t pry when Sonny clearly didn’t like
            the topic and he didn’t mock the things she either did or didn’t know. Sonny liked that Jack wasn’t amused by her, the way
            other people sometimes were. The way they would touch Sonny’s arm and say, “Oh, Sonny,” and laugh sweetly, which Sonny didn’t
            take offense to even though it made her feel like a blind dog who kept running into walls.
         

         
         She looked over at Jack. Jack, the man for whom she had no stories. Jack, the man for whom she only had facts and observations. Jack, the man who stumped her. She had been curious about him, about why she had no stories for Jack, and it finally occurred to her in that moment that it was because she had encountered something she had not experienced before. She liked him exactly the way he was. 

         
         

         They stared up at the Sonoran night sky, and Jack pointed out all the constellations he knew. Sonny made sure to pay attention
            and memorize them, their names, the stories he told her that went along with them. Her mother had been right about the sky
            in the desert. It was endless and beautiful.
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         Sonny woke up and touched herself, but for the first time in her short life she found herself thinking about something other
            than nothing. She washed her hands, brushed her teeth and immediately walked to the resort shop, where she knew she would
            buy something.
         

         
         Nineteen minutes later, Sonny walked out of the shop with a silky white dress that could have been confused for a slip, a
            pair of flat black sandals and the yellow sun hat she had seen days before. She noticed the pale blue of the sky and the wispy
            peach-tinted clouds that looked like the entrance to heaven and the way the sunlight dazzled on the water of the little pond
            below the bridge and the way the air felt light, like gravity wasn’t as strong there in the desert, and she wondered why she
            hadn’t noticed it before.
         

         
         

         Sonny had a few hours to spare before her massage and was on her way to the spa hot tub when she saw Nancy with her friends
            in the women’s changing room. They were talking about their treatments and, just as Sonny had expected about Allana, Nancy
            also stood proudly as she chatted, completely naked. Sonny wasn’t keen on the idea of interacting with Nancy’s friends, but
            she was glad to see Nancy and desperately wanted to tell her about her evening with Jack’s family.
         

         
         As Sonny neared the women, she heard one of them ask, “What’s up with that girl, Nance?”

         
         “Who?” one of the other women asked, and Sonny stopped and stood still, unable to breathe.

         
         “The one she keeps ditching us for,” the first one answered.

         
         “Yeah, the brown-haired one with the puppy-dog eyes.”

         
         “Oh, stop,” said Nancy. “She’s nice.”

         
         Sonny was able to breathe again.

         
         “Fine, but do you have to keep spending so much time with her?”

         
         “Maybe she’s replacing you, Shira.”
         

         
         The women laughed and one of them whipped another with a towel.

         
         Nancy spoke up again. “I feel bad for her. She’s a sad, lonely thing, here by herself. I just think she could use a friend.”

         
         “So you pity her.”

         
         “Nancy, always one for charity work,” one of them teased.

         
         The women all laughed and continued joking while Sonny stood waiting. Waiting for Nancy to speak up, to say, “No, you’ve got
            it all wrong.”
         

         
         But Nancy never did.

         
         Sonny, suddenly very aware of the weight of the shopping bag in her hand, decided she no longer wanted to sit in a tub of
            hot water that most definitely contained multiple people’s urine, including her own. Instead, she turned around and walked
            out of the spa, ready to continue her stories. She sat under the pergola outside of the restaurant and started writing.
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                  Nancy

                  Nancy was a woman that other women envied, until they got to know her. She was a proper adult, getting excited about things
                     like a new vacuum or a tax refund. But she was also a child. A spoiled-rotten little child. She blamed others for her unhappiness
                     and ostracized everyone who ever loved her because she couldn’t accept love and went so far as to get Covid on purpose simply
                     to avoid seeing them. She had the type of entitlement that only someone who was loved too much as a child would have. The
                     type of kid who huffed and rolled their eyes when their mother shouted, “I love you!” for the third time that morning and
                     always squirmed out of their father’s hugs.
                  

                  
                  She expected love from people, thought it was owed to her, only to push those loving people all away because deep, deep down
                     she was a hateful person.
                  

                  
               
               
                  Chloe and Mark

                  Chloe was a veterinarian. She had studied medicine but didn’t have the endurance to become a real doctor of people, so she
                     decided during her second year of medical school to become a doctor of animals. She had always loved animals. Or liked animals.
                     She tolerated animals.
                  

                  
                  She took her job very seriously, if for no other reason than to justify her failure to become a doctor of people. Even though she hated that she came home more often than not covered in cat piss, she secretly felt superior to her husband, who mostly helped thin women become thinner and overweight men become a little less overweight. Chloe thought of Mark’s job as a hobby, as a deliberate choice to reject adulthood and live in perpetuity as one of those people who worked the carnival games at amusement parks. She told him that he did noble work, that she was proud of him, and no, she didn’t mind that he made much less money than her. 

                  
                  Mark found it pandering.

                  
                  Really, Chloe was jealous. Jealous that her husband did something he enjoyed. That he made a small difference in some people’s
                     lives, even if it was just to their ego. There was some truth to his claim that he provided a level of emotional support to
                     his clients. They talked and he listened. Not many people really listen these days.
                  

                  
               
               
                  Sturgill and Paolo

                  Sturgill didn’t listen. Or at least that’s how Paolo felt.

                  
                  

                  Sturgill had a fulfilling career. A renowned architect who had spent his childhood building whimsical towers out of Legos
                     for hours on end until he realized it was his calling to create real buildings in real life! He especially enjoyed working
                     on projects where he was able to create something entirely unique, like the library two towns over from his own, with the
                     magical loft space in the children’s section that had windows in the ceiling so the children could lie on beanbags and read
                     and see the birds fly in the cloud-filled sky overhead.
                  

                  
                  He loved his work and his partner, Paolo, was envious of his success because he had been an aspiring musician who had recently admitted failure and given up music altogether and picked up more hours at the Juice Factory to try to remedy his depression. Sturgill encouraged him to continue with his music—“I earn enough to support us both; you can even quit the Juice Factory!”—but only Paolo could bring himself out of his own pit of misery. 

                  
                  They had always been an odd pair. Paolo was objectively attractive and Sturgill always knew what people thought when they
                     saw them together or met them at a dinner party. When he was younger, Sturgill had the quirky thing going for him: the scrawny,
                     nerdy, screwball with the small round glasses and retro T-shirts and deep, extensive knowledge of random topics like the history
                     of pinball and prehistoric creatures.
                  

                  
                  Paolo loved Sturgill’s odd sense of humor and enjoyed being the sexy one in the relationship. They had a big group of friends
                     who they would vacation with to Cabo or Aruba every year and spent most weekend evenings out at restaurants that played really
                     loud music and had big enough tables to seat their party of twelve. Paolo especially enjoyed paintballing, even though he
                     was a big proponent for strict gun control, and Sturgill’s favorite weekend activity was going to karaoke, where his go-to
                     song was LeAnn Rimes’s “How Do I Live,” which he sang with as much oomph as any man named Sturgill ever would.
                  

                  
                  

                  They had a full life.

                  
                  

                  Until Paolo met Mark.

                  
                  

               
               
                  Mitzi

                  Mitzi was bohemian before it was a thing. She insisted that the nineties (of the nineteenth century) was the best decade and would smoke on occasion, but only with one of those old-fashioned cigarette holders like Cruella de Vil. She spent two years living in a nudist commune. Mitzi was brilliant, but she didn’t know how to operate a microwave. She had so much creative, artistic intelligence in her brain that she didn’t have the space for commonsense knowledge like remembering to eat or to shut her front door. 

                  
                  She was also a woman with a penchant for deception. She had always been good at lying—she exaggerated her stories and name-dropped
                     too often to be plausible—but had never used her gift for evil until she clearly saw an opportunity for personal gain.
                  

                  
                  It started when two of her clients asked for the same painting on the same day and the thought occurred to her, I could easily make another. Mitzi discovered quickly that this could be quite lucrative, selling one-of-a-kind pieces to multiple buyers, but it wasn’t
                     the dollar signs that incentivized her. It was the artistic challenge.
                  

                  
                  After a few successful years, Mitzi discovered some of the drawbacks of her criminal endeavors, as first-time criminals often
                     do.
                  

                  
                  Firstly, the money. She was sloppy and hadn’t considered how to account for the excess earnings in her business account. She
                     regretted her decision to delay finding an unscrupulous financial adviser when she received a letter from the IRS announcing
                     they would be conducting an audit.
                  

                  
                  Secondly, rich people all seem to know one another. And they all seem to talk, especially about the expensive things that
                     they buy.
                  

                  
                  

                  Mitzi was simply not capable of solving these problems, the IRS audit or the rich people that would undoubtedly get lawyers
                     involved, or worse. She had creativity, yes, but no practical skills or common sense. She knew her limitations, that she was
                     incapable of sorting this all out in any way that would keep her out of prison, where she would inevitably end up being shivved
                     with a weapon made from a toiletry item, so she decided on the best solution she could think of: run.
                  

                  
                  She had planned a trip to the Southwest months before, so she decided to take advantage of that. After her vacation was over, she would rent a car and travel south, through Mexico and all the way down to Belize, where a friend from one of the many communes she had lived in during the seventies would let her stay at his off-the-grid home. She was already dreaming up her next piece of art, which she would paint sitting on the beach, barefoot, listening to the seagulls squawk. It would be called Forgery of the Glass-Winged Thing.
                  

                  
               
               
                  Nancy

                  Nancy was bored. Bored with her life, with herself. Every day she drove no more than eight minutes to all the same places
                     she needed to go and saw the same people she needed to see. There was no variety, no surprise, no excitement. She was bored
                     and had become boring herself. Nancy’s was a very pedestrian life.
                  

                  
                  Nancy’s husband, Blaine, was a predictable man. She knew that he would wake up at exactly 5:45 a.m. and take a shower and
                     forget to shut the bathroom door. She knew that he would pull out the hot sauce and douse it on every meal they had without
                     even tasting a bite first. She knew that every weekend from November to March he would pack up his bag, load up the skis in
                     the rack and drive to the mountain to spend time with anyone except for her and their children. Every night during the same
                     dinner they would sit and have the same conversation and then sit and watch the same television show.
                  

                  
                  It was hard, being a mother to three and sometimes four, when her husband decided to behave like a child. So she did what
                     any overwhelmed mother would do: She took a shortcut. But instead of plopping the kids in front of the TV like most moms would
                     do, she gave them snacks laced with poison. Nothing that would really hurt them—she wasn’t a monster. Just a mild poison that
                     would sedate them into stillness so that she could have a break.
                  

                  
                  Once Nancy had gotten accustomed to the breaks, she just wanted a little fucking excitement in her life.

                  
                  She wanted to feel young again. She would go out to bars alone just to get hit on and go home feeling good about herself until that wasn’t enough and she’d let the men flirt with her a little longer, until that wasn’t enough and she just went home with them. 

                  
               
               
                  Chloe and Mark

                  Chloe was enraged when she first found out about Paolo.

                  
                  “He kissed you?!” she screamed at Mark.

                  
                  Mark explained that he’d rejected the advance and nothing else happened. That he wasn’t interested at all, that he would never
                     cheat on her, and she knew that to be true. Her face softened and became thoughtful and eventually she asked him, “What did
                     you think about?”
                  

                  
                  “Nothing,” Mark said.

                  
                  “Nothing?” Chloe asked.

                  
                  “No,” he said. “Just that his lips were kind of dry, and then I remembered that I needed to order more Muscle Milk.”

                  
                  “So you didn’t enjoy it?”

                  
                  Mark thought and replied honestly, “No.”

                  
                  Chloe whipped out her phone and did a Google search and found, fairly quickly, that Paolo was married to Sturgill and that
                     Sturgill was the CEO of a billion-dollar architectural company. Sturgill didn’t look like a CEO or a billionaire or even a
                     Sturgill, but the Internet doesn’t lie.
                  

                  
                  After minutes of listening to Chloe tap her fingernails on her phone, Mark said, “What is it?” and she told him, “I have an
                     idea.”
                  

                  
               
               
                  Sturgill and Paolo

                  Over the years, Paolo’s self-loathing had become acidic and turned outward toward the nearest target, which was almost always Sturgill. He would take every chance he had to point out Sturgill’s shortcomings, how he let himself go, how he had chosen passion projects at work rather than the more lucrative ones like the big shopping developments, how he didn’t have any real hobbies, at least not ones that Paolo considered worthwhile. He chopped Sturgill down a little bit each day, death by a thousand insults. 

                  
                  Even though Sturgill was aware that his relationship was in danger, he chose to persevere, to try to salvage what they had,
                     comforting himself in the evenings with an extra slice of pie or scoop or two of ice cream. But he put most of his energy
                     into his career because at the end of the day or the month or the year, that’s all Sturgill would have left that was entirely
                     his own, his career, and he could make peace with that, since it was his calling.
                  

                  
                  They functioned despite their dysfunction.

                  
                  

                  When Mark listened to Paolo, Paolo felt reborn. Like he could see color again. And when he saw color, he saw Mark, glowing
                     like a freshly painted statue of David even though the statue of David was entirely gray. Mark wouldn’t admit it, but he knew
                     that Paolo worshipped him. He could sense the crush developing, and he didn’t mind it one little bit. He had always liked
                     attention.
                  

                  
                  Paolo had received the ten-session personal training package as a gift from his husband. Sturgill had known that Paolo was
                     struggling, with his lackluster musical career and increasing frustration with him, and was hoping to give Paolo a boost in
                     his self-confidence, not a new fixation.
                  

                  
                  

                  Since Sturgill’s pseudo-retirement, he had lost some of his zeal. He began pacing around the house aimlessly, taking on small
                     projects that he never finished. There were exposed wires hanging from the old ceiling fan, a hole in the guest bathroom where
                     the toilet used to be and a pile of mulch in the middle of the backyard for the garden that didn’t yet exist.
                  

                  
                  Paolo started spending more evenings out than in, and Sturgill stayed home with all the lights in the house turned off. He would eat frozen dinners in front of the TV and fall asleep only to wake forty-seven minutes later when the credits were rolling and notice the spillage of his dinner on his shirt and pick up the dried cheese and eat it. 

                  
                  There was no healthy way for their relationship to end.

                  
               
               
                  Mitzi

                  When Sturgill first met Mitzi at the adventure center, he thought she looked familiar, but it wasn’t until he heard her talking
                     about her artwork that he recognized her. A few months earlier he had been visiting a friend of his, a concert pianist, who
                     had a beautiful painting hanging above his bright orange baby grand. The same unique, original painting Sturgill had hanging
                     in his home office—or had had hanging, before he’d decided to wallpaper the room, which he’d never gotten around to doing.
                  

                  
                  Sturgill was tired of being bullied, tired of being taken for granted, tired of people assuming they could walk all over him
                     with no consequences. He had no choice but to confront her.
                  

                  
                  “You sold me a painting, Mitzi.”

                  
                  “I did?” she said, pretending not to remember.

                  
                  “Yes, you did. One of a kind.”

                  
                  Mitzi could tell by the look on Sturgill’s face that he knew his one of a kind was actually a two of a kind. Or had it been
                     a three of a kind? Mitzi couldn’t remember.
                  

                  
                  It didn’t matter. What mattered is that the man in front of her had the power to derail her plan, her escape, and there was
                     no way she was going to allow that to happen.
                  

                  
               
               
                  Chloe and Mark

                  Chloe and Mark were in love. Madly in love, despite their inane differences. Mark meant it when he said he would never cheat on Chloe, but he would allow his wife to photograph him and another man almost making it to second base. Chloe photographed one of the more intimate personal training sessions and used it to blackmail Paolo for a shit-ton of money. Paolo claimed he didn’t have access to the money because Sturgill kept his bank accounts separate. Mark and Chloe didn’t believe Paolo and threatened to send Sturgill the photos, which they told each other in private they would never actually do, even though they both secretly thought they might be capable of doing it, if push came to shove. 

                  
                  Paolo considered the possible outcome and realized he wasn’t upset by the idea of breaking up his marriage—he was in love
                     with Mark, after all. If there was no Sturgill, there was no blackmail. If there was no Sturgill, and there was no blackmail,
                     there would still be money. His money. Two birds, one big stone.
                  

                  
                  Mark had a giant wall calendar detailing his training session schedule and had a two-week period crossed out with giant red
                     letters spelling VACA-TIME, with smaller red letters underneath that said Sanctuary. Paolo booked a trip for him and Sturgill
                     to Sanctuary Resort & Spa, selling the idea as an attempt to reconnect with each other. He thought it was a perfect cover-up,
                     because who kills their spouse on vacation?
                  

                  
               
               
                  Nancy

                  Nancy’s flings had grown wearisome. They were all the same, all the sweaty man, grunting and groaning, saying stupid things
                     out of their stupid mouths. And it was a lot of work, staying up that late at night when she really just wanted to be back
                     on her couch watching that same show with Blaine. She started looking for entertainment elsewhere, in small but effective
                     ways, like an addict needing small, quick fixes.
                  

                  
                  She had these thoughts—What if I did this thing?—and one day, she just started doing the things. Taking the boxes off her neighbors’ porches and swapping them with someone else’s. Tripping a toddler at the grocery store. Surrounding a slug with a circle of salt and watching as it crawled to its inevitable death. Nancy had never thought she was capable of murder, but one of her dark thoughts emerged on the top of the platform that day. What if I disconnect a carabiner?

                  
                  Perhaps she was a monster, after all.
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         After writing until her fingers went numb, Sonny went back to the spa and Sven led her to a small hut, draped in thick canvas,
            outside the spa, in the middle of a bunch of other identical huts. They performed the same routine as the first time—where
            Sven left the room for her to get onto the bed—but this time Sonny didn’t have to ask what to wear. She slid under the sheet
            completely naked and fell into a dreamlike state while Sven rubbed every inch of her body for ninety minutes straight.
         

         
         She deeply wanted to enjoy the massage but spent the entire session thinking of different words for what she was feeling:
            angry, confused, despondent, regretful, sad, heartbroken.
         

         
         

         When Sonny got back to her room, she found a thick beige paper slid partway under her door.

         
         It was an invitation to a group dinner for the guests that had attended the adventure course, to make up for the interruption
            to their session days before, but more importantly, to celebrate Sturgill’s good fortune and recovery.
         

         
         

         The last party she had attended was a Christmas bash that Marcy, her coworker, had invited her to. She suspected it was at the behest of another, kinder, employee, because she only received a verbal invite and only the day before the party. It was an elaborate affair, an annual tradition of Marcy’s, inviting every person she knew and some she didn’t, complete with not one, not two, but three twenty-foot-tall trees. 

         
         Sonny showed up in black pants and a red sweater that she had purchased earlier that day from Goodwill. When she arrived,
            someone she didn’t recognize opened the door and ushered her through the sea of people in black and silver and gold into a
            large kitchen with twenty other people in red sweaters. She stood, waiting, for a long time until one of the other red-sweatered
            people told her to grab a platter of shrimp and head out to the party. She nodded—Okay—and once they turned around she snuck out the door and went home. She knew it must have been an accident, not mentioning the
            dress code—how could Marcy have known she would choose red?—but she couldn’t help but feel it was still somehow intentional.
         

         
         Sonny tried to forget that particular memory, but sometimes in the wee hours of the night when she couldn’t sleep she would
            remember.
         

         
         

         The group sat at a long, rectangular table that looked fit for a wedding. There were floral centerpieces spread along the
            middle, separated by long, naked driftwood branches. The table was situated next to the large fireplace in the center of the
            room.
         

         
         Pushing Sturgill’s wheelchair was a man with a strip of medical tape across his long nose. Suddenly, it made sense. The man
            who had been following Dale—or really, Sturgill—wasn’t following him at all, just lagging behind. It was his husband, Paolo.
         

         
         Sonny stood at the back of the group when the server, Joni, walked them to the table, selecting her seat in the most natural
            way possible: waiting until all other seats were filled, and taking the last one. Her lazy approach was typically foolproof,
            but she wished for once she had pushed her way to the front of the group to claim a spot, because she found herself at the
            very center of the table with her back to the fire, which would no doubt heat the back of her body disproportionately. She
            also ended up seated next to Nancy, and while time and the massage had lessened the pain, the wound was still fresh.
         

         
         Mitzi sat on her other side, with Mark, Chloe and Paolo sitting across from them. On the end was Sturgill and directly across from him, at the other end, sat no one. 

         
         Before Sonny could even open her menu, Mark had placed an order of various appetizers, opting to order from the special menu,
            the one that indicated an additional cost.
         

         
         “And how about an order of the sturgeon caviar? No—make it two.” Mark turned back to the table and grinned. “We’re celebrating,
            right?”
         

         
         Most of the table laughed and started chatting, while Sonny wondered who was supposed to pay for the caviar. She was mentally
            calculating the cost per person before she remembered that it didn’t matter—it was a tiny drop in the enormous bucket.
         

         
         “Joni?” Sonny surprised herself by beckoning her back to the table. “Can we get some champagne, too?”

         
         Everyone fell silent and looked at her.

         
         She shrugged. “We’re celebrating, right?”

         
         And just like with Mark, everyone laughed.

         
         Joni bent down toward Sonny to ask over the loud chatter of the table. “And how many bottles, dear?”

         
         “Oh,” Sonny said, and she looked up at Joni and whispered, “What’s reasonable? One?”

         
         Joni made a face.

         
         “One . . . per person?”

         
         Joni tilted her head and softened her eyes. “Well,” she said. “Let’s start with two for the table and then see how it goes,
            shall we?”
         

         
         “Okay. Thanks. That sounds good.”

         
         

         Sonny straddled a fence, dipping in and out of comfort as the evening progressed. She would surprise herself by piping in
            and contributing to the conversation.
         

         
         “Actually, killer whales aren’t even whales. They’re dolphins.”

         
         And she laughed when the others laughed. Even the nonsensical joke Mark made about blowholes.

         
         But when Nancy turned toward her and made a joke or pulled a face, she forced a smile while becoming increasingly aware of the blazing fire behind her neck. 

         
         “How was last night with Jack?” Nancy asked, while the rest of the group debated their worst housekeeper experiences.

         
         “Vanessa couldn’t iron for shit. And, God, the fingerprints on the glassware, don’t even get me started!” Every time Sonny
            thought she was adjusting to a life of wealth, they had to go and say something like that.
         

         
         “It was good,” Sonny said, before turning to ask Mitzi to pass the bread.

         
         Sturgill told the group that he was expected to make a full recovery, though Paolo expressed concern that the accident would
            interfere with his plans for Sturgill to join the city council.
         

         
         Sturgill turned and quietly said to Paolo, “I told you, I’m not interested in running.”
         

         
         Paolo rolled his eyes and it suddenly made sense to Sonny—the phone call in the Zen (or meditation) garden.

         
         She was recounting the rest of her stories, comparing truth to fantasy, when Mark interrupted her musing.

         
         “So, Sonny . . .” Mark had clearly had his fair share of the champagne, as well as the bottles of wine that came after it.
            He leaned forward and asked seriously, “What’s your situation?”
         

         
         “As in . . . ?” she asked, even though she knew what situation he was referring to.

         
         “How are you . . . here? Retired? Um . . .”

         
         “Rich,” Chloe said. “He wants to know how you can afford to be here.”

         
         Mark glared at Chloe, but she shrugged, as if to say, “What? We all want to know.”

         
         A trickle of sweat rolled down Sonny’s spine and her armpits felt slick, like the Slip ’N Slide that she had once used at
            her neighbor’s house before the boy’s parents divorced. The mom moved and took the boy and his Slip ’N Slide with them, while
            the angry father stayed and adopted that scary dog that ran away.
         

         
         Sonny took a sip of her wine and answered directly, “I received a liability offer from an accident at my company.”

         
         She stood up and walked toward the bathroom, not even bothering to pick up her tote bag, which had fallen to the floor. On
            her way, she heard Sturgill exclaim, “Oh! Like the one I just received from Sanctuary!”
         

         
         

         Sonny stayed in the bathroom for an inordinately long time for someone who didn’t actually need to use the bathroom. She stood
            against the cold tiled wall and tried breathing slowly like the yoga teacher, Ginger, had explained. Breathe in, hold, breathe
            out, hold. An onslaught of thoughts entered her mind, but one by one, she packaged them up and sent them to their corner.
         

         
         

         On her way out of the bathroom, Joni grabbed her by the elbow, whispered, “Come with me, dear,” and ushered her toward the
            back of the restaurant, where the waiters were folding napkins into elaborate shapes.
         

         
         “Something’s happened,” Joni told her.

         
         “Sturgill died?” Sonny asked, surprisingly grief-stricken at the thought.

         
         Joni shook her head.

         
         “A terrorist attack?” Sonny asked. Evidence of growing up in a post-9/11 world.

         
         “No, dear, nothing like that.”

         
         “Oh. Okay. That’s good.”

         
         Sonny stared at Joni, and Joni stared at Sonny.

         
         “Then what happened?” Sonny asked.

         
         Joni placed her hands on Sonny’s shoulders and looked at her with a sweet type of pity, the way a mother looks at her small
            child who keeps dropping the ball behind his head when he tries to throw it. Poor, stupid little baby.
         

         
         “Someone found a notebook,” Joni said.

         
         Sonny stared at Joni, dissecting her words. She stared at Joni’s forehead, which was smooth, and at Joni’s eyes, which were a dark blue, and at Joni’s lips, which were painted with a color identical to Crimson–ush. The tiny lines at the outside corners of her eyes and the subtle drape of the skin below her chin seemed to corroborate the otherwise inexplicable gray hair. 

         
         “Oh,” Sonny replied.

         
         “Yes, at the table, just after you got up. I only noticed because I was refilling their glasses; they seemed oblivious to
            the fact that I was there.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Sonny replied.

         
         “I don’t know much more about it, but the group has been looking at it for a while now.”

         
         “Oh,” Sonny replied.

         
         “It’s a little tense right now. They’re passing it around, talking, just very worked up over the whole thing. I don’t mean
            to worry you, honey. I just didn’t want you to go in there and be taken aback. It seemed like something, well, scandalous.
            I just wanted you to know.”
         

         
         Joni hugged Sonny’s stiff body and hustled back into the restaurant.
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         Sonny considered running, quite literally running, out of the restaurant, but her room key was in her bag at the table, which
            she realized also contained the notebook that must have fallen out when she had rushed to the bathroom.
         

         
         When she approached the table she could sense the shift that had occurred. She pulled out her chair and saw her notebook on
            the seat. She shoved it into her bag and sat down while the others pretended to chat about irrelevant things.
         

         
         Sonny took a bite of the caviar that had earlier been spooned onto her plate and wished she could spit it back out. She looked
            down and kept her eyes on her plate, waiting for someone to broach the topic.
         

         
         It was Sturgill who finally did.

         
         “Sonny?”

         
         She looked up at him.

         
         “Would you mind, ahem, explaining it?”

         
         “Do I have to?”

         
         Her voice was raspy and a thousand thumbtacks prickled her eyes.

         
         “No, honey,” said Mitzi, resting a soft hand on her arm. “You don’t have to talk about anything at all.”

         
         “But it would be nice to get some clarification,” Chloe added quietly.

         
         Sonny could tell they were all trying hard, could almost feel their sensitivity, tiptoeing gently so as not to wake the sleeping baby. 

         
         She looked up at the ceiling without moving her head and pressed her lips together.

         
         “It’s just, um . . .” she started.

         
         Paolo cleared his throat and Sturgill shot him a look. “Sorry, it’s the dairy,” Paolo whispered.

         
         “Yeah, so, I, um . . .” she started again.

         
         Mark’s chair screeched on the floor as he adjusted in his seat.

         
         “Well, um . . .” she started for the last time. “It’s my notebook. Like you probably gathered. And, I, um, may have exaggerated,
            or well, made up some things. About you all. It’s just, um, something I do.”
         

         
         “For fun?” Mark asked.

         
         “Shh,” Mitzi said reproachfully. “Let the girl speak.”

         
         Sonny turned to Mitzi and said apologetically, “I don’t know that I have anything else to say.”

         
         “That’s okay, dear. You don’t have to explain yourself.”

         
         “Well,” said Mark, suggesting that she did have some obligation to explain herself.
         

         
         “I mean, I’m kind of interested in the explanation,” Sturgill added. “Just to get some clarification, like Chloe said.”

         
         Then they all began. Paolo defended Sonny, saying her business was her own. Sturgill agreed, but was also curious as to what
            made her think he had lost his zeal. Mark was righteously offended and Mitzi thought creative expression came in many different
            forms.
         

         
         Chloe sat quietly, pushing the food around on her plate.

         
         Sonny, somehow, became the least significant part of the discussion that her own actions had caused, sitting silently while
            they deliberated the validity of her stories, deliberated her guilt. She hated herself for her silence, hated herself for
            her words.
         

         
         Paolo spoke up again, with a hint of a smile. “I don’t know, I kind of enjoyed the drama of it all, like a nice social melodrama.”

         
         “You’re just happy because she implied you were the more attractive one in the couple.”

         
         “I don’t think she implied it. I think she specifically said it.”

         
         “No, no, I’m pretty sure it was an implication. Sonny, can I see the notebook again?”

         
         “I just think it’s important to say, on the record, that I would never blackmail anyone. Or cheat on my wife, even with her
            consent,” Mark said emphatically. “No offense, Paolo, you’re a very handsome man.”
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “To be clear, Mark, I had no idea who you were,” said Sturgill.

         
         “And to be even clearer, Mark, I never hit on you.”
         

         
         “But all of the touching? The innuendos? You said you liked the smell of my sweat.”

         
         “I’m a serial flirt,” Paolo shrugged. “Beyond my control.”

         
         “It’s true, he is,” Sturgill agreed.

         
         Chloe spoke quietly, to no one in particular. “Vets are underappreciated. We are just as qualified as real doctors of people.
            Sometimes even more qualified.”
         

         
         “And being a trainer is about a lot more than improving peoples’ bodies. I help people build their confidence!”

         
         “I’m sure you do, Mark,” Mitzi said comfortingly.

         
         Sturgill turned back to Sonny, as though he was trying to convince her to rewrite his part. “I would never choose ‘How Do
            I Live’ as my karaoke song. I can give you five others right now that I would choose before that.”
         

         
         Paolo made a face and patted Sturgill’s arm. “But you do know an awful lot about pinball, Sturge.”

         
         “I do come home smelling like cat piss, but I have incredible endurance. I ran two marathons this year alone! I don’t know
            a single doctor of people who can say that. Good God, why am I calling them doctors of people?”
         

         
         “She basically implied we all tried to kill you,” Mark said to Sturgill.

         
         “I think she was setting it up more as a mystery,” Paolo offered. “Like we all had motive, so who is the killer? And who is really responsible? Really it’s a social commentary. Am I right, Sonny?”
         

         
         “Um,” Sonny started.

         
         “You don’t have to answer that, darling,” Mitzi assured her.

         
         “Again, I just want to understand, what is it about me that gives you the impression I would eat dried cheese off of my shirt?”

         
         “Not to mention Nancy,” Chloe said, again, to no one at all. “To accuse her of poisoning her kids? I mean, not that I haven’t
            thought about it myself, but to actually write that down . . .”
         

         
         At that moment, Sonny looked to her right and realized the chair was empty.

         
         “Where is Nancy?” she asked the group.

         
         “Oh, she left,” Paolo announced.

         
         Mitzi leaned forward to meet Sonny’s eyes.

         
         “She was the one who found the notebook, dear. She read a little bit of it, then, pfft.” Mitzi flicked her hand. “She ran off.”
         

         
         Sonny’s eyes burned and she pinched her legs to keep herself from crying. She reminded herself what Della had told her years
            ago. No one would wipe them, so save the tears.
         

         
         

         Della had just tossed Sonny’s plate into the sink after hearing her sob over her dead mother. It had only been a week, and
            Sonny, at ten, knew her mom was dead but didn’t quite grasp why she hadn’t come home. She had been crying endlessly and needed
            something from Della, needed anything really. She needed more.
         

         
         But Della wasn’t capable of giving her more. She simply looked at Sonny and told her, “Save your tears for someone who cares
            to wipe them.”
         

         
         

         Sonny pushed her chair back and grabbed her things.

         
         “I’m sorry,” she announced to the table while looking at her feet.

         
         Then she looked at each of them, one by one, and said sincerely, “I am very, very, very sorry,” before walking back to her
            room.
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         Sonny was wrought from the dinner, but the thought of spending the day alone in her room was unbearable, especially after
            ordering room-service breakfast and eating to the loud din of quiet. It would normally soothe her, the absence of noise, but
            that morning she found it distressing. While Sonny was used to being alone, and admittedly used to glum subject matter, she
            wasn’t accustomed to the newfound feelings of anxiety. Her inner monologue was typically self-contained, and now suddenly
            she was thrust into a situation where she had to worry about repercussions.
         

         
         If nothing else, keeping to her preordained schedule would be a distraction from it all. And, truth be told, she was still
            frugal Sonny, so if she was to be at Sanctuary, she was damn well going to get her money’s worth.
         

         
         

         “You got a new bottle, dear.”

         
         Sonny looked down at the crack-free bottle that reception had happily given her. Mitzi had been right. All she had to do was
            ask.
         

         
         “I did.” Sonny glanced at Mitzi, who had just left the building and joined her on the bench while Sonny waited for her session
            to begin.
         

         
         “I like your name,” Sonny told her. It was true, but she mostly wanted to find a way to somehow make up for what she had done.

         
         “Thank you,” Mitzi said. “In my youth, I went by Tizzy. My full name is Matilda, but no one has ever called me that. When
            I finished high school, I decided I needed a more grown-up name than Tizzy as I transitioned into adulthood, and I felt like Mitzi suited me. I convinced myself the M was much more mature and serious, and the single z made it quirky, not childish, like the two z’s.”
         

         
         “That seems reasonable enough.”

         
         Mitzi laughed and asked, “I believe you said you were from Pittsburgh, is that right, Sonny? Has it always been home for you?”

         
         Sonny said, “Yes,” that she had spent her entire life within a ten-block radius, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to live there
            anymore.
         

         
         “Where would you like to live?”

         
         “I don’t know now. Where are you from?”

         
         Mitzi told Sonny she was originally from the metropolis of Mathias, nestled between nowhere and somewhere, Idaho. There were
            seventeen homes on the main road, though there were a handful more tucked into the foothills if you dared take one of the
            winding roads off the main drag. There were more horses than people in the town and absolutely no cell service. There was
            a beautiful log cabin that was somehow still intact despite missing two external walls that passersby would stop to take pictures
            of on their way to their summer lake vacations.
         

         
         “But for most of my adulthood, I have been a resident of the world, floating, if you will, from place to place.”

         
         As Mitzi spoke, she balled up her fists and stretched them, like Sonny had seen at the cocktail reception and assumed was
            due to arthritis.
         

         
         “It’s how I first got diagnosed, actually,” Mitzi told her, noticing Sonny’s stare. “My joints were so stiff, all of a sudden.
            I was sure it was just a side effect of aging, but it was actually a side effect of the cancer.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” Sonny said. “Do you need to stay put now, for your . . .” She hesitated, not sure how to appropriately ask someone
            about the disease that riddled their body. “Because of your treatment?”
         

         
         Mitzi sighed deeply before answering.

         
         “I’m not doing treatment,” said Mitzi. “I’ve lived a very full life and if the fates have deemed it’s time for me to transcend, well then, I shall.” 

         
         Sonny thought it might be the wisest and most foolish thing she had ever heard. She asked, “Are you upset with me?”

         
         “Oh, honey,” Mitzi said, shaking her head slowly, not saying anything else. After a few minutes, she spoke again.

         
         “You know, I had a very mean father. Nasty man, but I still adored him, because he was my dad. I believed the things he told
            me about myself for a very long time, even though he was very wrong.
         

         
         “People find different ways to heal themselves. I found mine through my art. And eventually, with the gift of time, my wounds
            healed. But they’re still there, the scars.”
         

         
         Mitzi shifted in her seat and rubbed her thigh, which had multiple lines, little slices that had a slightly different shade
            and sheen than the rest of her skin. Decades-old scars, healed with the gift of time.
         

         
         She knew what Sonny was thinking—I don’t have any scars—and told her, “Not all scars are visible, dear.”
         

         
         A few minutes passed and Sonny said, “You didn’t answer the question, though. Are you upset with me?”

         
         “I did answer,” Mitzi said, smiling. “You just didn’t hear it.”

         
         She squeezed Sonny’s knee and the gesture made her flinch but also feel something akin to love.

         
         Sonny glanced over at Mitzi, whose soft face was smiling back at her, the dimples barely visible. She wasn’t sure she could
            name what she felt, if it was one emotion, or too many to count all jumbled together, but her conflicting instincts collided,
            her desire to both retract and connect. The latter overwhelmed her and she reached her hand over and squeezed Mitzi’s.
         

         
         They sat quietly for a few minutes, hand in hand, until Mitzi stirred.

         
         “Well, dear, I hope whatever session you’re about to embark on will help relax you. I’ve got to get going to my Tantric Tai
            Chi class, but take care.”
         

         
         Mitzi stood up and Sonny waved, saying goodbye, and Mitzi blew her a kiss. She walked away, humming to herself.

         
         

         A muscular woman came out of the building seconds later and led Sonny to the pool, which was covered with a giant tarp, shading
            them from the sun. The woman didn’t give any explanation as to what the water therapy entailed, which was a relief but also
            unnerving.
         

         
         The woman instructed Sonny to sit down on the stairs in the pool while she strapped what appeared to be small weights to Sonny’s
            wrists and ankles, except they didn’t weigh her down at all, but instead lifted and floated her limbs at the top of the water.
            The woman took a small cloth and wrapped it around Sonny’s head, covering her eyes, and gently guided Sonny down onto her
            back until she was floating. Sonny’s instinct was to stand, but she could barely push her legs down with the floats strapped
            onto her ankles, and the woman had a firm grasp around Sonny’s midsection. She was leading Sonny’s floating body into the
            center of the pool, or at least that’s what Sonny presumed was happening, considering she couldn’t see a damned thing.
         

         
         She kept moving, the woman’s hands occasionally moving from her back to the sides of her waist, for what felt like miles.
            Eventually, they stopped and the woman started tugging on Sonny’s body parts—her arm, while twisting it just so, her leg while
            bending her knee, her neck while rubbing her opposite shoulder. It was like stretching and a massage and a bath all at once,
            and Sonny felt her breathing slow and her body loosen, her mind meandering into a dreamlike state that she couldn’t get out
            of, due to the blindness.
         

         
         She daydreamed of Gloria and the nasty little thoughts she would have had about Mitzi if she were to meet her—Can you believe she went to a nude beach?! The shelves and the stolen things. She thought of Dale and wondered if his wife had had this same water therapy session and
            if she had heard about Sturgill’s fall and if the celebrity was still there and if she had also had a massage from Sven. And
            Chloe’s ever-shifting mood, kind and gentle one moment and disagreeable the next.
         

         
         

         And Nancy. Allana. How wrong it all was.

         
         

         Everything was getting mixed up. No one was who they were supposed to be. Except Sonny.

         
         Sonny, sadly, was still Sonny. There was no deception, no fiction about her story. Sonny’s story was the sad, gray truth.
            Her mother had died the death of an addict; she had been raised by her bitter grandmother, who she couldn’t help but love
            even though she had wished her dead; she masturbated every morning before brushing her teeth. She’d jumped from a rooftop,
            to unsuccessful ends, which led to her coming into a massive amount of unexpected wealth, ultimately leading her to the wellness
            resort, where she floated in a pool with her limbs being tugged like a marionette.
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         Sonny wasn’t expecting to see Jack on her way back from the water therapy session. She had cut through the Sanctuary garden
            when she saw him, closing a gate to an area that was loud with the sound of buzzing, and the sight of him overwhelmed her
            with relief.
         

         
         He was carrying a crate full of jars. “Honey,” he said, tilting his head downward toward the crate when he saw the stunned
            look on her face that had appeared because she thought it was much too soon for nicknames like that.
         

         
         “Yum,” she said, feeling silly but still smiling because she was happy to see him. At least she had been, until she remembered
            the previous twenty-four hours.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” Jack asked, bending over to set the crate down.

         
         Sonny just shook her head.

         
         They stood quietly for a moment, their arms resting on the fence and watching the man in the white space suit move from wooden
            box to wooden box, tending his bees. Sonny wasn’t ready to explain yet, and Jack was kind enough to oblige.
         

         
         “Did you know that honeybees stay awake during their hibernation?”

         
         Jack told her he hadn’t, and she proceeded to tell him how they don’t really hibernate at all, but the bees huddle together with their queen at the center and collectively vibrate to keep the queen warm at precisely the right temperature. 

         
         “When the outer ring of bees gets cold, close to the point of death, they move into the center, and all the bees shift, rotating
            regularly to stay alive.”
         

         
         “I wonder if they do that here, since it’s warm in the winter,” said Jack.

         
         “I don’t know,” Sonny admitted.

         
         He turned toward her with concern in his expression, and Sonny instantly started weeping. Not a gushing sob, but a constant
            stream of tears flowing out and down her cheeks, like an underwhelming waterfall. She considered sitting and staying silent,
            knowing that Jack would comfort her without a word, but knew that would be unfair to him.
         

         
         She had made a decision when she first met him, to be honest, which is how she ended up standing there days later, next to
            him. She decided to make the same decision again, to be honest.
         

         
         She proceeded to tell him about the guests she had seen. Allana. Gloria. Dale. Mark and Chloe. Their stories.

         
         She told him about the dinner, about her notebook being found. About the group passing it around and reading it like a gossip
            column.
         

         
         “The stories I wrote, about the people here. I may have gone too far,” she explained.

         
         She told him about her efforts to be more active in her life. How she had taken the advice thrust at her—to do more, to live
            more, to live in the real world, to participate in her own life—though maybe not in the way intended.
         

         
         She told him how Nancy had forced a friendship upon her and how she had finally given in to it, only to learn that Nancy pitied
            her just like everyone else. How she felt painfully guilty about what she had written about Nancy, despite her anger toward
            her. How she was certain that they all hated her, that she had done something unforgivable.
         

         
         By the time she finished speaking, her head was hung low, and it took all of Sonny’s strength to not slump down onto the ground
            and melt into a puddle.
         

         
         Jack was silent, and she looked down to check that her knees were still doing their job and caught a flash of brightness from the reflection of her watch, the watch that had belonged to a family she was never a part of. She realized that she might have made the same mistake with Jack, with his family. Assumed she belonged somewhere that she very much didn’t. 

         
         “It’s not okay,” he finally said.

         
         Sonny nodded, agreeing, that what she had done was not okay. That she deserved everyone’s anger, their hatred, their judgment.

         
         “It’s cruel,” he said, and again, she nodded, agreeing.

         
         “What you’re doing to yourself.”

         
         Sonny started to nod again but stopped, confused, wondering if she had blacked out and missed part of his speech.

         
         “You didn’t do anything wrong, and it’s unfair that you’re being made to feel guilty about this. You wrote stories, in private,
            and that was taken from you. It’s not as if you meant for these people to see them. I mean, I’m just as guilty.”
         

         
         “You didn’t write those stories.”

         
         “Doesn’t matter. It’s no different from us talking about the anxious woman and her fish. Or the couple that can’t stand each
            other. You just took pencil to paper.”
         

         
         “Pen. I used a pen.”

         
         Jack laughed. “Right, okay, pen to paper. My point is, everyone does what you did, Sonny. Everyone looks around and makes
            assumptions about the people around them. Yours just include a little more color. You shouldn’t punish yourself for that.”
         

         
         Jack’s face loosened, the tense crinkles released.

         
         “I don’t think Nancy will see it that way.”

         
         “Have you asked her?”

         
         “No. She left the dinner while I was gone, and I haven’t seen her since. But I called her a monster. I don’t think she’ll
            forgive that.”
         

         
         Jack glanced over the fence, toward the buzzing bees. “People can surprise you. You just have to give them the chance.”

         
         Sonny thought for a moment, knowing he was right. That had been her entire experience at Sanctuary: the strangers, the people she watched, surprising her. 

         
         “So you don’t think I’m a terrible person?”

         
         “I do not.”

         
         Sonny smiled at Jack and he took the world’s smallest step toward her. She didn’t step backward or pull away.

         
         He leaned forward and she looked up at his face because he was tall, but without craning her neck because he wasn’t too tall, and she stood completely still, her freeze instinct kicking in. Her heart stopped beating for long enough to declare
            her dead.
         

         
         Sonny blinked and Jack’s arms were around her and she felt her head resting against his chest. He was hugging her. It was
            a good hug. A solid, sturdy, reliable hug, not dissimilar to his car, and her heart started to beat again.
         

         
         She pulled away from him, but only enough to see his face, and he looked down at her, confused, wondering if he had gone too
            far, if the hug had been too much. But it hadn’t been, and she tentatively placed her hands around his neck, letting him know
            that it hadn’t been enough.
         

         
         Sonny kissed Jack, and her mind went blank. She wasn’t worried that he could taste the salt from her tears. She wasn’t worried
            that the bee man was watching them. She wasn’t worried about her notebook or anything else in the world.
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         There was no avoiding lunch—she had to eat—but Sonny had planned to eat alone, headphones on, head down, avoiding everyone
            she recognized. She had a strange sense of confidence after seeing Jack. Not vindication, but less hatred toward herself.
            But she still wasn’t ready to face those who she had hurt.
         

         
         Chloe chose to avoid her obvious cues.

         
         “Oh, hi,” Sonny said.

         
         Chloe smiled nervously at her. “The sun has done you a lot of good, Sonny.”

         
         “Thanks. You too,” she said, not knowing what else to say.

         
         “Quite a strange few days, huh?”

         
         “Mm-hmm,” Sonny responded, chewing some sort of fish she had never heard of.

         
         “I have something I want to say to you,” said Chloe, her face turning serious. She cleared her throat and straightened her
            back, as if preparing for a monologue.
         

         
         “It was hurtful, what you wrote about me. What you wrote about everyone.”

         
         “I know,” Sonny said.

         
         “It’s one thing to make up a story in your mind and it’s another to write it down.”

         
         “I know,” Sonny said.

         
         “It’s one thing to write a story down and it’s another to be so negligent about where you take the damned thing.”

         
         “I know,” Sonny said.

         
         “Words can do a lot of damage, Sonny.”

         
         “I know,” Sonny said.

         
         “There are also devastating personal impacts of misjudging people. You’ll alienate people that way.”

         
         “I know,” Sonny said.

         
         “I say this from experience. Life can be really hard sometimes. But the hard parts are a lot harder when you’re dealing with
            them alone. People can surprise you, Sonny. But you have to let them.”
         

         
         Sonny stared at Chloe, who said that she didn’t want to talk about the notebook anymore, that she had said her piece, and
            she was going to get some food and join her for lunch.
         

         
         

         Chloe sat across from Sonny and made small talk, picking at her plate.

         
         “You want to know something crazy?” Chloe asked Sonny.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “I feel like the whole Sturgill thing was my fault,” she blurted out. “His fall.”

         
         “What? Why?” Sonny asked, compelled to lean forward.

         
         “He was just driving me nuts,” she said, annoyance visible in her large eyes. She shook her head and continued, “Just so happy
            and dangling, spinning around like a giddy little child. So obnoxious. And there I was, stunned, unable to enjoy it, scared to death,
            which totally caught me by surprise, and it just felt like he was mocking me. I know he wasn’t, but sometimes you can’t help
            but have terrible thoughts, you know? And I did. Have terrible thoughts. And now I feel terribly terrible about the terrible
            thoughts I had.”
         

         
         Chloe leaned forward and opened her eyes very wide and whispered, “I think it’s my fault that he fell. I looked at him, hated
            him in that moment, and I thought, God, I hope he falls and breaks his fucking neck. And then that’s when I volunteered to go down the zip line. And he fell, because I had wished it.”
         

         
         Sonny thought Chloe sounded insane. She thought back to her own earlier feeling of guilt, that she’d somehow willed it to
            happen with her own What Ifs. Her guilt about Della. It had been insane when she thought it, and it was insane now that Chloe
            thought it.
         

         
         “You know that it’s not your fault, right? There’s no way you could have caused it just by thinking it.”

         
         “It still feels terrible that I even thought the thought! I just can’t help but feel like such an awful, terrible person.
            I wished him dead, for God’s sake!”
         

         
         Sonny tried to convince Chloe that she hadn’t meant it.

         
         “If you actually had the power to choose whether he lived or died, I bet you’d choose life, right?”

         
         Chloe waited a beat too long.

         
         “Right?” Sonny repeated.

         
         “Yes, yes, of course. Life. All the way, life. I mean it,” she said, holding up a three-fingered Scout’s Honor. “Even with
            all of the weird stuff with Mark, I don’t have any ill wishes for him or Paolo.”
         

         
         “You had a fleeting bad thought. You don’t really wish people dead. That makes you a good person.”
         

         
         Chloe snorted. “Is that your gold standard for being a good person?”

         
         “Maybe,” Sonny said. “What do you think makes someone a good person?”

         
         Chloe looked intently at Sonny. “I think a good person is someone who tries to be good.”

         
         Sonny sat and let Chloe’s definition roll through her body, a wave of awareness that made her uncomfortable. By that definition,
            she thought she might not be a good person at all. She didn’t do anything good, she didn’t do much at all, not really. That
            had been the problem all along. She didn’t participate, at least not in any way that mattered. She observed and she watched.
            She was there, existing. But that was it.
         

         
         Chloe took a bite of her salad, which was mostly just cheese, and then looked up at Sonny. “You know the worst part of the
            whole thing?”
         

         
         Sonny shook her head no, because she still wasn’t sure what the worst part of the whole thing was. If it was her words, her private words, being read by other people, if it was causing those people pain, if it was some other consequence that she had yet to consider. 

         
         “My boobs!” Chloe exclaimed. “I paid a lot of money for people to think that these were real, and you wrote that they’re not,
            and now everyone thinks that they’re fake.”
         

         
         Sonny gave Chloe a sympathetic smile. It was precious that Chloe thought there was any chance that people would believe they
            were real.
         

         
         Chloe kept talking, trying to convince either Sonny or herself that her breast implants were not egregiously obvious, but
            Sonny thought back to what Chloe had said about being good. She had never spent much time worrying about goodness, but now
            that the thought had entered her mind it suddenly seemed like the most important thing in the world.
         

         
         She knew what she needed to do.
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         It took some effort to convince the man at the reception desk to tell Sonny where Nancy was staying, but eventually she persuaded
            him.
         

         
         “She left her asthma medication in my room and I need to get it back to her.”

         
         She told herself it was a necessary lie and wondered if or when a lie bump would appear on her tongue.

         
         

         Unsurprisingly, Sonny had never been one for public speaking, even if the crowd was a single person.

         
         She wanted to talk to Nancy directly, to explain herself, to apologize, but she wasn’t sure she was capable of saying what
            she needed to, at least not coherently. So she resorted to her preferred mode of communication.
         

         
         
         Nancy is the kind of woman you want standing by your side. If you were a boxer, you would want her to be that person who crawled
               up into the ring and held the bucket you spit blood into, telling you that you’re a champion.

         
         Nancy is a mother and loves her children more than all the dirt in the desert but isn’t the type of person who forces people to look at photos of them. She is patient and puts others’ needs first, even if it means sacrificing what she wants. She exudes so much confidence that it’s contagious, and the only women that hate her are the ones that don’t yet know her.

         
         Nancy is a proper adult, and has the name to prove it, but she has the heart of a child. The type of child who sees another
               child sitting alone on a seesaw and decides to go sit on the other side, thrusting the other child into the air. That other
               child might be worried at first, wondering if this stranger is trying to claim the seesaw for herself or maybe watch her fall
               and laugh at her, but she would look up at Nancy’s laughing face and realize that she was just there offering to be her friend.

         

         
         Sonny knocked on the door to Nancy’s bungalow and was taken aback by the giraffe with a green face that opened the door.

         
         “It’s a hydrating avocado mask,” the woman explained.

         
         “Oh, okay. Is, um, Nancy here?”

         
         The woman shook her head.

         
         “Oh, okay. Do you know when she’ll be back?”

         
         The woman shook her head.

         
         “Is it okay if I leave something for her?”

         
         The woman shrugged and walked back into the room. She pointed to a bed and said, “That’s hers,” before disappearing into the
            bathroom.
         

         
         Sonny read the page one more time before folding it up and placing it atop Nancy’s pillow.
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         Most guests stay between seven and ten days at Sanctuary. They are advised to book strategic days that coincide with certain
            classes, sessions and events based on the type of vacation they desire: relaxing, adventurous, reflective. Wednesdays and
            Saturdays are the most common checkout days, so there is a celebratory reception every Tuesday and Friday for the departing
            guests, and Sanctuary is a classy place, so there’s no theme other than rich-people party clothing.
         

         
         Sonny saw the event on her itinerary and immediately dismissed the idea of going. The thought of seeing the people she had
            slandered felt shameful. She was in the middle of packing her suitcase when she heard the knock on the door and assumed it
            was an employee returning some of the clothes they had laundered for her. She had only given them a few pairs of pants and
            T-shirts because having someone else wash her underwear was where she drew the line of abusing her newfound wealth.
         

         
         Nancy didn’t ask to come in before walking into the room. She walked straight back through the open glass doors and dipped
            her toes into the water.
         

         
         “I still can’t get over this pool.”

         
         Sonny knew that Nancy had seen her letter.

         
         The two women sat across from each other on the edges of the small pool. Sonny swallowed and tore her eyes away from Nancy’s, instead focusing on the water in front of her. 

         
         “I know I can be kind of a bitch sometimes,” Nancy said. “And I do get bored, want a little more excitement in my life. But
            I’m not hateful.”
         

         
         She looked up at Sonny.

         
         “Why’d you call me hateful?”
         

         
         Sonny was surprised that Nancy didn’t already know, that she wasn’t aware of the weight of her own words.

         
         “You called me a sad, lonely thing.”

         
         Nancy squinted her entire face for a minute until realization spread across it.

         
         “Ohhh, fuck, Sonny. I’m so sorry. I would say it wasn’t what it sounded like, but it probably was exactly what it sounded
            like.”
         

         
         “You weren’t wrong, though,” said Sonny. “I lied before. In the sauna, when I said I wasn’t lonely. I was, am and have been
            for a long time.”
         

         
         Sonny thought of what to say next and knew the words would taste saccharine, but the sentiment was true, so she said them
            anyway.
         

         
         “I had just started to learn what it felt like not to be lonely and it was . . . really nice.”

         
         Nancy tilted her head back and looked upward, searching the sky for the right thing to say.

         
         “I really am sorry. But I promise you, befriending you is not charity work. To be honest, I like you a hell of a lot more
            than my other friends.” Nancy’s mouth twisted as she tried to bite the corner of her mouth. “That’s why it hurt to have you
            write the things you did about me.”
         

         
         Sonny looked at Nancy and apologized without saying a word.

         
         “It’s all right, Sonny. We all have to find a way to have fun in this pedestrian life.”

         
         Nancy flicked her hand to splash Sonny. Sonny splashed back, and they continued this way, like giggling children at a summer
            birthday party.
         

         
         

         “I appreciated the note,” Nancy said.

         
         They were sitting side by side, soaked from the water, letting the sun dry them, maybe even cook them.

         
         “Really, it means a lot. And I’m sorry, too. I made my own assumptions about you, in a way. Just without writing them down,
            obviously. I didn’t realize the extent of your . . . well, your life. What you’ve dealt with.”
         

         
         “It’s okay,” said Sonny, and she meant it.

         
         “Also, I think I was wrong about you,” said Nancy.

         
         “How so?”

         
         “You’re not bitter.”

         
         “I’m not?” Once Nancy had told Sonny she was bitter, she took it as fact and assumed that she was.

         
         “No. You’re pragmatic. And maybe a little damaged.”

         
         “Damaged goods,” Sonny said.

         
         “No, not damaged goods. Just damaged. Damaged things can be fixed. Or not. Damaged things are sometimes the most beautiful.”

         
         She paused for a moment before continuing.

         
         “But you’re not bitter. I think I may actually be the bitter one.”

         
         “Because you married Blaine?”

         
         Nancy laughed. “No.” She raised her eyebrows. “Well, maybe a little. I’m not sure I’d admit that to anyone else in the world,
            though. But maybe just a little bitter that I accept things the way they are.”
         

         
         “So change them.”

         
         “Easier said than done.”

         
         Sonny shrugged. “Doesn’t have to be a big change. I bought a cactus a few weeks ago and that’s been by far the most influential
            change in my life.”
         

         
         Nancy put her arm around Sonny’s shoulders and shielded her eyes as she leaned her head up toward the sky. “Can I take you
            home with me?”
         

         
         Sonny didn’t pull away from Nancy’s grasp, but she felt her cheeks burn. She smiled, not minding the discomfort one bit.

         
         

         Eventually, Sonny stood and grabbed a towel to dry off.

         
         “What do I do now?” she asked.

         
         Nancy followed her inside and looked around the room, her eyes stopping on the bag and its contents spilled on the chair in
            the corner.
         

         
         “I know exactly what you should do.”
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         The sun was setting behind one of the mountain peaks, saturating the world in a dusty-orange sheen.

         
         Walking to the party was physically easy in her new clothes. Her black sandals were comfortable, like walking barefoot, and
            she felt self-conscious but also beautiful in her silk dress. But going to the party was mentally difficult because it was
            a party after all, even without all of the prior days’ anxiety-inducing drama, and unsurprisingly, parties were never something
            Sonny had enjoyed.
         

         
         Nancy talked while they walked. She told Sonny about some of the drama that had unfolded between her and her friends, but
            Sonny was distracted, nervous to see the strangers who had un-strangered themselves. She assumed they had all received the
            letters by now—their own versions of the story she had left for Nancy, highlighting the people they actually were. She had
            left them with Lucy, who had assured her they would be delivered with the utmost care.
         

         
         Sonny started to bubble inside, debating over her goodness as a person, against the white noise of Nancy talking about what
            the rest of her week looked like when she got back home.
         

         
         But then she remembered the words of wisdom from a not-so-wise woman. Being good is about trying to be good. And that’s what Sonny had done, in the end, when it mattered. She’d tried to be good. Maybe even more importantly, she’d stopped merely watching and done something. 

         
         When Sonny and Nancy arrived at the palapa, they roamed around together, talking with people they knew and strangers alike.

         
         Paolo wheeled Sturgill over in his wheelchair and thanked Sonny for the gesture. He did ask for clarification about his zeal,
            but she assured him it was simply her overactive imagination and nothing personal.
         

         
         Eventually, Nancy was whisked away by her friends and Sonny ended up trapped in a conversation with the owl-faced woman and
            her sisters, who talked at her for seventeen minutes straight before she was rescued by Mitzi. She didn’t mention the letter,
            but Sonny could tell she’d received it.
         

         
         “You know what’s funny? Your version of me wasn’t too far from the truth. Aside from the forgery, of course.” She laughed.

         
         Sonny thought of asking Mitzi about her bag—with the assortment of items Sonny had presumed were stolen—but decided not to
            bother. A little mystery could be a good thing. She would allow herself to imagine the possible explanations instead.
         

         
         Mark stopped by and apologized for his initial reaction to Sonny’s notebook, which Sonny forgave, saying it was understandable.
            He led Mitzi away to dance, leaving Sonny alone.
         

         
         She looked around at all the people, the strangers, recalling her original thoughts about them, the stories she gave them.
            She thought it was funny how she was right about some of these people but mostly how she was so, so wrong.
         

         
         

         There was a fire burning outside of the palapa, which was wildly unnecessary and maybe a little dangerous given the proximity
            to all the dry desert plant life. But Sonny had to admit it was satisfying to watch the pages burn, especially compared to
            her usual method of crumpling them up into little balls and tossing them into her trash can at home, which she missed more
            often than not, leaving her a mess to clean up later, the evidence staring at her for days until she finally covered them
            with other bits of garbage.
         

         
         Watching the pages burn, she felt free, suddenly full of air and the ability to breathe deeply, like the feeling she got every December when she was finally able to blow her nose after weeks of being congested. 

         
         Sonny was watching the little embers fall, occasionally moving to avoid any of them landing on her perfectly clean, white
            dress, when a glass of champagne appeared before her.
         

         
         “Jack!” she heard herself exclaim in a way she had never heard herself exclaim.

         
         Jack smiled and tapped her glass with his own. “Cheers,” he said. He was wearing the working-class version of a rich-person
            party outfit and looked handsome by the glow of the firelight and the orange-lit sky.
         

         
         “You’re allowed to drink?”

         
         “My shift ended a little bit ago. Asked my boss and she said it was fine if I came to the party, as long as I brought over
            the graham crackers for the s’mores.”
         

         
         “Well then, yes, cheers,” Sonny said, clinking his glass again.

         
         “What are you doing?” asked Jack casually, nodding to the last remaining sheets of paper in Sonny’s hand.

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “It looks like something. Or at least more than nothing.”

         
         “Just, um, archiving.”

         
         “Ah,” he said. “Are you okay?”

         
         “Yeah, I’m fine. Really,” Sonny insisted, forcing a smile.

         
         “Good. I love the yellow hat,” Jack said.

         
         “Thanks,” Sonny said, embarrassed even though that’s exactly what she’d been hoping he would say.

         
         They stood side by side as Sonny crumpled up pieces of paper and tossed them into the fire. She allowed him to read some of
            the pages and toss them into the fire with her.
         

         
         When she finished, she reached into her bag and pulled out the small four-pointed star. Jack looked down and saw it in her
            hands.
         

         
         Sonny rubbed the small star for the last time and threw it into the fire. She thought it would make her mom happy, that she had made it there, to the desert, even if she hadn’t been able to join her. She imagined the invisible burnt remnants of the star rising up, up, up, to take their place among the stars. 

         
         The redhead walked by at that moment and paused just long enough to tell them, “You know, you really shouldn’t melt plastic.
            It’s toxic.”
         

         
         Jack and Sonny looked at each other and laughed.

         
         “I actually have something for you,” he told her. He walked over to a nearby chair and pulled something out of a backpack
            before walking back to her.
         

         
         “Here,” he said, handing her a small package wrapped in brown paper.

         
         “What is it?” Sonny asked.

         
         Jack smiled. “Just open it.”

         
         She unwrapped the paper and inside was a notebook, bound in soft tan leather, with an S embossed on the center bottom of the cover.
         

         
         “For Sonny,” he said, pointing to the S.
         

         
         “I gathered that,” she said, looking up at Jack. “Thank you. This is . . .”

         
         Nancy walked up as Sonny was trying to find her words.

         
         “Please tell me you aren’t encouraging her to continue this hobby,” she said to Jack.

         
         “I think she should. Just maybe—”

         
         “Make up your own people?” Nancy suggested to Sonny.

         
         “Or write your story, Sonny,” Jack suggested. “Past, present and future.”

         
         

         Nancy left after a few minutes, saying she had an early flight.

         
         Sonny figured she should go, too, but she stayed. She just looked at Jack while he looked at her. After a thousand years had
            passed, they both noticed the unhappy older couple walk by the fire.
         

         
         “Which one do you think is going to kill the other?”

         
         Sonny laughed. “You know, I think you’re a bit darker than I am,” she said.

         
         “Darker than eating shirt-cheese from a TV dinner?”

         
         Sonny pulled a face. “Fair.”

         
         The fire was mesmerizing, but the day had turned to night and she just couldn’t help herself. Sonny looked up. She saw the stars, the little white dots speckling the otherwise black night sky. She searched for shapes, connecting them with her eyes. 

         
         “What does that look like to you?” Sonny asked Jack, pointing up to a cluster of stars directly above them.

         
         “What? Where?”

         
         “There.” Sonny pointed again, and Jack moved closer to her to see from her perspective.

         
         They stood like that, side by side, shoulders touching, for a while, debating the shapes overhead. It made Sonny nervous,
            the closeness, and staring at the infinite sky made Sonny remember how her mother said she had felt so, so small when looking
            at it. Sonny was all too aware of how tiny and alone she was in this big, vast universe. But in that moment, the unfamiliar
            feeling of another body next to hers didn’t repel her, but comforted her, and she learned something that she realized others
            must already know.
         

         
         Being alone is better with someone else.
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         Lucy walked Sonny out to the van while Cecil slowly loaded up her suitcases. It was Sonny’s arrival, in reverse. She thanked
            Lucy, who took Sonny’s hands in both of hers and wished her well, saying, “We hope to see you at Sanctuary again, and please,
            do be well!” before walking back inside. Again, she wondered if she should have tipped her.
         

         
         Another black SUV was being loaded up with multiple suitcases—though the driver looked more competent, easily flinging the
            heavy suitcases into the back without breaking his smile. The man was attractive, and Sonny wondered why he had this job,
            how he got there and if he and Cecil ever ate lunch together. She was debating whether he was named Jonas or Rob (Robert the
            third, a silly tradition that his parents just couldn’t resist) when she saw her.
         

         
         Nancy walked by and placed her backpack in the other car. She was talking with one of her friends when she met Sonny’s gaze
            and smiled at her, but with a smile that was usually reserved for strangers you happen to make eye contact with.
         

         
         Sonny stood there, waiting for poor Cecil to finish loading her things, when Nancy’s friends all piled into the car. Sonny pretended not to notice, to look at things around her—the gushing water fountain, the sky, the rusty dirt—when Nancy turned around instead of climbing into the car. She walked over to Sonny and stopped just a foot in front of her and smiled, a real smile reserved for people you knew. 

         
         “Here,” Nancy said, handing Sonny a folded piece of paper.

         
         “What’s this?” Sonny asked.

         
         “My info.” Nancy shrugged. “If you want to call or text sometime. If you’re ever in Colorado, you should visit.”

         
         “Thanks,” Sonny said quietly. “I’d prefer to visit you in Hawaii.”

         
         Nancy laughed and said, “Yeah. That’s a better idea. Let’s meet there.”

         
         Sonny opened up the paper to see the name Allana written next to a phone number.
         

         
         Sonny’s head whipped up just as Nancy turned and smiled at her from her seat before shutting the door. She watched the car
            drive off, and Cecil called to get her attention.
         

         
         “Time to go, Miss Magee.”

         
         Sonny nodded and pulled her headphones up over her ears as she made her way to the car. She noticed Cecil’s crisp white shirt
            had a small tan stain on the shoulder.
         

         
         

         His wife, the fourth one, had spilled some of her black tea that morning when ironing it for him. She was an obsessive tea
            drinker. She hadn’t noticed the spill; Cecil had, but he hadn’t said anything, not wanting to make her feel bad. That night,
            when he arrives home after work, she’ll greet him with a swift kiss on the cheek just after he walks through the front door
            to the smell of his favorite pot roast.
         

         
         

         Sonny sat in an aisle seat wearing her big yellow hat until she realized how impractical wearing a hat on an airplane was and shoved it into the overhead compartment. She watched the passengers board, one by one, and smiled at them as they walked by. Eventually, a woman squeezed by her and sank into the middle seat. She had dark wavy hair and an air of importance, with her three cell phones and high-heeled boots. Sonny was curious about her. She had multiple stories materializing in her head at once but suddenly found herself more curious about the real woman. She wrapped up the fictions, placed them in boxes, sent them to the corner of her mind and turned to face the woman next to her. 

         
         She knew she wanted to start a conversation, but lack of practice had Sonny unsure of how to do such a thing. She considered
            taking inspiration once again from the last time she was on a plane but knew announcing that she liked beans to the woman
            next to her would not be the best way to start their airborne relationship. Instead, she turned to the woman and said, “Hi,
            I’m Sonny. What’s your name?”
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