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  Dedication


To my parents, my heroes! Thank you for giving me the most love-filled, fun childhood! 
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The string of pearls appear.
Hope held in every breath.
Liquid memories, forgotten names.
A culture of false promises and doomed dreams.
Dawn breaks with oppressive weight.
The lights fade with disillusionment and markers left unpaid.








  
  Chapter 1


“Ma’am . . . Ma’am . . . you have to wake up.” The pungent scent of artificial flowers overtakes the aroma of stale coffee. I push air through my nose and groggily lift my head. My neck cramps forcing me to rest my too-heavy head back against the seat. 
“Ma’am. We’ve landed and you’re the last passenger on board.”
My eyes won’t open. They feel glued. I try again and they finally budge—a fraction. Nothing’s in focus. I lift my eyebrows and by default my lids lift a fraction more. The dull gray fabric of the seat in front of me blurs into the open luggage containers as I turn to the source of the voice. “Sorry,” I croak. My throat is so dry, I must’ve slept with my mouth open. I try to stand, but my head spins, leaving my legs feeling like Jello, and I drop back into the seat.
“Are you all right?” the flight attendant asks, her frosted blonde hair pulled back from her face.
“Yes,” I whisper, finding my balance. “I’m just exhausted.” The plane is empty bar the cleaning crew.
She hands me my bag and smiles beneath a creased brow. I can’t tell if she’s being sympathetic or judgmental. Probably both.
I trudge my way through the seemingly endless terminal. Thanks to the Xanax, my emotions are tamped down to a manageable numbness, but moving through the airport takes effort. Concrete seems to fill my legs as I drag them past gate after gate. I don’t remember Newark Airport being so ridiculously big. People rush by me in every direction. I wish I had someplace I wanted to go to that badly—I’d rather be anywhere than here but have nowhere specific in mind.
By the time I make it to baggage, my flight’s luggage is already tumbling down to the carousel. My head spins again while an angry nerve pounds from the inside. The last thing I want to do is watch suitcases whirl by, but I lost the luxury of wanting along with everything else. With no seats in sight, I find a column to lean against and fight back a tide of nausea as bag after bag drifts past. Not mine. Not mine. Definitely not mine. Then the carousel stops. I do a loop around the empty carousel and double check the screens, making sure my flight number matches, then drag myself to the baggage counter. A middle-aged woman with an accent I can’t place waits for me to hand her my baggage claim ticket. The corner of her mouth pulls up, primed for the next complaint she’ll have to deal with. I finally dig out my tickets and place them on the counter.
Minutes later, after incessantly tapping keys on her computer, she looks at me. “Lost.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s no record of your bags anywhere in the system.”
“How is that possible?”
“I’m not sure.” She scratches her temple. “It’s extremely unusual.”
“Everything I own is in those bags. That’s all I have. I sold—” Tears sting the corner of my eyes, threatening to spill over.
“I’m sure we’ll find them. Probably a glitch. Here, write your number and the address you’ll be at.”
I turn and cough, quickly wiping my tears before anyone notices. I complete the form, ticking tiny boxes for my tiny life that just got tinier now that my belongings are gone. Lost. I pass it back.
“Hey.” She leans in. “I’m not supposed to tell you this, but the airline will give you money for delayed bags. Give ‘em a call, ok?”
I nod and step away from the counter, not sure what to do next. My eyes settle on my toes, and I don’t care that my sneaker is untied. I’m more bothered by the large, tan stain on my jeans. No amount of wiping helps. It’s dry.
“It doesn’t hurt to smile.”
“Excuse me?” I ask, looking up.
“Go ahead and smile, it’ll make you feel better,” a paunchy, balding, little old man tells me. On a good day, I hate being told to smile.
“I’m having a bad day.”
“Then I’ll let you borrow mine.” He grins at me.
I force myself to politely smile so I can end this exchange as quickly as possible. “Excuse me, I have to find my ride.” From this close, this old man smells like a combination of Aqua Velva and musk; it’s just pungent enough to turn my already wobbly stomach.
“See? You’re even more beautiful when you smile.”
I nod, irritation roiling in my diaphragm, and attempt to continue past.
He steps slightly to block my path. “Are you single, by any chance? I have a very successful son about your age. He’s got a big job in the city.”
“No, sorry,” I say and hold up my left hand.
“That’s one lucky guy you have there, and I can tell by that rock he knows it.”
“Thanks,” I say and push my way past him as quickly as possible.
How pathetic am I? Still can’t take the ring off. Even though every time I look at it, I see his left hand, his empty ring finger where I was going to slide his ring on and the tattoo on his forearm—the only part of his body still recognizable as he lay on that cold metal table. The tattoo was just a symbol, nothing more than bold black inked circles and lines, but it meant something to him so I was drawn to it. I spent hours in his arms, tracing my finger along the design. I’m exhausted. Can’t walk anymore. So, I sit on the first bench I find and rest my forehead in my hands.
“Lilith Layne Umbra?”
A sigh of frustration escapes me and I look up at a smiling, salt-and-pepper-haired man. Short and a little chubby, he’s not wearing a United Airlines uniform, so I know he hasn’t found my bags. “Yes?”
“I’m Tony, your driver. I’ve been looking all over for you since I saw your string of pearls.”
“String of pearls?”
“It’s not what you’re thinking, not the necklace—”
“I know,” I interrupt. “It’s the lights on landing planes.”
“Hey, whatta youse . . . trying to ruin my lines?”
I just stare at him.
“I’m joking,” he continues. “You’re the first person I ever picked up at the airport that’s known that. It’s my line. I didn’t really see your string of pearls.” He laughs. “I have a cell phone.”
“My uncle designs airports. I know the lingo.”
“Can I take your bags?”
“They’re lost.”
“They’ll find ‘em, don’t worry.” He pats my shoulder. “Follow me. I’m not parked far.”
Tony leads me through a nearby set of automatic sliding doors. The moment we cross through the second set, the cold hits my exhausted body like a defibrillator. My comfortable numbness is shocked away, replaced with painful goosebumps that sting like a thousand tiny needles. Blaring car horns assault my already aching skull.
“I’m across the street and to the left,” Tony says.
The crosswalk signal turns green, and we obey its command. Cement stretches out in every direction as cars swarm in and out of the gloom. The smoggy gray landscape rolls on and on like the industrial desert it is, completely void of anything natural except the humans that rule over it. The attempt to tame nature’s unpredictability with concrete convenience has left the entire city of Newark, New Jersey miserably drab, at least from this vantage point. Even Tony seems gray in this light. His black SUV sits nearby in the limo lot.
“You look a little woozy. Want to sit up front?”
I nod.
He opens the front door for me and I melt into the seat, glad the car is still warm.
“You want a bottle of water?” Tony asks. “I have Coke, too.”
“Coke, please.”
Tony twists the cap to loosen it and passes the bottle to me. It’s ice cold. The syrupy bubbles are exactly what my stomach needs.
“So, who’s your uncle design airports for?”
“He’s a consultant now, but he used to work for Howard Hughes.”
“Howard Hughes! No shit. He basically built my favorite city. Las Vegas. I mean, everyone knows the mob started it, but Hughes turned it into a destination mecca.”
I nod, then dig through my bag for my Xanax. I probably shouldn’t take another one, but I can tell this is going to be a long ride.
“If you ask me,” Tony continues, “the mob buried too many bodies in the desert. Some without their heads.” He winks at me. “Hughes was one of the first to show corporate America what the gaming industry could offer, and they bought in big time. I’m not saying those corporations didn’t have their own types of collateral damage, they’re just a lot cleaner.”
“On paper, anyway,” I say. “You know a lot about Las Vegas.” As we wind through a nest of highway ramps and overpasses, I hope this conversation fizzles out fast. I still haven’t seen a color other than gray.
“I go at least three times a year. More if I can swing it. You ever been?”
“Born and raised. That’s where I live . . . used to live.”
“You’re leaving Las Vegas? I thought you smelled familiar.” Tony laughs.
“What?”
“Leaving Las Vegas, the Nicholas Cage movie. He’s an alcoholic.”
“I smell like an alcoholic?”
“I’m kidding with you. You don’t smell like an alcoholic, just booze. I drink a ton whenever I go to Vegas, too, especially on the flight. You’re in good company.” He nudges me playfully with his elbow. Something about his frankness is strangely comforting.
“Any chance you have some gum in here? I’m going to my parents.”
“Oh, parents? Now I get the booze. Take the whole pack.” He tosses me the gum.
I throw the packet in my bag and a Xanax in my mouth.
“You gamble?” he asks.
“A little, but I worked in the casino business.”
“No way! To me, a night in a casino is unlike any other experience in the world. It’s a night of excitement. An escape from the humdrum. Everyone’s a VIP. Even me, a limo driver from Newark.”
“That’s a good way to look at it. Las Vegas should use you in a marketing campaign.” I hope the Xanax kicks in quickly. The weight of dread increases with each mile as we near my parent’s home.
Tony laughs. “I just love it. I love casinos. Always seen gambling as a lot like life. It requires balance and restraint. A mix of strategy and luck.” He gestures above the steering wheel like a magician performing sleight of hand. “Sometimes you win. Sometimes you lose. But those moments between placing a bet and being dealt your hand are so filled with hope. Win or lose—the wager is worth it.”
“Are you always this upbeat?”
“I try. In life, as long as you’re willing to step up to the table, you’ll eventually win.”
Part of me wants to tell Tony he’s wrong. There are some tables you don’t want to step up to, but I just stare out the window.
A moment of quiet settles over us before Tony clears his throat. “So what d’ya do in Vegas?”
“I worked in casino marketing.”
“Worked?”
“Yeah, I’m currently unemployed.”
“Sorry. Feel like talking about it?”
“Life got in the way.” I take another sip of my ice-cold coke.
“I know how that goes. But youse don’t even know. If I could do it all over, I’d work at a casino.”
“Are you always so talkative?”
“Nah, only when I like someone.”
I attempt a small laugh, but it comes out sounding more like a cough.
“Did you like your job?”
“I used to.”
“I bet you were really good at it.”
“I got results.” The ghost of a smile tugs at the corners of my mouth, stuck somewhere between nostalgia and sadness.
“What’s your secret? What got you results?”
“I don’t know . . . I guess I always had a knack for reading people. Or I used to.” I let out a deep breath, an unintentional sigh.
“I’m not sure what you’re going through, but it’ll get better. Promise. You’ll find another job.”
My tongue feels heavy and thick. I can’t talk anymore. As silence returns to the car, I stare out the window. The sun has just gone down. The lights from New York City begin to flicker to life. There’s barely enough daylight to still see the imposing skyline towering over me. It’s like a mammoth limestone cliff on the verge of collapse. Ready to crush the air from my lungs. I’m reminded of how small and inconsequential I am as the curtains close on another day. The meds kicks in and I drift to sleep.






  
  Chapter 2


Ihaven’t been back to Cold Spring since I was a kid. Mom grew up here and my parents moved back full time a few years ago. Standing outside the iron gate to my parents’ historic stone Georgian, I prefer the brutal discomfort of frigid temperatures to the even more brutal judgment waiting inside. I’d done my best to disguise the smell of alcohol. But now my jaw aches from chomping on three sticks of minty gum. And I stink of bergamot and sandalwood from the cologne Tony’d given me. 
With a wave, Tony drives off, and I intend to give myself a few minutes to air out. I catch the neighbor across the street staring at me from their brick colonial. We make eye contact, and she quickly pulls her curtains shut. I see old Mrs. Stanke hasn’t changed. Nothing ever changes here.
Just sixty miles from New York City lies Cold Springs, where my parents, like many residents, make the commute a few times each week. My mom—a former supermodel who’s still gracing runways in her sixties—cast a long shadow growing up. Being the daughter of someone that beautiful wasn’t easy on my self-esteem. Don’t get me wrong, I’m comfortable with my looks; people often remark on my striking combination of light blue eyes and black hair. But I’ll never have Mom’s showstopping presence. It wasn’t until I decided to follow Dad’s path that I finally made peace with that.
Dad cut his teeth as a Vegas oddsmaker before building what would become the world’s largest publicly traded sports betting company. Not long ago, I was blazing my own trail—the golden girl of casino marketing, my face splashed across every magazine on the Strip. Finally living up to the family name. Now here I am, jobless, homeless, crawling back to my parents’ doorstep. Being their only child and their only failure cuts deep. For a moment, I consider turning around, but I’m too exhausted for pride. Too exhausted for any of it.
I take a few deep breaths. The exhale condenses into an icy fog, enclosing my face in mist. The iron gate creaks loudly as I push my way through onto the uneven brick path lined by rich green shrubs of holly that leads to the front door.
Everything about the frontage is so perfectly imperfect, it seems more like a movie set than a home. I imagine accidentally tripping on an out-of-place brick, knocking myself out after tumbling to the ground like a discarded puppet. It sounds preferable, frankly, to knocking on that dark-wood craftsman door.
Still, I do exactly that. There’s no response. I knock louder. Nothing. A glance at the neighbor’s house, and Mrs. Stanke’s plastered to the window again. I wave. She pulls the curtains shut once more. Another bang on the door. Still nothing. Their door chime hasn’t worked in twenty years. It’s an antique they refuse to replace with something new, something inauthentic. I bang so hard it hurts my hand, then pull my foot back, ready to kick, and the door swings open.
“Sweetheart,” Mom says, wiping her hands on a white dish towel. “I’m sorry, I was in the kitchen cooking dinner and your father is listening to his jazz in the study. Where are your bags?”
“Lost.”
“Oh, darn. But that’s okay, I’ve been shopping and got you some things,” she says. “You look freezing. Come in.” She steps back into the foyer, and I follow. Melodic string music drifts from the study down the hall.
I close the heavy oak door with a thud, and Mom reaches past me and twists the deadbolt, clicking it in place. A small auditory reminder that there’s no turning back, she’s locked in, the metal bars have slid into place.
“Dinner will be ready soon. Would you like a glass of wine?” she asks.
“I’m okay,” I say as Dad joins us in the parlor.
“You look terrible,” he says and hugs me. “I think you’ve had enough alcohol.”
“Thanks, Dad. Good to see you, too.” I clench my jaw. “Actually, I will take that glass of wine.”
“It was a long flight,” Mom says. “Why don’t you shower and clean yourself up, and I’ll have your wine waiting.”
Dragging myself up the oak stairs to my childhood summertime bedroom, my fingers trail along the banister’s familiar grooves. The door creaks open and there it is—a crochet duvet with tiny pink bows, pristine and untouched since I was fifteen. I run my hand over the scratchy fabric, remembering how on hot summer nights, with sun kissed skin, I’d roll myself up in this blanket, pretending it was a wedding gown. God. Justin Bieber’s, my future husband’s, face beams down at me from a yellowed Tiger Beat poster, his 2010 swooped hair forever frozen in time. I grab a corner and rip—the tear loud in the quiet room. Pale-yellow paint flakes drift to the carpet like dandruff.
The attached all-white bathroom is just as revoltingly bright and cheery. I crank the shower on—as hot as it will go. It steams up the cold room. Wiping the fog off of the mirror, I get a look at myself. Dad is right; I look awful. Dark circles under hollow eyes. Oily hair matted to my scalp. He’s always right.
The shower feels good. The layer of grime accrued in my travels swirls down the drain as the hot water relaxes my tired muscles. If I didn’t want to get this first dinner over with, I’d stay longer.
There’s a fully stocked closet. Nothing I’d buy for myself, but clearly how my mom thinks I should dress. I settle on a fuzzy sweatsuit that sits folded on the shelf, knowing this is the most comfortable I’ll be for at least the next couple of hours. Before I head downstairs, I search my bag for another Xanax. I should be fully present when I deal with my parents, but that possibility passed when I met my maximum daily dosage a pill ago My fingers close around the smooth tablet. Insurance policy. I slip it into my pocket.
I find Mom in the kitchen, opening a bottle of wine and pull up a seat at the counter. The kitchen is immaculate.
“Did you cook dinner or are we going out?” I ask.
“Dinner is in the oven.”
I look at the oven. “It’s not on.”
“Oh,” she says and smiles. “I set the dining room. Help me carry the wine.”
I grab my glass and the bottle of pinot noir, then follow her. She has candles lit and empty plates set with the fine silver. I pour myself a large glass, take a sip. Mom fills the other glasses, then goes to get my dad. After another big gulp of wine, I take my seat.
“Dinner looks incredible, darling,” my dad says as he takes his seat at the head of the table, my mom stationed at the opposite end.
“Dinner?” I laugh nervously. There’s no food on the table. “Am I missing something?”
“Thank you, darling,” Mom says to Dad, as if I’m not even there.
My glass finds its way to my lips once again. It lingers there as I breathe in the fruity smokiness between gulps.
“Liiiiilllllly, whaaaaaaattttt’sss yoooouuuurrrr . . .” My dad’s voice warps and stretches, like a record player struggling to track. Why is he speaking so out of tune or is it time? My head becomes a bowling ball, too heavy for my neck—it lolls back against the chair. My arms dissolve into useless tendrils, and something warm seeps between my fingers. The wine glass that was in my hand isn’t anymore. Red bleeds across the white tablecloth.
I try to tell them I spilled my wine, but my tongue lies thick and numb in my mouth. The room rocks on a carousel gone wrong, tilting and spinning in slow, nauseating circles. My dad rises, his shape stretching and folding like smoke as he moves toward me. White static gnaws at the edges of my vision, eating inward . . . 
And then nothing.

      [image: ]“Lilllllyyyy, Liillly, LILLY!” Mom calls my name, but I don’t want to open my eyes. The darkness is bliss. “Lilly!”
I finally force my eyes open.
Mom hovers above me, a blur sharpening to focus. “This is Dr. Teufel. She’s going to check you out.”
Dr. Teufel leans in, her skin luminous as polished bone. Her dark eyes bore into mine, pulling me deeper until the room dissolves at the edges. That severe bun draws her features tight, impossibly perfect—a porcelain mask I can’t look away from. My mouth opens but my apology crumbles to dust. A penlight pierces my pupils, white explosions that fade to reveal the flat-screen mounted on dark walnut, anchoring me. I’m on the den sofa. The how escapes me.
“She’s perfect,” Dr. Teufel tells my parents with such deep, resonant, authoritative tone more akin to that of a grand dame of old Hollywood than a doctor. There’s so much power behind her voice that I’m not sure if she actually said those words or willed them directly into my head. She grabs my chin and angles my face towards her. “Lilith, I need you to focus. I’m going to put a pill in your mouth, then give you some water. I need you to swallow it. Can you do that?”
I attempt to nod—my head drops but doesn’t come back up. She grabs my chin again. When I open my mouth, she places a large pill on my tongue, then brings a glass of water to my lips. I force it down and darkness sinks its claws in as my world goes black.
When I come to, I’m in my bedroom. My brain feels foggy. I don’t know how much time has passed, but I do know how sick I am about to be. My body shivers uncontrollably and I struggle from the sweat-drenched sheets, barely making it to the toilet before my stomach empties in painful heaves.
The sweating won’t stop even as I shiver on the cold tiles. The shakes border on convulsion, my bones rattling against porcelain until I think I chip a tooth. My stomach continues to spasm, forcing up hot, yellow bile that scorches my throat. It’s physical torture. But I’m strangely distant. Don’t feel much of anything. I’m not worried. Not sad. Just watching myself from somewhere far away till rest takes hold.
I awake with a gasp and feel surprisingly good. Better than good. Relieved. Like the moment you wake from a nightmare and realize you’re safe in bed. My mind is clear. My stomach is fine. I look around the room, not sure where I am. It takes a minute to register. What the hell happened? I’d popped a few extra Xanax on the drive, but nothing more than my usual lately.
My phone is nowhere to be seen. The digital clock on the bedside table reads 7:15 am. The room is cool, so I pull the comforter back up to my chin, taking in the warmth for an extra moment. I’d like to stay here forever, but I should get ready. Every minute I’m up here is another minute mom and dad have to judge me. I let out an uncontrolled sigh and force myself to climb out of bed and shower.
Hot water flows from my scalp and down my spine. I lather my body in a coat of suds so I can appear clean and fresh when I face my parents. Instead of sweats, I opt for black jeans and a maroon sweater.
The warm, caramel scent of freshly brewed coffee, followed by the sputtering whistle of their old-fashioned percolator hits me before I even make my way downstairs. My parents are in the kitchen, steam billowing off their mugs. The morning sun makes everything seem so bright and cheery. I admit, it’s refreshing.
“Sweetheart! You must be feeling better,” Mom says.
“I am, Mom. Sorry about last night. I don’t know what happened.”
“Just a little bout of food poisoning, that’s all,” Dad says as he looks up from behind his newspaper.
“Was there a doctor here?” I ask.
“You don’t remember?” Mom says.
I shake my head. “Not really. I remember her giving me something, then getting really sick.”
“You were already sick,” Mom says. “So, we had Dr. Teufel come to check on you. She gave you something to help stop the vomiting.”
Dad licks his finger and turns the page of his paper. “You looked terrible when you showed up, barely recognizable.”
I don’t reply; I know how bad I looked.
“She’s the best,” Mom says. “Said you were fine. You probably ate something bad at the airport and needed to get it out of your system. Coffee?”
“Please.” I take a seat at the kitchen counter.
“Your stomach can handle it?” Dad asks.
“I told you, I feel fine.”
“Totally fine?” His brow creases with doubt.
“Totally fine.”
Mom slides a still-steaming cup of coffee across the counter. Somehow, everything seems better. A switch has been flipped, taking me out of sleep mode. My body feels strong, energized. I’m thinking clearly. More like myself again, not a shadow going through the motions. The sadness of this past year feels like a faded dream wrapped in the haze of sleep. I focus on inhaling what feels like my first ever cup of coffee.
“I needed this.” I smile and look down at my fingers wrapped around the warm mug. My ring is missing. “What happened to . . . ?” I lift my hand and point to my fourth finger.
My parents exchange a quick look.
“I don’t think that’s healthy,” Mom says.
“Maybe you’re right,” I reply, ignoring the ache in my heart. “But where did you put it?”
“I will keep it safe for you.” Mom smiles and points to a small keepsake box on display in a curved Victorian glass cabinet along the back wall of the kitchen. The box sits beside an antique leather book, its red cover barely visible between her collection of brightly-colored Murano glass.
“She looked horrible when she got here,” Dad repeats, looking at my mom.
“You said that already,” I snap. “Twice,” I add for emphasis.
Dad continues to scowl at Mom for a moment too long, then directs his attention to me. “What’s your next move? Think you’ll stay here?”
“You made me come here. Want to get rid of me already?”
“You couldn’t pay your mortgage.”
“Hard to do without help,” I say.
“We are helping you,” Mom says. “But we weren’t going to pay for you to sit around feeling sorry for yourself. Don’t you think it’s time you got back to work?”
My mouth drops open. Been here twelve hours, and already they want me out of their hair. “You do want to be rid of me.”
“Lilly, stop being so sensitive,” Mom adds.
“Do you understand what I’ve been through? He’s dead. He’s fucking dead and I . . . I can’t—” Tears sting at the corner of my eyes.
“Petal, we understand.” Dad hasn’t called me that in years. He gets up from the counter and places a warm hand on my shoulder. The comfort comes as a shock. “It’s been months, and it’s time to pull yourself together.”
“Months? We were planning our lives together. You don’t get over that in months.”
“Sweetheart, we all cared about him, but you need to move on. He’s dead. You’re not.”
“You don’t think I realize that? That’s exactly what I think about every single day.” I wipe the tears from my cheeks with the sleeve of my sweater.
“You’ve had enough time,” Mom says, impatience in the flatness of her tone.
“She’s right,” Dad adds. “You need to get back to work. It will help.”
“I don’t know if I can,” I say, but I can’t go on like this either.
Dad gives my shoulder another squeeze. “I have a friend in banking who’s buying a casino in Atlantic City. I told him about you.”
“What do you mean?”
“They’re looking for a V.P. of Marketing and Advertising. What do you think?”
“I’d never get that job.”
Dad huffs a laugh. “They’d kill for someone with your Vegas background and experience.”
“But Atlantic City?” I grimace. In Vegas, Atlantic City is known as Glitter Gulch’s ugly stepsister.
“Sweetheart, Atlantic City is beautiful,” Mom says. “We’ve gone every few months since we moved here. It’s only about a three-hour drive.”
“Seriously?” I’m shocked they’ve lowered their standards. Mom nods with her wickedly charming smile. No wonder no one ever said no to her.
“You don’t have to decide now,” Dad says. “But I have work there this weekend. Our new sportsbook at Rise is underperforming. I booked an extra room for you.”
“Rise?” I ask.
“I haven’t told you about Rise?”
I shake my head. Has he forgotten how little we talk?
“It’s Atlantic City’s newest property. It’s beautiful. We took over their sportsbook a few months ago.”
Mom’s smile widens. “They have a wonderful spa. I booked us some treat–”
“Do I have a choice?” I ask, cutting her off.
“You’re an adult. You make your own decisions,” Dad says.
“Well,” Mom says, “except you can’t stay here.” She holds both arms out. “These old walls are getting a fresh coat of paint while we’re away.”
“Fine,” I say, with the huff of my pre-teen self, I wouldn’t have stayed by myself anyway.
“Great,” Dad says. “Go pack. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.”
The immediacy catches me off guard. “Fifteen minutes? Wha–”
“No questions,” Dad says. “Pack.”
“Wait,” I say. “Is my phone down here?”
“Here you go.” Mom opens the kitchen junk drawer, pulls out my phone, and hands it to me. It’s turned off, but the display shows less than half the battery remaining.
As I turn to leave, I glimpse the still open drawer. A direct-mail flier sits inside with a $100 free play offer for Rise Hotel Casino Atlantic City. The ad is beautiful, silver glass reflecting the blue of the ocean as it stretches to the sky. “Is that the casino your friend is buying?”
“Oh, no,” Dad says, the slightest look of disgust raising the corner of his mouth for a fleeting moment. “The casino he’s buying is special.” He pauses briefly. “The Golden Sands.”
“Wasn’t that Atlantic City’s first casino?” I ask.
“Yes.” Dad’s eyes widen. “You’ve heard of it?”
Mom cuts in, “Sweetheart, it’s fabulous. I can’t wait for you to see it.”
“Fabulous?” I say. “It’s famous for being a dump built at turn of the century, I can’t believe it’s still standing.”
“Don’t be snobby,” Dad snaps.
I just look at him, stung by his response and the disappointment in his eyes.
“Lilly,” he says, breathing out as his brief bout of exasperation flees. “This property’s historic, not old.”
“It’s culture, Lilith,” Mom adds.
Dad’s scowl makes my jaw tighten. “Your mother is right.”
“I didn’t mean . . . it’s just.” I let out a huff. “You’re the one that told me the industry changes so quickly. To be successful in gaming, a casino needs to set trends, not follow them. Older properties have a harder time keeping up. Why do you think Strip properties are always getting imploded?” I raise an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I’d even know how to market it.”
“You misunderstood. It’s not about being new,” Dad says, returning to his paper. “It’s about standing out.” He lets the paper drop once again. “Where’s my girl that could sell ice to Eskimos? Can’t you give it a chance?”
“Yes, sweetheart.” Mom squeezes my shoulders from behind as she walks by, urging me into the hall. “Give it a chance.”
“Fine. Let me pack your clothes.” I roll my eyes as I head to the stairs.
Back in my room, I find my charger and plug in my phone. The screen has a new crack. I turn it on. I didn’t expect any notifications—my friends faded from my life one by one. Not that I blame them. I was so focused on work—and him—that I didn’t really have time for friends. I wasn’t surprised—not a single text or missed call.
Then my phone rings—as if to disagree.
Notification: Victoria Alexander.
I answer. “Hey, Tori.”
“Oh my God, you’re alive! Where have you been? I’ve been calling and texting you!”
“I had food poisoning. Sorry, my phone was off.” I check the screen again and there are definitely no texts or missed calls.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, much better.”
“That’s good. You sound good. I was worried about you.”
“I’m okay.”
“What happened?” Tori asks.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I heard you quit your job and sold your home. Little out of nowhere, right?”
“What do you mean, out of nowhere? The accident, Tori, I . . . I fell apart. I couldn’t stand to go to work without him. They let me go and I had to sell my home.”
“What accident?” The question throws me. Did I really forget to tell Tori about everything?
“Lilly,” my dad yells from down the hall. “I want to be on the road in ten minutes. Are you packed?”
“Sorry, Tori,” I say, frowning. “That was my dad. We’re going to Atlantic City for the weekend, and I have to pack.”
“What accident?” she repeats.
“His car accident.” I can’t bring myself to say his name.
“Who?”
“My fiancé.”
“Wait. You were engaged?”
The words knock the air from my lungs. Images flash through my mind—the ring, the dress fittings, Tori helping me pick out floral arrangements—but they feel strange now, like memories from someone else’s life. Or a dream so vivid I convinced myself it was real. My hand instinctively moves to my empty ring finger, to twist a band that’s not there.
My frown deepens as irritation sets in. “You knew that. You were going to be at my wedding, right?”
“Lilly, let’s go!” Dad yells.
“Sorry, I have to go.”
“Wait, what the hell is going on? I didn’t know you were engaged.”
She didn’t know? I shake my head, suddenly unsure of anything. “I guess, maybe, I was going to tell you? I had all these plans. I don’t know, everything is such a blur. I lost it for a little bit after the accident.”
“I mean, it’s only been a few months at most since I talked to you,” Tori says. “I knew you were into that guy from work, but engaged? I never even met him.”
My mind struggles to wrap around memories that seem to warp and fade every time I reach for them.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Tori asks again.
“Yeah, we were engaged and living together. I loved him, Tori. More than anything.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know any of that.”
“I’m sorry, too.”
“Lilly, now!” Dad bellows. It’s like I’m fifteen again.
“I have to go, Tori. We’ll talk soon. Are you doing alright?”
“Yeah. The same, still waiting to hear from Princeton. Call me this weekend, please.”
I agree, then hang up. I stand frozen, phone still in hand, as the walls of my childhood bedroom start to feel like they’re closing in. Dad’s voice thunders up the stairs again, and I mechanically throw things in a bag, trying to ignore how the room, the ring—everything—feels somehow different. Could I have had some sort of psychological break? Could the trauma of his loss have caused me to mix up reality with what we had planned for the future? Whatever’s happening, I need to move forward. I need a new start. I need to get my legs back underneath me. Can I find that in Atlantic City?






  
  Chapter 3


Sitting in the back seat, I’m thankful for my parents’ inclination to ride in silence as they listen to their podcast—some historical examination of the Knights Templar. The narrator has the most monotone British accent I’ve ever heard. If I wasn’t rested, I’d be asleep. 
A move to Atlantic City from Las Vegas solidifies the fact I’m a failure. Staring out the window sinks my mood even lower. Dead winter woods are nothing more than a dreary taupe blur as we pass, accenting my descent in life. And I can’t stop thinking about the call from Tori. How did she not know I was engaged? Had I been so consumed with work, with building my life and future with him that I didn’t talk to one of my closest friends? She was going to be in my wedding, but . . . but I can’t remember asking her. When I try to pull up clear memories from the past year or however long it was, I can’t. I force myself to say his name on not much more than a breath, “Kai.” I whisper it again. “Kai.”
Nothing. Nothing solid, anyway. Just a distant sadness. The memories are there, yet each time I grab at a specific point in time, it slips through my fingers like sand. Could the medication and drinking have damaged my brain? Was I that much of a disaster? The weight of guilt squeezes tight, and I inadvertently loosen my seatbelt—like that would help.
“Lilith! Stop chewing your lip. It’s going to bleed,” Mom says, and I catch her critical eye in the rearview mirror.
I didn’t realize I was chewing, but I accept the admonishment nonetheless, and dig through my backpack for my book. Lord of the Flies was my favorite growing up and the only one still in my room.
A mistake is only a mistake if I don’t fix it. A sweet college advisor told me that after my first and only bad grade. I want to believe that. I want to believe in redemption. Though deep in the back of my mind where hope lives, guilt has jailed it with bars built from the knowledge my entire life will be punctuated by my one breakdown. I welcome the distraction that Jack, Piggy, and Ralph bring on the well-read pages of my book.
We make our way into Atlantic City through the expressway, which crosses over a portion of marsh and bay. Like much of the drive here, late-winter’s gloom has turned everything a pale shade of brown. The drive through the city isn’t any better. Exactly how I imagined Atlantic City. We take a side street uptown that’s dotted with a series of mismatched homes and businesses—mainly liquor stores. The occasional condemned home solidifies the fact this might as well be a forgotten city. It’s old, beat-up and beat-down. Not someplace I want to live.
One right turn and everything changes.
The moment we turn on Massachusetts Avenue, Rise dominates the horizon—a behemoth of angles and curves, a modern fusion of metal and glass that pierces the heavens. The ramp spirals upward, each turn revealing more of the tower’s gleaming supremacy over the coastline. It spits us out in the porte cochère, where the sprawling Atlantic stretches endlessly before us. In the winter sun, the cloudless, periwinkle sky meets deep blue ocean like two halves of a perfect whole. White waves repeatedly kiss the soft beige sand, hypnotic and eternal.
“Nice view, huh?” the valet asks as he opens my door.
“I wasn’t expecting this.”
“First time in Atlantic City?”
I nod, still enthralled by the view. A harsh gust of winter wind blows through my jacket, sending tiny daggers of cold straight to my bones. I follow my parents to the glass doors, overtaking them as I go.
“You must be Ms. Umbra,” the doorman says as he opens the door. “Get in here and warm up.” Then he adds, “Mr. and Mrs. Umbra, it’s great to have you back.”
The smell hits me first: it’s bright, flowery, fresh, and tells me in unmistakable terms that I’m on vacation. Unfortunately, I’m in on the secret behind this bit of scent-magic. At ONE, the casino I worked at on the Strip, we studied ten different scents to identify which had the biggest impact on consumer behavior. Scent affects the brain’s limbic system, which is responsible for processing mood and emotion—motivation, fear, and pleasure. Happy customers are much easier to handle; they also spend more money. That’s the theory, anyway.
An executive at ONE thought this was manipulative, but I argued we were crafting a complete experience. Something like seventy-five percent of memories are tied to scent, and it’s one of the most powerful tools to create an unforgettable experience. At ONE, we settled on a scent that incorporated notes of leather and money with birch tar, to remind guests that they were on the verge of winning a mountain of cash. We added notes of jasmine to alleviate stress and anxiety—to relax inhibitions—and citrus to energize the mood. We never did a formal study, but based on observations, it worked incredibly well. We received sixty percent fewer complaints, our positive reviews increased, and our casino revenue boosted twenty percent. Yet despite seeing behind the curtain, this aromatic ploy still lifts my mood as I breathe it in.
Glass in every shade of blue melts from the ceiling and only stops when it hits the sharp white of marble. Behind the front desk is a wall-sized tropical fish tank filled with everything from tiny, bright reef fish to small sharks and stingrays. Soft, classical music plays in the background but in the distance is the faint yet unmistakable ding ding ding of slot machines. I melt into this moment, an anchor to hold onto, but then the other feeling barrels in. Like a wrecking ball, I’m hit with the sensation that I’m living in a nightmare about to wake up to an even worse reality. The memories from the past year feel distant yet fill me with a pool of swirling dread. My pulse quickens and my stomach drops.
“Here’s your key,” my dad says. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, fine. Why?” I force a smile as an exclamation mark and quickly wipe the beads of cold sweat that have formed on my forehead.
His eyes sweep over me for a moment, one eyebrow slightly raised before he decides to move on. “I have a few meetings, but the spa is expecting you.” He hands my mom and me each our own envelope. Then he heads through a camouflaged door to the back of the house—home to the employee areas, offices, vaults, and count rooms—and I get a peek into Rise’s real heart. The beige linoleum floor, white walls, and fluorescent lighting are familiar. Regardless of how luxurious a casino is, the back of the house is always basic, industrial . . . and by most standards, ugly.
“Let’s drop our things off at the room and change,” my mom says as she leads the way to a bank of elevators.
Our room is on the top floor, and she has to scan her keycard to gain access that high. When the doors slide open, I’m not at the casino anymore.
I’m at the hospital, stepping onto the elevator that will take me to the morgue.
To identify his body.
A loud bang shocks me back to the present. An older woman has tripped and fallen right next to me.
“Are you okay?” I ask, unwilling to admit I’m grateful her fall has pulled me from the unwelcome memory. When I bend to help, her lips twist into a scowl so filled with venom I almost expect her to strike. I step back, blink, and then her gaze is soft and she’s smiling.
“Thank you, dear. I’m fine. This handle broke on me and I stumbled over the darn thing.”
I gather the box that tripped her—a brand-new robot vacuum, a gift from the casino. We’d given the same one away more than two years ago as a casino incentive.
“Let me fix it for you,” I offer, then readjust the handle on the box. Based on this gift, I can tell that she spends about two-hundred, maybe two-fifty each trip to the casino. Casino player’s clubs give away gifts usually a few times a week—a reward for regulars to lure them in during slower times. An arcade ticket shop for adults.
I return the robot vacuum with the handle securely reattached.
“Aren’t you the sweetest? We came in just to get these vacuums. I’ve wanted one for the longest time,” the old woman says and smiles right at me. She may have even winked. Her short, dyed-red hair is teased and set in big rolling curls, and she wears full makeup with lots of costume jewelry. Buried in the pile of gold and silver resting on her collarbone, there’s a strange symbol I vaguely recognize. Something about her makes me wary. Something I can’t quite place.
“That’s a nice model,” I say. “We gave the same one away at the casino I worked at in Las Vegas.”
“Really? Las Vegas?” Her rising tone solidifies her genuine excitement.
“Yeah, the Robovac was a hit.”
“Ohhh, I have something that was a hit in Vegas. Whoo-whoo!” She wiggles her shoulders, and I notice her necklace again. A clump of wavy arrows I’ve seen before.
The elevator door slides open to her floor.
“Thanks, doll, you made my day.” As she turns and shuffles off, I think she winks at my mom.
“You sounded professional,” Mom says once the doors close.
“I guess.” My eyes drift to the ground. “I . . . I’m having these weird feelings, like anxiety and—”
“You need to get back to work. Too much free time is not good for the mind.”
My eyes meet hers as I hope that’s all that’s wrong. “Yeah.”
She smiles and her eyes narrow, lingering on me for a moment before the elevator door opens.
There are only a few doors on our floor. All-natural wood, all double. I know we’re in a suite before I even step off the elevator. While I’ve been in countless suites on the Strip, they can’t compare to this. As the door opens, all I see is ocean and sky. It’s breathtaking. Floor-to-ceiling windows frame azulene that stretches to the horizon. Living in the Vegas Valley has given me an appreciation of the mountains. Though, when you look out over mountains, you see a wall. A beautiful wall, but containment, nonetheless. They don’t move, they don’t change. They hold you in. Some find comfort in this.
For a while, the Vegas Valley and its mountains felt safe. But when you look out over an ocean, you see movement, you see freedom, you see life. You see change.
And at this moment, there’s nothing I want more than change.






  
  Chapter 4


When I come out of my room, Mom’s standing near the bar. 
“Drink some water before we go.” She cracks open a glass bottle of Voss water and pours it into two tumblers, then takes a small glass dropper and adds a few drops of liquid to each glass.
“What’s that?”
“Hibiscus, St. John’s, ashwagandha, holy basil, and some other herbs. It’ll be good for you.” She hands me a glass. “Clear your mind, help with the anxiety.”
“Okay.” Since I don’t have anything stronger.
The only reason I haven’t tried to find a stray Xanax this morning is that I’m haunted by months of lost memories. Imagine waking from a night of drinking and realizing months have passed and all you can piece together are a few pixelated snapshots of horrible memories. I don’t think I’ll ever take another prescription med, though a glass of wine would be nice.
The elixir is slightly sweet with a bitter aftertaste. I guzzle it down and catch the drips with my sleeve. Mom takes a dainty, elegant sip and leaves the glass barely touched. It’s little things like this that remind me I’ll never be as perfect or controlled as her.
Gulping down those thoughts, I follow her out of the room and into a waiting elevator.
“How are you so perfect?” I ask as the elevator descends.
“Lilith, no one is perfect.” She looks up at the numbers on the display.
“You never make mistakes.”
She lets out an annoyed breath. “Everyone makes mistakes.”
“That’s not true. I’ve never seen you make a mistake in my entire life.”
“Have you ever seen a dancer fall?”
I shake my head; and I went to hundreds of shows in Las Vegas.
“Well, they do fall. You don’t notice because they get up quickly, quietly, and gracefully.” My mom scowls at me. “You, on the other hand, are like a Vaudeville act. You make a show of falling down.”
“That’s not true.” I look down at my feet. “Everything just goes your way.”
“Lilith, look at me.” She waits for my gaze to meet hers. “Every morning, the first thing I do is look in the mirror and say: you are powerful, you are beautiful, the world bends to your will. It’s a mantra. You need one of your own. Then maybe you can stop being the victim you so desperately want to be.”
On cue, the elevator slows and the doors open. My phone vibrates in my jacket pocket. It’s Tori again; I’ll call her later.
Once we enter the spa, Mom’s quickly swept away to her massage. Left alone to change, I appreciate the solitude set to the tune of new-age music and a soft lavender-vanilla redolence. Wrapped in a soft robe, I weave past steam rooms and saunas to the waiting area. Byzantine tiles in delicate shades of gold combined with soft lighting and salt-water pools transport me to a Turkish bathhouse. Every detail screams relaxation to the point it makes me uneasy. Maybe it’s because I’m not used to this. Or maybe it’s because I should find this soothing, but don’t.
I find a quiet, empty room to hide in. It’s the Dead Sea Salt Grotto—an entire room made of blocks of crystalline salt from the Dead Sea. Before I can take my phone out to call Tori back, Alana finds me and leads me back into the treatment rooms.
As I lay on the table, Alana’s hands rubbing each tense muscle, I realize I haven’t been touched by another human being in so long. That epiphany is both painful and euphoric. I melt into the carnal pleasure of human touch and thoughts of him rise. His body is the first concrete memory I’ve been able to recall since leaving Las Vegas and I grab onto it. The moment I try to think about our life together—dates we went on, our home—the memories turn to smoke. They’re there, but the closer I get, the more they dissipate. I have an understanding that I miss him, but it feels so far away. What is wrong with me? A pang of panic tugs on my stomach.
“You’re so tense,” Alana whispers. “Let me know if the pressure’s okay.”
“It’s . . .” My voice cracks and I cough to clear my throat. “Good.”
I exhale and force my mind to clear. Focus on Alana’s touch. My muscles soften. I take a deep breath, heavy with lavender, and try to let go.
“How was that?” Alana asks.
“It’s over?”
The door to the room opens.
“Yes, but don’t worry, Tosh is here for your facial.”
“Thank you,” I say to Alana and Tosh gets to work on my face, spreading a cool cleanser across my skin. I went days without even washing my face.
“Your mother asked me to clean up your skin and your eyebrows,” Tosh says. “I will be as gentle as possible, but it may be a little uncomfortable. Okay . . .” Her voice trails off and I’m not sure if that was a question or a statement.
“Umm, yes,” I reply through a slightly clenched jaw. When my parents decided to move back to Cold Springs, I wasn’t upset. Having always lived in their shadow, it was nice to stand in my own spotlight, though short lived. Now, I can’t even make decisions on my own face.
“Leave my eyebrows,” I add as a small act of rebellion.
“I won’t overpluck.”
Tosh flicks on a painfully bright cosmetic light with a large magnifying glass attached and places two cool, damp pads over my eyes, forcing them shut.
“This eye mask will make you look completely rested,” she chirps.
I yelp as she rips a stray hair from the middle of my brow.
“It will get less painful as we go.”
Just when I think I can’t stand any more of the pinching pain torturing my face, things get worse. Tosh pinches the skin on my cheek and digs in.
“Ouch,” I say. Less confrontational than: what the hell are you doing.
“Your skin is very congested. I’ll try to be as quick as possible, but it’s got to be done.”
My nose is the worst. She digs so hard it feels like it might break. My eyes well with water underneath the cotton pads.
“I’m done,” I say and try to sit up, but Tosh pushes me back down.
“Almost,” she coos. “Just try to relax.”
She plows into my chin, sending a sharp jolt of pain into my jaw.
“There, much better,” she says and pulls the cotton pads off my eyes. A thin smile lifts the corners of her mouth, and I can’t help but think she enjoyed my pain.
“Thank God that’s over,” I say and start to get up.
“Not quite.” She lifts an eyebrow and pushes my shoulders back into the treatment table. “I still have to exfoliate and moisturize. This may tingle a bit.”
She paints a solution on my face. The top layers of skin begin to dissolve with acidic pain, like thousands of little gnats are gnawing away the dead skin. I want to scratch my face, but Tosh remains on guard. Finally, she scrubs it off with a rough cloth. Paints something else on. Then blows steam into my face.
In the haze of steam, he comes back. The muscles of his shoulders and the shadow of his body. It seems to hook and hold another memory. A movie. We went to the movies for our first date. It was the new Exorcist and I held a huge container of popcorn. It spilled when I buried my face in his shoulder during the scare scenes and he laughed. I was happy. Then . . . Tosh pushes the steam away.
“You look amazing,” she says, pulling me from my trance. I try to hold onto the memory, but the harsh breath of reality blows it away.
Tosh jams a small mirror up to my face. My skin is dewy and plump, my eyes bright.
“Maybe the torture was worth it,” I concede with a crooked smile as I get to my feet.
“After you’re dressed, go next door to the salon. Your mom will meet you there.” Tosh smiles then holds the door open for me.
I quickly dress in the locker room, where a group of middle-aged women are drinking champagne. Their loose robes reveal much more than I care to see.
The salon is very close to the spa and easy to find. My mom is getting her precise hair bobbed even more precise.
“How was your massage and facial?” she asks as I take the chair next to her.
“The massage was good. The facial was a bit brutal.”
“A little pain is good for the soul.”
“I’m glad it’s over.”
“Look how relaxed you are. That’s from the pain, not the massage. Pain releases endorphins. It makes you think more clearly.”
I don’t notice the hairdresser until she’s standing over my shoulder. “So, what are we doing today?” she asks.
My mom answers before I have a chance to respond, “Just a trim, wash and blow dry. Give her a deep side part and some soft waves, think old-Hollywood glam.”
She smiles and nods. “Follow me.”
The stylist leads me back to the shampoo bowl. My phone vibrates in my pocket and when I get back to the salon chair, I check it—Tori again. I text her.
Me: Can’t talk now. Getting my hair done. What’s up?

Tori: I got into PRINCETON!!!

Me: Congratulations! I’m so happy for you!!

Tori: Thanks!

Me: I’ll call you later.

Tori: Make sure you do. I need to catch up with you.
“Who are you texting?” Mom asks.
“Tori.”
“You’re still friends with her?” I catch her rolling her eyes as she admires herself in the mirror.
“Yes, but it’s been a while since we last talked. She didn’t even know I’d been engaged.”
“Never liked her. You’re better off not talking.”
“That’s not true,” I snap.
“As far as makeup,” the stylist interrupts, “natural, glam, or somewhere in between?”
“Gla–” Mom begins.
“In between,” I insist.
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