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Alone, alone, all, all alone

Alone on a wide wide sea!

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”




I’ll tell ya how I’m doing: not well, bitch.

—Dorinda Medley, The Real Housewives of New York City









CHAPTER ONE

THE CALL COMES THURSDAY NIGHT at eleven forty-five while I’m snaking my shower drain, a task akin to, I don’t know, eating all the cigarette butts in the alley behind SUR or making out with the actual devil.

A familiar beloved face lights up my phone screen and cuts off my podcast episode, a deep dive into Jessica Simpson’s shoe empire. Chest heaving with exertion, sweaty hair plastered to my forehead like papier-mâché, I peel off one of the dishwashing gloves I’ve sacrificed to the cause and swipe to accept the call. I’m nearly choking on the humidity in my bathroom; even the tiles seem to be perspiring. My pathetic AC window unit never stood a chance against the powerhouse that is the Los Angeles late-July heat.

“Guess Jessica Simpson’s net worth,” I command into my AirPods without preamble. I can hear the whooshing and beeping of London morning street traffic on the other end of the line.

“Why are you awake?” Vish asks, sounding slightly out of breath from his walk to work. There’s that familiar undertone of concern there, too, a permanent fixture of the last fifteen months.

“I’m snaking my shower drain!” I respond with a chipperness I don’t feel, as if this is a perfectly normal task for me to be doing in the middle of the night on the hottest week of the year. I snap my glove back on and resume my cranking, feeling a grim satisfaction as the cord augers its way farther down the clogged pipe.

“Didn’t you do that last week?”

“That was my sink.”

“But it’s almost midnight your time. Why are you doing it now?”

“I only got home from work like an hour ago.”

“You did? Mel—”

“Okay, Mario, enough with the plumbing interrogation,” I cut him off, desperate to tamp down on the darkness that’s starting to pool in my gut like the inky gloop leaching from my shower drain.

“You called now because you knew I’d be awake. So how about we just cut the crap and face facts: You’re humiliated because you can’t guess Jessica Simpson’s net worth.”

“I barely know who Jessica Simpson is.”

“Vish!”

As reflexively as breathing, I think of Ari. I wouldn’t have to ask her to guess Jessica Simpson’s net worth because she’d already know it. She would have Jessica Simpson’s net worth tattooed on the backs of her eyelids.

Don’t think about that, Mel. Think only about snaking. You live to snake.

“Okay,” Vish acquiesces. “Um. She’s the Chicken of the Sea girl, right? I don’t know… fifty million?”

“More!”

“Five hundred million?”

“Less!”

“Two hundred?”

“On the money. Literally right on the money.”

“Hm. Not bad.”

“Two hundred million is not bad?”

“I’m fucked up, Mel.” Vish sighs. “These people I’m meeting through work… they make Jessica Simpson look small fry. Like the shrimp of the sea.”

Vishal Agarwal has risen to great heights since I first met him eight years ago at UCLA Law School. It wasn’t an instant friendship; despite living on the same floor in graduate student housing and sharing a few classes together, we weren’t particularly close in the first few weeks of school. Where Vish was preppy and even-keeled, I wore my middle school Paul Frank pajama pants to lectures. But then one fateful night we encountered each other in the bar line at Rocco’s Tavern and had a fifteen-minute drunken mind meld about Lewis Hamilton. In that moment I came to understand something: beneath that Patagonia vest beat the heart of a lunatic, just like mine.

Our vices don’t entirely overlap, of course. Vish inhales discourse around restaurants, Formula 1 racing, and air travel. I subsist on a diet of reality TV, celebrity culture, and millennial nostalgia. But what unites us is the fact that our psyches seem to contain an extra, frivolous circuit board dedicated entirely to inane, irrelevant, and inconsequential information. We have, as Ari loved to proclaim proudly, Broken Brains.

Those Broken Brains kept us close after graduation, even through the Dante’s Inferno of bar prep, even as the rest of our classmates were swallowed up by Big Law. We took turns choosing the locations for our weekly dinners, Vish prioritizing restaurants on Jonathan Gold’s list, me zeroing in on spots that promised the highest probability of clocking Bravolebs in the wild. All of that changed in January of this year, though, when Vish moved to London for a job working in IPO compliance at SWFT, a buzzy digital startup.

“Will you be okay?” Vish had asked me after he told me about the move, his brown eyes choked with worry. “I know it’s a shitty time for me to leave, but it’s just such an amazing opportunity.”

Of course I wouldn’t be okay. Because I already wasn’t okay. Okay was an adjective that had been retired from my vocabulary.

“Don’t even think about me,” I’d said. “I’ll be fine.”

Fine was another word I’d parted ways with.

“Listen, I’m about to get to the office,” Vish says in the present. “But I wanted to ask you something, and please don’t say no right away. You know Seb, Ollie, and Freya?”

I nearly drop the snake. “Do I know Seb, Ollie, and Freya!”

Of course I know Seb, Ollie, and Freya. I barely understand what Vish’s company does, but boy oh boy could I write eerily detailed fan fiction about its glamorous three co-founders. I pump Vish for information about them every time we speak on the phone; it’s like having the love child of Made in Chelsea and Succession injected into my veins.

“Well, you know how I’ve been working like crazy on this IPO? The London Stock Exchange has approved our application, which is amazing. SWFT is slated to go public at the beginning of September. So now the three of them are going to spend the next couple weeks on the road, doing their whole song-and-dance to hype the company up for investors. They’re wrapping up the road show by chartering a yacht in Greece to celebrate. They invited me to come with.”

“Okay, Below Deck Med! Say hi to Captain Sandy for me.”

“Well… want to say hi yourself?”

“What do you mean?”

“They said I could have a plus-one. And I would have brought Tessa, but…”

Poor Vish. Beneath that Patagonia vest beats not only the heart of a lunatic, but a heart of such pure sweetness it would make angels weep. But for some reason his favorite pastime seems to be reaching into his own chest, ripping out that heart, and handing it over to the cruelest, most vicious woman in his vicinity.

Tessa was his inaugural British romance, and if I’d had any illusions that he’d have better luck in love across the pond, they were quickly dashed. Despite calling Vish her boyfriend on Instagram and eagerly joining him on a trip to Mallorca, Tessa apparently didn’t see the problem with also hooking up with a semi-professional footballer and a semi-professional DJ.

“Two semi-professionals do not a full professional make, Vish,” I console him, cranking away at the snake. My T-shirt is now more sweat than cotton. How long can this pipe be? “She’ll regret it.”

“If you say so.” He sounds a bit choked up. “But you’re not listening to me. I’m trying to invite you. To come with me. As my plus-one.”

I stop turning the crank. “Vish…”

“I told you not to say no right away! Come on, Mel. When was the last time you went on a vacation?”

I start cranking again, dodging his question. “Dude, this is nuts. When did you say it would be? In a few weeks?”

“Uh-huh. After they finish the road show. Like the middle of August.”

“Yeah, there’s no way that’s enough notice for work. And I’m sure plane tickets from LA to Greece are crazy expensive right now.”

“That’s the other thing. I have hella points. I’d get your ticket. You’d actually be doing me a favor because you’d help me maintain my gold status. It’s honestly genius. Basically, what I’d do is…”

As Vish waxes poetic about the ins and outs of his airline mileage rewards program, I let myself picture it, just for a moment. How many episodes of Below Deck did Ari and I watch together those last months, living vicariously through those hot, horny yacht professionals as they traveled the world and vigorously scrubbed toilets? And now that could become my real life? I can already feel the warmth of the sun, smell the salt of the sea, register the sexual tension between the chef and the chief stew…

But then I rocket back into reality. Into the lonely quiet of my Larchmont apartment. And the boat glides away.

“Look, that is so generous, and so nice, but aside from everything else, we both know I probably wouldn’t be very good company. I really appreciate the offer, I do. But someone else would be more fun than me.”

“Mel, what the hell are you talking about? You’re the most fun person I know.”

I scan back over the last year and a half of my life: work, watch TV, work, watch TV, repeat.

“Agree to disagree.”

“I’m about to walk in the door, and I’m not accepting a no from you right now. Just sleep on it.”

Telling Vish I haven’t been sleeping doesn’t seem like the best argument at the moment, so I acquiesce.

“Fine. Alright. Thank you for thinking of me, seriously. And… thank you for guessing about Jessica,” I say quietly. “I know it’s not really your thing, I just…”

“I know,” he says, his voice heavy. “I know.”

Silence. I crank the snake, crank the snake, crank the snake, pitch-black poison oozing up the drain and spreading everywhere, and I picture it filling up the bathroom, filling up my apartment, filling up the whole world, pulling me under.

“Seriously, just think about it, okay?” Vish breaks the silence. “It could be fun.”

I won’t, and it won’t.

“You got it, dude.”

“Okay. Thank you. Now go to bed.”

“I will, as soon as I—” There’s a horrifying squelch. I feel the cord make contact with something deep in the bowels of the drain. “Oh God. Oh God. I think it’s happening. Vish. It’s happening.” I crank the snake backward, bringing the vile obstruction closer to me with each turn, eyes blurry from sweat, arms burning, a mixture of terror and sick fascination rising in my throat.

“Vish, this may be the last you ever hear from me. Let my family know I was brave and, more importantly, hot at the end. Tell the world I know who shot JFK but I’m taking it to the grave. Send my regards to Broadway. I am confronting my doom.”

I pull, and pull, and pull, and at last, with an almighty, stomach-turning sucking sound, tug the end of the cord out of the drain, which brings with it—

“Oh my God, Vish, it’s so gross! How does this exist?! How am I responsible for this?!”

“Goodbye, Melanie.”

I don’t even notice that he’s hung up. I’m too overcome with horror and disgust at the monstrosity hanging off the end of the snake, a dripping, hairy creature of the purest evil, a pox upon man, a missive from Hades himself.

I yank off my gloves and swipe open the camera on my phone. I need to send Ari a picture of this; she’ll die—

Suddenly, where seconds ago there was a clear roadway, there is now nothing but howling tires and screeching metal. Grief slams into me like an eighteen-wheeler, and I am sent flying like a ragdoll into the abyss.

Too late, Mel. She beat you to it.

In the silent emptiness of the night, I clean up the bathroom like a robot. I am here but not here, a magic trick, a mirage. I wrap up the shower monster in toilet paper and throw it in the trash. I rinse off the snake in the bathtub. I blast my hands with scalding water, scrubbing them until they’re red and raw.

Then I engage in my nightly self-care regimen, which consists of spiraling down a Real Housewives of Miami rabbit hole on Reddit and then crying face-first into my pillow until the sun comes up.







CHAPTER TWO

THEY SAY OPPOSITES ATTRACT, AND that’s certainly true in the case of Ari and me.

Picture this: elementary school cafeteria, San Diego, the year 2000. Skechers platforms are breaking the ankles of any third grader with style, shiny Pokémon cards are the hottest commodity on the streets, and SUVs are belching out CO2 like the ice caps have personally offended them.

Across a table littered with Lunchables residue, a battle royale is taking place. On one side we have Melanie Hoffman: six butterfly clips in hair, Jewish, parents’ divorce imminent. On the other we have Ariana Goldwein: rainbow choker around neck, Jewish, parents’ divorce even more imminent. Similar, perhaps, to the undiscerning eye, but look a little closer and you’ll see that between them looms an unbreachable divide, the fiercest debate of the day—Backstreet Boys vs. NSYNC.

Mel is Team Backstreet. Stubborn by nature, she can very much relate to Wanting It That Way. Ari, on the other hand, is a dramaturg through and through and is therefore awestruck by the puppet dancing in the “Bye Bye Bye” music video. Cheeks red with indignation, they go back and forth, future lawyer facing off against future actress, which are the two most convincing professions, probably.

Despite this fundamental difference in values, however, they come to recognize in one another a quality they have identified in their own young selves: a relentless, nearly religious commitment to the trash pop culture of the day. Not so opposite after all, really. And so, a friendship is born.

And so, twenty-three years later, a friendship dies.

I am probably the only person on Earth besides Tom Sandoval himself who found the Scandoval saga excruciating. Because as my Ariana was leaving the world, suddenly her name was everywhere: as Ariana Madix attended the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, and went on Dancing with the Stars, and just generally made that worm with a mustache rue the day he ever cheated on her.

What’s in a name? Everything, it turns out.

[image: ]
“You look like shit,” Haeyoon observes, crunching away on her Sweetgreen salad. She’s sitting on top of my desk, her heeled Labucq loafers swinging back and forth. Haeyoon is on a personal mission to reverse the casual office attire tide that washed in post-pandemic.

“Whatever happened to all those kind, friendly people who used to sexually harass their colleagues in the workplace?” I ask, eyes not leaving my computer screen, fingers flying across my keyboard. I feel like someone has left my corneas out to roast in the Palm Springs sun. I probably just need more coffee.

“They got sued.”

“Oh yeah. Lawyers are the worst.” I hit send on my email and then lean back in my chair, flexing my fingers and wincing. “I think my bones are disintegrating.”

“Speaking of bones,” Haeyoon says, popping a cucumber into her mouth, “I have one to pick with you. Please tell me why I logged on this morning to discover that the contract for the Chris deal had already been completely drafted?”

I lean toward my computer again and open up a new email draft, studiously ignoring her gaze.

“You’re going to have to be specific about which Chris.”

“The least buff one.”

I can feel her stare burning a hole in my cheek, but I fight the urge to look over. “Oh. Um. It’s no big deal. I finished work a little early yesterday, so I decided to wrap that up for you.”

“I had Randy show me the security logs when I came in this morning. You left at ten last night.”

Et tu, Randy? Unable to resist any longer, I face Haeyoon. As predicted, her stare has a nuclear intensity. My shoulders slump.

“Can’t you just let me be a psycho in peace?” I sigh.

“I can’t let anyone do anything in peace. It’s not in my nature.”

Haeyoon Kim and I work in the legal department at ATA, a boutique talent agency in Los Angeles. We started within a few months of each other, and I was drawn to her like a chaotic, adrift moth to a polished, self-possessed flame. Her clothes: tailored. Her nails: pointy black acrylics. Her most-used expression: “This is horseshit.” Because it often is.

Working at a talent agency is my way of getting close to the pop culture I devour like breakfast cereal, even if it’s in the most boring capacity imaginable, drawing up contracts for talent deals and the like. Our office is on the twenty-sixth floor of a bulky skyscraper in Century City, a soulless corporate enclave brought to the world stage by Ken’s hijinks in the Barbie movie. Because tall buildings are in short supply in Los Angeles, on a smog-free day the views from our floor are almost hysteria-inducing: vast ocean twinkling to the west, airplanes lifting off to the south, Santa Monica Mountains crouching to the north, Downtown jutting up to the east. Ari visited me here one time when I was working late and flashed her tits in every cardinal direction.

Today, no one’s topless, which is probably for the best. People stride importantly into glass-encased conference rooms; people murmur importantly into phones; people tip tap away importantly at their keyboards. Important, important, important. This is all so important! Luckily, I’ve discovered a pretty cool hack in the last year: If there are enough people in our open floor plan office, no one will even notice me crying, so all this important business can continue unaffected. You’re welcome, shareholders!

I abruptly push my chair back.

“I’m gonna go make coffee.” I flee, but she pursues.

As the machine bubbles and spurts, Haeyoon clacks her fingernails on the kitchen countertop.

“You know,” she says, “I also asked around, and it turns out that you’ve been taking on other people’s work, too. Even Lazy Carl. We can’t prop up Lazy Carl, Melanie. It’s an affront to evolution.”

Where do I work? WikiLeaks?

“Haeyoon—”

“This is horseshit,” she says evenly.

“I could use the distraction right now,” I protest weakly.

“It’s been more than a year, Mel.” Her voice is uncharacteristically soft. “You’re going to have to start living again eventually.”

How to explain to her the betrayal of wanting more now, the impossibility?

“Um. Melanie?”

Haeyoon and I turn. Bobby Simmons, head of HR, is hovering in the kitchen doorway. His symmetrical face carries the panicked expression of a tiny dog during a fireworks bonanza. I’ve never in my life met another man so nervous, yet so handsome, yet so nervous.

“Hey, Bobby,” Haeyoon coos sweetly, and I swear he breaks out in hives on the spot.

Haeyoon has treated Bobby like a cat playing with its food ever since he started working here two years ago.

“That scared, buff man contains multitudes,” she’d informed me eagerly a few weeks into his tenure. “Sabrina saw him at a Melissa Etheridge concert last weekend and I’m pretty sure he does Legos. I also heard he used to be some, like, Wolf of Wall Street–type day trader before he had a crisis of conscience and went into HR. God. I must bring out the freak within. It is my calling.”

“Oh, hi, hi, Haeyoon,” he sputters now. “Um. Melanie. Can I talk to you for a second? But only if you have time. Tomorrow works, too.”

“Tomorrow’s Saturday,” Haeyoon pipes up helpfully. Bobby looks like he’s about to start crying.

“Now’s fine,” I say, grabbing my coffee. I turn to Haeyoon. “I’ll cool it. I promise.”

She snorts. “I’ll believe it when I see it, Hoffman.”

Bobby’s office faces northwest. In the warm glow of the afternoon sun, the Getty glints golden on its mountain ridge. I used to love the long, drawn-out days of summer. Now, I’ve become someone jealous of people in other time zones, people who have less of the day to get through than I do.

“I always forget what a nice view you have from your office,” I say as I sit down, trying to hide my melancholy.

Bobby drops into his desk chair. “Oh. Thanks. Do you want it? You can probably have it. I can ask.”

“You want to give me… your office?” I try to sound kind instead of like I’m questioning why he is in charge of employee relations. Which I often am.

“Sorry. No. I probably can’t do that. Sorry.” His thick legs are jiggling a mile a minute. “So, um, I had something I wanted to talk to you about. It’s nothing big. You’re not in trouble or anything. It’s just… You know how the agency is really making it a point to prioritize employee well-being? For reasons completely unrelated to any current ongoing lawsuits?”

My heart starts to knock on the inside of my chest. “Uh-huh.”

“Well… and seriously, this is not a big thing. But. We did an internal audit, and uh, your name popped up. It seems like you… you haven’t taken any PTO in over a year.”

The knocking gets stronger.

“Oh. Are you sure? That can’t be right.”

He nods vigorously. “I know. For sure. Totally. I hear what you’re saying. The only thing is, it is right.” He does a few nervous clicks on his mouse and then leans toward his monitor, reading something. “It looks like the last time you took any time off at all was in April of last year. For…” The color drains out of his face. “Bereavement leave.”

Bereavement leave. Such an efficient, tidy concept, as if grief is something you simply need some downtime to recover from, like a muscle tear or the stomach flu. As if you haven’t just been deposited on an alien planet with no spacesuit and no escape pod.

I can perceive several things at once: Bobby’s desperate discomfort fizzing off his body like radio static. Cold sweat springing to life in my armpits. And the dread, the dread, the dread rising in me like puke because I know what’s coming.

“The thing is, Melanie…” Bobby continues valiantly, his voice vibrating with stress, “You’ve been flagged to upper management. And I know, it’s so dumb, but they’ve got this new policy, and… you have to take PTO by the end of the summer, or I have to write up a formal report. But, it’s no big deal, right? Because who doesn’t want to take time off!”

Me! I want to scream. I very much do not want to take time off!

Time off means time. Time with my thoughts, time with my vacant life, time with the tsunami of pain that is barely, barely being held at bay by a makeshift dam of late nights at the office, home improvement projects, and the high-camp antics of Bravolebrities. Remove one piece from the equation, and I’ll be washed out to sea.

“I can’t” is all I manage to croak out.

“Right, right, I know it’s too short notice to book a trip anywhere or anything. But what about somewhere driving distance? Actually, my friends have a place up in Mammoth, if you want to stay there? I mean, sorry, I should probably ask them first. And we’re not actually that close. Sorry. Is it just me or is it really warm in here?”

I can barely take in what he’s saying. “It’s not that. I actually just got invited on a yacht trip in Greece…”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I realize what I’ve done. Bobby looks lit up from within.

“Oh! That’s perfect! When is it?”

No no no no no no no. “The middle of August, but—”

“Excellent! Wow. Yacht trip! That’s sick. That’s super fun. That is very conducive to well-being. Nothing bad has ever happened on a yacht trip!”

I feel like I’ve completely lost the plot now. “What about… what about all those yacht-sinking orcas?”

“Are there orcas in Greece?”

“I don’t… think so.”

“Well, there you go! Two weeks off in August. Approved! What an awesome meeting. Thanks, Melanie!” Beaming, Bobby leaps up from his chair, in the process banging into his desk and sending what is definitely a container of Lego bricks flying. “Shit! Shit! Sorry! Shit!”

As he scrambles around after rogue Legos on the carpet like a Hungry Hungry Hippo, I stumble out of his office.

Two weeks off? What have I done?

The thought of joining Vish and his posh coworkers on a yacht in Greece is so ludicrous it feels like a piece of abstract, absurdist comedy. I have no place among those happy, shiny people, brushing their teeth with Veuve and tossing pound notes like confetti into the sea.

But. The idea of two weeks alone in my apartment, the relentless heat of the sun trying to break in through the walls, the long summer days stretching out empty and infinite in front of me like a conveyor belt to nowhere, is almost too painful to fathom.

I’m out of drains to snake, I realize with horror, and the thought thuds through my mind like a hysterical drumbeat as I stumble over to Haeyoon’s desk. I’m out of drains I’m out of drains I’m out of drains.

At the sight of my shell-shocked face, Haeyoon’s eyes flash with concern.

“What happened? What did he say to you?” She springs out of her seat. “I’m going to go rip him a new one! This is horseshit!”

“No,” I say in a voice that doesn’t sound like mine. “No. He didn’t do anything wrong. It’s just…”

My eyes find the window. Outside, the sun taunts me, stubbornly fixed at its apex. Another endless summer day. Another day without Ari in it. I make a decision.

“I… I need your help.” I take a deep breath. “I think I need to go shopping.”







CHAPTER THREE

“SHOW ME THE VIEW,” KELLIE orders, her voice accompanied by a chorus of screaming children. I dutifully flip the FaceTime camera so that she can see out my balcony window to the flat blue Aegean beyond. She lets out a borderline pornographic groan.

“What are you looking at, Mommy?” a voice demands. “I want to see it.”

“Mommy’s looking at a video of broccoli and math. You don’t want to see it.”

“I want to see it!”

Kellie’s camera momentarily cuts out, and there are sounds of a scuffle. Then a door shuts and Kellie’s face looms large on my phone screen once more.

“I’m hiding in the bathroom. Show it to me again.”

When I was in middle school, the sound of Kellie’s husky hammer of a voice used to make my blood run cold. What, in this life, is more terrifying than your best friend’s older sister? A feral teenager with the hardened, sexy demeanor of Rizzo from Grease, she used to stomp around Ari’s mom’s house barking gossip into her Motorola Razr while her Hollister tube top clung for dear life to her developed bosom. At any moment I expected to turn on MTV and catch her sauntering out of the Next bus or flip open Us Weekly to a paparazzi pic of her stumbling out of a club arm in arm with Lindsay Lohan. I avoided eye contact with her at all costs, bowing my head with respect whenever we happened to overlap at Ari’s kitchen table. She was, in short, a Woman.

In a shocking twist, Kellie ended up marrying a nice data analyst named Craig, moving to a suburb of Chicago, and having four (hundred?) children. After Ari’s diagnosis, her sister and I reconnected. Kellie made periodic visits out to LA when Ari was going through chemo, staying on Ari’s couch and generating waste output levels on par with those of a mid-sized city. At the doctor’s office and at Ari’s apartment, the three of us would watch hours and hours of The Simple Life, Reba, and Gilmore Girls, as if by miring ourselves in Y2K we could trick death into thinking we were in a different timeline. It didn’t work.

A more contemporary favorite was, of course, Below Deck.

“You’re going to make me a video tour of the boat, right?” Kellie asks me for the fiftieth time. “I want to see it all. The little bunk beds where the crew fuck. The place where they keep the Jet Skis. The dishwasher. I need to know everything about the dishwasher.”

“I’ll dedicate at least fifteen minutes to the dishwasher.”

“Good.”

I slide open the balcony door and step outside, the salty, fishy air instantly filling my airways. Vish and I are staying in a two-story whitewashed bed and breakfast slightly to the north of Agios Nikolaos’s town center. All that separates it from the sea is a two-lane road. In front of me, the new morning sun sparkles brightly against the smooth turquoise water, and it’s so intense I have to shield my eyes like a vampire.

And maybe in some ways I’m not so different from a vampire. I’ve certainly been living in the dark this last year and a half. Despite the fact that it’s only seven thirty in the morning and the temperature is still mild, cold sweat starts to prickle at my hairline. In the hysteria wrought by Bobby’s ultimatum, coming to Greece seemed like the safest choice. But now that I’m here, I’m not so sure.

Wait. Morning here, means—

“Kellie, isn’t it like the middle of the night there? Why are you up? Why are the kids up?”

Kellie glowers. Like Ariana, she has thick, dark eyebrows, which contrast with her head of curly dirty-blond hair. Whenever I look at Kellie’s face, I find myself caught in an emotional tug-of-war: I scramble for similarities between the two sisters, desperate for a living vestige of my absent friend, but each echo of Ari’s face I discover feels like a stab in the gut. Close, but no cigar.

“First of all, you’re one to talk about staying up late. Second of all, Craig is out of town tonight and Mikey is sick, so I don’t need your mom-shaming bullshit. And third of all…” She gives a haughty sniff. “Credible sources indicate that Taylor’s dropping something tonight.”

“So, TikTok.”

“That’s what I said. Credible sources. Listen, I don’t have time to explain it to you now, but the clues are there.”

A belligerent Swiftie, Kellie collects Easter eggs with more fervent zeal than a child on Easter Sunday. CIA analysts pale in comparison to her powers of research and deduction. In another lifetime, Kellie would be holed up in a bunker muttering about the Deep State with a shotgun in her hand, so it is perhaps not a small blessing that her obsessions lie mostly with whether or not Taylor Swift is being carried somewhere in a suitcase.

There’s a knock at my door.

“I think that’s Vish. We’re going to walk to town. I’ll text you when I’m on the boat.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to you later. And Mel?” Her green eyes hold mine through the phone screen. Green eyes I used to know. “Have fun. You know she would want you to.”

As suddenly as a flash flood, guilt subsumes my body. How can I have fun when Ari’s not around to have fun anymore? How is that fair? But on the other hand, how can I not have fun, when, as Kellie said, she’d want me to have fun? And am I even capable of having fun any longer? Or are those neurotransmitters out of commission, never to work again? Or—

“Mel?”

I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself. Forget vampire, I’m a zombie. Infected, I’ve lost control of my own being. Grief has made my body, my psyche, not my own. It has made every decision I make feel back-breakingly consequential. Even though, in reality, my decisions have never meant less. The bad thing has already happened.

“I’ll try,” I manage to get out at last. “I’ll try to have fun.”

“Well, that inspires a lot of fucking confidence,” Kellie scoffs.

“Mommy! What’s fucking confidence!”

“Fuck me in the ass, I have to go.”

“What’s fuck me in the—”

She hangs up.

It is indeed Vish at the door, looking athletic in a charcoal gray Vuori top and black Lululemon shorts.

“Well la-di-da, Sporty Spice! Looking fresh!”

He looks bashful. “Thanks. Just something I got for the trip.”

It was quite a shock to see Vish at the Heraklion airport. I’d scanned the crowds of tourists, searching for the familiar sight of my tall, lanky friend in his signature Patagonia vest and khakis. I almost didn’t recognize the fellow in the crewneck sweatshirt, joggers, and trendy haircut. He wasn’t even wearing Sperry Topsiders.

“Who are you!” I’d exclaimed after we’d hugged.

“A London Boy,” Vish had explained. (Vish also has been known to dabble in the Taylor Swift multiverse.)

I’d been hit then by the full force of the months we’d been apart, by the time that had passed since I’d seen him last. It had filled me with a sudden, acute panic. It wasn’t fair, logically, for me to expect that while I was reeling from the biggest shock of my life, everyone and everything else would remain exactly the same out of respect. And yet the sight of a markedly different Vish took the air out of my lungs. It felt like I’d been so focused on the salmon burning in the oven that I’d missed the pot on the stove boiling over.

“You got some new stuff, too?” Vish asks now, gesturing at my outfit.

“Oh,” I say, looking down at my yellow crocheted halter top and high-waisted shorts. “Yeah. I did.”

Since Ari’s death, I had come to forget that I possessed a corporeal form. Past Melanie used to enjoy getting dressed—I’d tuck vintage T-shirts into flower-patterned jeans, strut around in fuchsia jumpsuits. “Your inner child is your outer child,” Ari liked to say. Her style aesthetic was more Aerobic Grandma Core; I have a vision of her lounging at Los Angeles State Historic Park during a music festival, her oversized Paris Hilton T-shirt hanging over leopard-print bike shorts, boisterous hair semi-tamed by a neon scrunchie.

Current Melanie, on the other hand, finds clothes, like everything else in her life, utterly pointless. I can’t remember the last time I even looked in a mirror for longer than half a second. Hence the emergency shopping trip with Haeyoon.

In the changing room of Crossroads Trading Co. on Melrose, I finally mustered up the will to take in my reflection. Five foot nine, with strong thighs originally muscled from a decade of volleyball and currently maintained by pounding laps around the streets of Los Angeles like a woman at the climax of a thriller movie. Wavy brown hair, uncut in over a year, tied carelessly above my head in a messy top bun. Full lips, big baby cheeks, brown eyes. Me, I guess.

Under Haeyoon’s firm but fair instruction, I’d pulled together a collection of items that Past Melanie would have loved to have worn on a yacht trip. Bright sundresses, color-block one pieces, neon bucket hats. It felt like I was a Method actor pulling together the wardrobe for a character I’d be playing. Melanie Hoffman, thirty-two.

And I still feel that way now, like I’m an impostor of myself. Trying to shake the feeling, I slip on a pair of green rectangular sunglasses, another Crossroads purchase, and take Vish by the arm.

“Enough chitchat, London Boy. Time to seize the day. Let’s go find Kostas.”

“Who?”

“It’s a Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants reference.”

Needless to say, Ari and I devoured that series in middle school. Needless to say, I am going to drive Vish crazy before the morning is out.
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The island of Crete is mountainous and vast. With its hills of scratchy chaparral overlooking the endless sea, it is reminiscent of a more rugged, sprawling Malibu. It’s a place of stark color: sharp blues and sage greens and golden, sunbaked browns.

As Vish and I set off along the curving coastline toward the center of town, the heat of the day is already starting to make its presence felt. My old enemy, the sun, up to its tricks again. I wait for the familiar dread to wash over me, the usual preemptive weariness at having a full day ahead of me to endure, but for some reason nothing comes. I feel a fresh surge of guilt, like I’m getting away with something I shouldn’t.

“Thanks so much for bringing me, Vish,” I say, trying to push the feeling aside. The town is waking up around us; mopeds whiz by on the road and stray cats lift their sleepy heads as we pass.

He smiles at me. “Even though that HR guy had to force you to come at gunpoint?”

I roll my eyes. “Please. If you gave Bobby a gun, he’d accidentally shoot himself in the foot and then apologize for all the blood.” We walk for a few moments in silence. “I don’t know. I know I’m not really myself anymore, but I always love spending time with you. I’ve missed you.”

“Same. And you are yourself, Mel. You’re always yourself. Just like Kostas wearing those pants.”

“Kostas didn’t wear the pants. Bridget, Carmen, Lena, and Tibby did.”

“See?”

I smile, despite myself.

For breakfast we climb to a café above a small, placid lagoon at the center of town. Vish and I dig into pastries and coffee on a balcony overlooking the lake, a gaggle of geese honking below us as they hide from the spreading sun in the shade of a tamarisk tree. I wouldn’t be surprised to look over at the table beside ours and see a Bond villain doing a crossword puzzle, enjoying a quiet day off.

“So let’s talk guest list,” I say in between sips of coffee. “Who’s coming. What’s the drama. What’s the gossip. Fill me in.”

Vish throws me a look. “You’re going to be chill when you meet these people, right? Because you’re not meeting the cast of Vanderpump Charm or whatever. You are meeting my coworkers. Say it with me: You are meeting. My coworkers.”

I nod dutifully. “I am meeting your coworkers.” A beat. “But what’s the State of the Union with Seb and Freya? Because she hasn’t posted him on her story in weeks.”

Vish closes his eyes and breathes in through his nose. “Give me strength.”

One could say that I’m slightly obsessed with the three wealthy Brits who employ my dear friend Vish. It’s certainly possible that I check their Instagrams a bit too often, in the process familiarizing myself with their social circles and posting habits. But to the haters I say: Anyone and everyone has the ability to make their social media private. If Freya didn’t want me to know that she’d gotten so high at Glastonbury last year that she’d thought she’d invented the concept of parking lots, then she wouldn’t have done an Instagram Live about it, would she?

I reach across the table and clasp Vish’s hands in mine. “I promise I will play it very cool. But the only way for me to play it cool is if I know all the pertinent information in advance. So please tell me all the pertinent information in advance.”

He raises his eyes to the Greek heavens, probably beseeching Zeus to toss down a lightning bolt and put him out of his misery.

“Fine. Fine. Well, all the founders are coming, obviously. There’s Seb…”

Sebastian Cross-Patterson: SWFT CEO, consumer of hair gel, producer of smirks, body of a rower, face of Diplo. Typical Instagram posts from him include photos of the glassy Thames before early morning rows, shots of him knocking back champagne on the French Riviera at dusk, and candids of him winkingly chomping on cigars at black tie weddings, bowtie rakishly undone. As the company’s chief executive and arguably the most charismatic of the three founders, he is SWFT’s public face, doing interviews with the Financial Times, speaking on VR panels, flashing cheeky grins in the pages of British GQ.

“… Freya, and yes, they’re still together…”

Freya Taverner: SWFT “Head of Brand” (whatever that means), mother to an ever-expanding kennel of toothless rescue dogs, possessor of a long thin neck and large white teeth, never met an accessory she didn’t want covered in beads. Her Instagram is a mixture of topless photos of her leaning over the edge of an infinity pool somewhere, loved-up couple shots of her and Seb, and occasional drunken livestreams of her rambling into the camera about how much she loves gherkins. Sonja Morgan from across the pond, if you will. Needless to say, she is not the public face of the company. However, from what I can gather she seems to be the one powering the endless assembly line of British socialites and C-list celebrities who cycle through SWFT’s countless parties and events.

“… and Ollie.”

Oliver Chamberlain: SWFT COO, wearer of glasses, lover of creative nonfiction, owner of brown hair of the unkempt variety. In my informed opinion, he’s the “normal” one in the mix, a humble salmon in a sea of rainbow fish. His social media presence is far more understated than that of his co-founders, in an endearing, grandparent-y sort of way. His Instagram grid is basically a de facto music review page; most of his photos are of a disembodied hand holding up a vinyl record, underneath which he’ll pen a lengthy caption of his sincere thoughts. His Instagram stories are reserved for photos of him and his sister, of whom he seems fond, and reposts of Chelsea goal celebrations. From what Vish tells me, Ollie is the founder most involved in the company’s day-to-day functioning, more or less the brains of the operation. Not to stereotype people with glasses.

The three of them met at Oxford and started SWFT a few years after they graduated. Seb brought his experience from a stint at a consulting group, Freya her contacts from her lifetime as a socialite and a brief tenure at a PR firm, and Ollie his knowledge as a self-taught software engineer. They banded together to create what the company’s Instagram bio describes as a “first-of-its-kind digital members-only club offering the highest caliber of non-fungible luxury virtual experiences.”

“VR Meets Caviar” was the headline in the Financial Times. “Look Up: This Year’s Hottest Club Is in the Cloud” was the verdict in Tatler. “Is Blockchain Sexy? These Three Oxford Grads Are Betting on It,” said The Guardian. “SWFT Is the Soho House for the NFT Generation,” proclaimed The Independent.

I’d gone on the SWFT website when Vish started working there. As a nonmember, all I’d had access to was a pitch-black screen with one tiny word at its center: APPLY.

“Before you continue,” I say to Vish now. “Please remind me for the millionth time how this company actually works.”

“It takes the model of a traditional members-only club and places it in the virtual world. So, people still have to apply like they would to get into a brick-and-mortar social club. If they get accepted, they have access to virtual reality luxury experiences, like music festivals, lectures, art auctions, whatever. It’s backed by blockchain, so everything is non-fungible, and it’s supported by a dues-paying subscriber model.”

It’s like he’s speaking in tongues. “So, it’s basically like… fancy Club Penguin?”

“It is in no way like fancy Club Penguin.”

“And people subscribe? Enough to warrant going public?”

“Yeah. I mean, the company had already been around for a few years when I joined, but from what I’ve been told, people are still applying for memberships like crazy, and the subscriber numbers are off the charts. Freya throws these amazing parties, and they generate tons of buzz.”

I nod, impressed. “Wow. Club Penguin waddled so SWFT could run.”

Vish ignores me. “There are a few other people coming on the trip, too. There’s Madeline Quansah. Mads. Head of comms. She’s super smart and on top of her shit. She went to Oxford, too, but graduated a few years before the rest of them. And then there’s Dana.”

“Dana?”

“Dana Asllani. She’s Seb’s PA. I heard she got hired because her dad is friends with Seb’s uncle or something? I’m not sure, actually. But she’s a character. You’ll see.”

“Can’t wait. And then… us? Weren’t there more important people to invite? No offense.”

Vish finishes off his coffee. “None taken. Actually, my boss, Clive Bacon, the general counsel, was supposed to come with his wife. But they had to drop out because he’s having hip surgery, so we got their spots instead.”

“Clive! Not Red-Faced Clive!” Vish had sent me photos of his florid supervisor, a white-haired, stuffy outlier among his young, sprightly coworkers.

“Red-Faced Clive.”

“Probably a blessing in disguise. There’s not enough sunscreen in the world to protect that man from the Greek sun.” I clink my spoon against the side of my empty coffee cup. “And that’s all you’ve got for me? No tea? No tension bubbling under the surface?”

Vish waves for the check. “Sorry to say, but no. They’re keeping things super buttoned-up before the IPO. Even Freya seems to be partying less, and I don’t think she’s adopted a dog in weeks.”

I slump in my chair. “I want a refund, Vish.”

He slides me an invisible bill across the table. “Sure, here’s your free ninety-nine back.”

After breakfast we wind our way through the hot, crowded streets of Agios Nikolaos. We stroll down wide pedestrian thoroughfares, weaving through hordes of fellow tourists and trying to avoid stray cats darting underfoot. Shops offer postcards, pottery, and lots and lots of wooden penises.

I prod one such dangling phallic keychain as we browse through a gift shop. “Dicks as far as the eye can see. Speaking of which, sorry Tessa was such a dick.”

Vish tries on a pair of aviator sunglasses and strikes a Top Gun salute. “She was such a dick, wasn’t she? And I am genuinely heartbroken over her. What is wrong with me?”

“That’s between you and the open skies, Captain.”

He rehangs the sunglasses. “What about you? Any girls or boys I should know about?”

I can’t help but laugh. “Yeah fucking right. I’m retired from duty.”

Even before Ariana died, I wasn’t exactly a carnal conqueror of worlds. That was more her thing—ensnaring guys at bars like a huntress, tearing through Tinder matches without mercy. I was her bemused wing woman, sipping my margarita with wide eyes as I watched her work.

And now? When I can barely bring myself to spend time with the people I know and love? Not a chance.

We make our way down to the shore, the sea unfolding glassy and clear before us as it stretches toward the blue horizon. We follow the promenade along the harbor, passing a hulking cruise ship and a smattering of ferries. Eventually we get to a small, rocky beach and make a beeline for a shaded restaurant on the sand. As we wait for our food to come, I lean back in my cushioned chair and gaze out at the sea. A light breeze skims my sweaty skin. Old men bob shirtless in the water, and screaming children splash after each other in the shallows. It is surreal to be here. My body feels more relaxed than it has in months, my mind quieter.

But then a familiar song starts playing over the bar speakers. I hear a cascade of violins, a shimmering beat. Beyoncé’s voice enters the mix and I gasp like I’ve been punched in the kidney.

Now that you’re out of my life, I’m so much better. You thought that I’d be weak without you, but I’m stronger.

Like I’m outside my body, I hear my breathing start to wheeze and whistle. Vish looks up from his phone in concern.

“Mel? Are you okay?”

“I just… I just need…”

I can’t get the words out. I lurch up from my chair, kick off my sandals, stumble onto the rocky sand, and head for the sea. But escape is impossible. Because even when I can’t hear the music anymore, the pain still grips me in its fist. I could run across a thousand beaches and never be free.

Once, during a club volleyball game in college, I cracked heads with a teammate and got a concussion. During the dark month that followed, there were only certain parts of my brain I could safely access. I was okay transporting myself to the land of memory: high school prom, sleepaway camp, my tenth birthday party. But try to recall a specific piece of information—fifteen times three, for example, or Richard Gere’s name—and the result was pure agony, like I’d stuck a fork into a wall socket.

So, too, does it hurt to access memories of Ari. But unlike with my concussion, there is no rhyme or reason to which thoughts will merely sting like a paper cut and which will slice me clean in half. Meaning: I have no advance warning that hearing the opening stanza of “Survivor” by Destiny’s Child at a waterfront bar in Greece will crush me like an ant under a heel.

Because suddenly I’m there again, there alongside Ariana at our elementary school talent show in our matching camouflage T-shirts, about to perform a dance we spent hours practicing in her bedroom. And like it is a brand-new piece of information it hits me again that she’s gone, gone, gone, forever, forever, forever, for good. She doesn’t exist. She’s been clawed from the fabric of the universe, eliminated in a Thanos snap, leaving me behind.

Helpless, broken, I curl up into a ball in the shallow water and heave wrenching, silent sobs. I can’t believe that I can feel pain like this and still be alive. I am not a Survivor. I want to give up, and stop, and not work harder.

Even in this state the utter waste is not lost on me: Vish could have saved his miles. I was kidding myself to think that things would be different here. Some crucial latching inside of me has come permanently undone. I am at an eternal loose end, no matter what country I’m in.

Wherever I go, there I am.

When at last the sobbing has petered out and I manage to pry my eyes open again, the sun feels overly bright, like I’ve just had my pupils dilated. Unsteadily I push myself up to my feet, my soaked shorts heavy and gritty. I notice that my fellow beachgoers are giving me a wide berth and my cheeks flame. I start dragging my legs through the sand, avoiding eye contact with all the families gaping at my red, puffy face, fixing my blurry gaze resolutely on the ground beneath my feet.

And then I almost crash into someone.

Despite my wrecked emotional state, some animal defense mechanisms must still be manning the helm because I sense her coming half a second before we make contact and manage to stop short in the nick of time. Not sparing me a second glance, she barrels into the empty space where I would have been, past me before I can sputter out an apology. As she flashes by, I clock that she’s a few inches shorter than I am and around my age, with rigid posture and glossy, curly brown hair. She’s wearing a crisp sleeveless shirt dress and a brown leather backpack with a giant imprint of a horse on the flap.

Adrenaline making my arms and chest buzz, my gaze lingers on the horse as its wearer strides away from me in the direction of the promenade. And it’s the strangest feeling, but it’s almost as if I… recognize her.

Not recognize recognize, I don’t know her name or even where I know her from, but I’m almost positive I’ve seen her before. Is she famous? I don’t think so. But for some reason there’s a tint over my memory of her that makes me convinced she’s someone I’ve seen on-screen. Maybe she was on some reality show I watched? I try to catch on to the wispy memory, but then it’s gone, and so is she. I squint, looking for the leather backpack, but its owner has vanished into the crowds on the promenade.

Then I snap myself out of it. Of course I didn’t see someone I recognized. It was just my lizard brain crying out for connection, desperate to fill the Ariana-sized hole in my heart. My psyche is no longer a reliable narrator. It is not to be trusted.

Under the sun’s intense glare, I look down at myself: shorts stained dark by seawater, knees scraped from collapsing onto sharp rocks. I feel dizzy, spun out like a Beyblade. The fear from earlier surges back tenfold. Was coming on this trip a terrible, terrible mistake? Now that I’ve cut myself loose from the moorings I’ve built over the last year and a half, will I just sink completely?

Shakily, I trudge back to the restaurant, certain that Vish is currently on the phone with an Aegean Airlines desk agent booking me the first flight home. But as I get closer to our table, I feel a little frisson of shock. There’s a man sitting across from Vish in the chair I vacated. I register mussed brown hair, glasses, and a wrinkled Arctic Monkeys T-shirt, and I’m hit with that feeling of giddy nervousness you get when you look up to see that a celebrity has just walked into the same restaurant as you.

Because this person is a celebrity, at least to me. It’s Ollie Chamberlain, SWFT COO.

Ollie hasn’t noticed me yet, but Vish has, and I see his face cloud with worry at the sight of me. I feel a stab of guilt.

You are meeting. My coworkers. Get it together, Mel.

“Hi!” I call out as I approach, hoping I sound normal. Ollie leaps out of my chair, looking bashful.

“Are you alright, Mel?” Vish asks me, concerned.

I smile brightly. “Fine! Just wanted to feel the water.”

Vish looks at me like I’m crazy, which I am, obviously, but he doesn’t push it.

“Um. Okay. Well, look who I just saw walking by. This is Ollie, from work. Ollie, this is my good friend Mel. She’s joining us on the trip.”

Ollie thrusts out a hand and gives me a warm smile. I take it, and I’m… blushing? Oh God, I’m blushing. This is the danger of parasocial relationships. This is why I never go to live tapings of the podcasts I love. It’s just too weird, collaging together an idea of a person via social media and then being confronted with their flesh-and-blood reality.

He is taller in person than I expected, in an almost apologetic way, his shoulders hunched forward like he’s trying to shrink himself out of politeness. Dark circles hang underneath his lower lids, but his mahogany eyes are vibrant and engaged, almost blazing. I take in the messy hair, the crooked smile, the glasses; it’s like I’m looking at a 2024 version of Four Weddings and a Funeral Hugh Grant.

“Sorry I took your seat,” he says as he shakes my hand, dipping his head deferentially. “I was just delighted to see Vish. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise!”

Good grief, one conversation with a British dude and I’m talking like I’m in Pride and Prejudice.

“You sure you want to spend the week with us reprobates? It’s not too late to back out now, you know.”

I smile. I’m gradually starting to recall what it is to be a human again, like the feeling returning to a limb after it’s fallen asleep.

“You should be talking to Vish. I’m sure he’ll want to throw me overboard before the trip is done.”

From the stressed way Vish is looking at me, I’m only half-joking. Ollie lets out a tired chuckle and rubs his temples.

“Oh, Christ, don’t give me something new to worry about. No one’s going overboard, not before the IPO. All of Vish’s hard work will have gone to waste.”

Vish snorts. “Me? Are you kidding? No one works as hard as you do, Ollie. You’re barely ever out of the office.”

Ollie waves him away. “Really, I just need to get a fucking life.” He looks at his watch. “Oh, bollocks, is that the time? Seb and I have a Zoom meeting before we depart, and God only knows where Freya’s gone off to. Saw her in the lobby this morning drinking straight from a bottle of Dom and muttering about finding a goat sanctuary. Have to go track her down.” He shakes his head good-naturedly. “No rest for the wicked, eh? But I’ll see you both on the dock at two.”

He reaches out and shakes my hand again.

“It’s nice meeting you, Ollie,” I say, and mean it. “Thank you for having me.”

“The pleasure’s all ours,” he says, winking. “Welcome to the SWFT family.”

Ollie departs, leaving Vish and me to our chicken souvlakia. With the warmth of Ollie’s presence gone, my hysterical reaction from earlier looms large in the empty space he left behind. I can feel my ears getting hot with embarrassment as I stab a french fry with my fork. I’m stubbornly avoiding eye contact, but I can sense Vish watching me.

“Do you want to talk about what happened?” he asks at last.

“I’m totally good,” I say, still not looking at him, a dry piece of chicken sticking in my throat alongside the lie.

Nerves start to roil my stomach. This morning has already brought with it one panic attack and one hallucination. Who knows what being out on the open water will do to me?







CHAPTER FOUR

ARI’S PARENTS’ DIVORCE BLEW THROUGH her life like a tropical storm, in that it was messy and dramatic and ended up with her dad in Florida. In contrast, when my parents got divorced a few years later, it was a generational cold front. Brittle smiles crackled like the crust on a frozen lake, barely covering the fathomless depths of resentment underneath. With parents like those, it was no wonder Ari ended up an actress-slash-teacher and I ended up in law school: Drama begot drama; order begot order.

But again, like with the Backstreet vs. NSYNC debate from days of yore, our differences were merely superficial. Underneath it all Ari and I were the same. Two hurt, confused, pop-culture-obsessed girls trying to figure out how to navigate the road trip of life without a map. It was hard, yes, but bearable, because we had each other as copilots.

Except now that I’ve suddenly found myself driving solo, I’m not quite sure I have what it takes to stay on the road.

If anyone asked me to describe Ari, I’d bend their ear until the cows came home. I’d tell them that she had a flaky scalp. That she gave the impression of someone constantly late, even when she was on time. That she was addicted to Diet Coke. That she taught her students reading comprehension by having them act out scenes from Spice World and Zenon: Girl of the 21st Century. That she hated slow walkers. That she chose her dentist based on his astrological sign. That she had six unpaid parking tickets when she died.

I just want someone to ask me. I’d tell them everything.
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“Hooooooly fucking shit,” I breathe.

I know that yacht culture is a floating encapsulation of everything wrong with modern capitalist society, with the ultra-wealthy swanning around on fuel-guzzling behemoths while the rest of the planet burns and starves. Those orcas were well within their rights to take their revenge, carrying out Mother Nature’s punishment against humanity for its rapacious depravity.

And I know that I am a mentally unstable thirty-two-year-old woman whose brain is 80 percent thoughts about her dead best friend and 20 percent thoughts about the movie Crossroads. As recent events have demonstrated, I can’t even hear the opening verses of a 2001 chart topper without making a beeline for the sea. I am hardly in a mental state to be living it up on a yacht right now.

But also…

Holy fucking shit.

The Philomela swells above the water like the head of a submerged giant robotic bird. Glossy black windows serve as its narrowed eyes, the sharp bow a pointed beak. The back of its head is a ridged cascade of outdoor decks. Sharp antennae point skyward as feathers of adornment. The bird analogies are endless, but mostly I’m just reeling from the fact that I’m about to spend the next three days on this massive yacht.

So many of celebrity culture’s finest moments have taken place on or around yachts in recent years. A billionaire installing a sculpture of a woman on the prow of his vessel that looked like, but was in fact not, his new girlfriend. A young heartthrob with a pencil mustache consuming the face of a nepo baby like a sexy cannibal. A movie star helping a pop legend flop onto a dinghy while a talk show titan watched in amusement.

And now on this hot Grecian day in August of 2024, Melanie Hoffman and Vishal Agarwal, two humble attorneys at law, are about to add to that storied canon.

“Still want that refund?” Vish asks, rolling his suitcase along the cement dock. I had come to a halt in my awe and now hurry after him, my bag bumping along behind me.

“I never said such a thing, your honor! Motion for the prosecution to shut his lying piehole!”

“Sustained.”

As we get closer, I catch sight of the crew in their whites arranged in front of the boat to greet us, and it’s like I’m experiencing déjà vu. While this is of course a completely new experience for me, Ari and I have simulated it countless times before. Our proxies were the endless stream of eccentrics, tyrants, and douchebags that passed through all the Below Deck franchises over the years. It is strangely discombobulating that this time it’s me who’s having this experience, that it’s my feet walking down the dock and my neck turning red under the Mediterranean sun.

My grief has more flavors than a Baskin-Robbins, and the feeling that fills me now is a sense of profound injustice. How fucked-up of the universe, how wrong, that I am here doing this and Ari isn’t. What a massive screwup at the administrative level. Dereliction of cosmic duty.

Vish approaches the boat and throws me a childlike smile of delight over his shoulder. I convert my lips into smile format in return, and another knell of the injustice bell rings. Because instead of some hot, evil British woman who could show him the time of his life, Vish is stuck on this trip with me, the world’s first living fossil. If he had any sense, he’d deposit me back into the earth’s crust.

The crew gleam in their crisp white collared shirts, hands clasped, smiles bright. I take a deep breath. This is really happening. I am a passenger on this vessel. I am imminently seafaring.

The first to greet us is the captain. Bald, tall, straight-backed, strong-nosed, he looks like he could tame a jungle cat into submission with his stare alone.

“I’m Captain Murdoch MacPherson,” he declares in a thick Scottish accent, his handshake like an iron clamp. “Welcome aboard the Philomela. Most of your fellow passengers are already onboard, and this is the rest of the crew.”

Vish and I introduce ourselves to the captain, and then we’re on to the chef, a small bearded man bristling with kinetic energy like a wound spring.

“Chef Mateo Lozano,” he says, shaking each of our hands at hyperspeed.

“Chef Mateo previously worked at a Michelin-starred restaurant in Mexico City,” Captain MacPherson shares, and Vish almost faints.

Next up is the chief stew, a stunningly attractive redheaded woman with a face frozen somewhere between fury and disdain.

“Bonjour,” she says, and I have never been more intimidated by a single word in my life. “Heloise Gagnon. It is a pleasure to have you aboard.”

It feels like it is anything but, so I hurry on, eagerly grabbing the next hand in line. It’s warm and strong and connected to a tan, lean arm covered in little tattoos. I look up and find myself momentarily lost for words. The hand’s owner has salt-crinkled curly bronze hair tied up in a ponytail, olive-colored eyes, and silver piercings running up the sides of both her ears.

“G’day?” she asks, like it’s a question, and I realize suddenly that I’ve been shaking her hand for an abnormal length of time. I drop it, my ears flaming. “Abby Rossi. Bosun.”

“A female bosun! Like Malia!” someone says, and to my deep dismay that someone turns out to be me. Abby’s face immediately clouds over.

“Don’t know a Malia,” she says curtly, and I have to physically restrain myself from jumping into the water. Vish shoots me a look, and I rush to the next person in line, a beaming young woman with perfectly styled shiny brown hair.

“Jasmine Galang, steward,” she says in a chipper American accent. “Love your sunglasses, diva. Go off.”

“Thank you so much,” I say with vigor, because a compliment from a member of Gen Z is something to be treasured like a rare jewel.

I move on to the next crew member, a man so buff his muscles are moments away from destroying the structural integrity of his shirt.

“Petros Sideris,” he says as he shakes my hand, his grip surprisingly gentle. “Deckhand. I grew up on Crete, so it is my pleasure to show you this beautiful island.”

I introduce myself. Then I’m on to the final crew member in the line-up, who is… Jax Taylor?

My jaw practically unhinges as the thick-necked, blue-eyed man in front of me shakes my now-limp hand in his. As discreetly as I can, I start scanning all around me for cameras. Is this some sort of new Below Deck / Vanderpump crossover event I was unaware of? Don’t these people know there’s a reality TV villain in their midst?

But then his face cracks into a genuine, veneer-free, very un-Jax-like smile, and a very un-Jax-like British accent comes out of his mouth.

“Mac Howe!” Fake Jax cries as he pumps my hand. “Deckhand! Welcome aboard, love! Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, which means you can do pretty much anything you like!”

Everyone around me is laughing like the comedian of the year has come to town, but I just feel unsettled. I look closer, and other differences emerge—Mac’s forehead isn’t as big as Jax’s and his hair is a lighter shade of brown. But still, he’s got the same sinister Lord Licorice goatee and a head so square it could be used to demolish buildings.

I haven’t set foot onboard yet, but it still feels like the world is rocking underneath my feet. However, before I can latch on to the feeling, a flute of champagne is thrust into my hand, my suitcase is spirited away, and Vish and I are ushered along the gangway toward our fates.
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SWFT’s best and brightest are arranged on the main deck of the Philomela like they’re posing for the cover of High Net Worth Monthly. Maybe it’s the glamorous setting, or maybe it’s the fact that they’ve become quasi celebrities in my mind, but it’s like they all possess an otherworldly glowing sheen. In an embarrassing twist, my hands are now sweating.

“Vish, you handsome fuck!” a blond man roars, rising from the couch he’s been lounging on, champagne in one hand, phone in the other. He’s sporting a white linen shirt and a leather-banded watch I think I’ve seen Paul Mescal wearing on a red carpet. Sebastian Cross-Patterson, in the attractive flesh. Despite having no hands free, he still somehow manages to slap Vish on the back in greeting.

Then he turns to me. I can’t see his eyes behind the dark lenses of his Ray-Bans, only my own overwhelmed reflection.

“And you must be Melanie. Welcome to our rusty barge. Quite the shithole, isn’t it?”

He spreads his arms wide, gesturing at the yacht’s sumptuous furniture and gleaming deck. I feel a stab of annoyance; like any Below Deck faithful I know that the crew were scrubbing and scrambling for hours to make the boat look this pristine. But I guess relentless self-deprecation is the British way, even if the self you’re deprecating actually belongs to someone else. And regardless of how I feel, this guy is Vish’s boss and I’m on this boat for free, so time to play posh ball, Mel.

“Absolutely disgusting,” I agree. “Thank you so much for having me. Sorry Clive couldn’t make it.”

Seb barks out a laugh. “Good God, I’m not. Clive’s wife is like a fox in a henhouse when she gets the drink in her, can’t keep her hands off us lads. But you don’t see me starting a Me Too movement over it, do you? Oh, don’t worry Mads, I’m only joking, I’m only joking.”

My smile is quickly becoming a grimace.

The Mads he was referring to, who Vish has prepped me is Madeline Quansah, SWFT’s head of comms, is rolling her eyes as she walks over to greet us. She carries herself with the poise of a dancer, her white button-down looking impossibly crisp and her box braids gathered in an elegant bun on top of her head.

“It’ll be a holiday, he tells me. I’ll be on my best behavior, he tells me.” She kisses Vish on the cheek, then goes to shake my hand but stops short. “You’re not a journalist, are you?”

“No.”

“Thank fuck for that. Welcome aboard, darling.”

After shaking her hand, I scan the rest of the deck. It’s a roomy outdoor lounge area on the aft of the boat, with plush couches, a statement wooden coffee table, and an outer lining of planters filled with chunky succulents. Right now the view is of the other craft in the marina, but soon we will be surrounded by nothing but open sea.

On one of the couches I see a familiar face.

“Hi, Ollie,” I call, and he leaps up to greet me, hugging me like an old friend.

“Mental, isn’t this?” he says to me as we part, running a hand through his unruly hair. At least somebody here is willing to admit that we’re not about to set sail aboard a flaming trash heap. “I feel like an absolute twat.”

“That’s because you are one, my dear!” Seb calls before necking the rest of his champagne.

There’s a girl sprawled out on one of the couches who hasn’t looked up from her phone the entire time we’ve been here. I don’t recognize her, so by process of elimination that means she’s Dana Asllani, Seb’s assistant. She looks straight out of Love Island central casting: tight ponytail of ombré blond hair, thick false eyelashes, and enough filler in her lips to keep her afloat if she were to topple overboard. I go over to her.

“Hi, I’m Mel,” I say down to her. She spends fifteen more hours scrolling through her phone before finally looking up.

“Hiya, babes,” she drawls, sizing me up like a bully in a high school movie. Her thoughts, however, will remain a mystery for the ages, because she promptly returns her attention to her phone.

“Oh, Dana,” Seb calls over. “Would you mind sending out that email we talked about?”

Dana smacks her gum as she texts at rapid-fire speed. Charmingly, she has the keyboard volume on full blast.

“Yeah, ’course, just gimme a sec.”

We all wait in silence as she continues to type, the popping of the keyboard ricocheting off the wooden surfaces of the deck. Then there’s a whooshing sound.

“So you’ve sent it, then?” Seb asks.

Dana looks up and blinks her two-ton false eyelashes at him. “Sent what?”

“Vishyyyy!!!!”

Turning as one, we’re greeted by the sight of a gangly blond woman in an improbably wide hat galloping down the gangway like a drunken horse. She leaps into Vish’s arms, clamping her legs around him like a monkey and kissing him wetly on the cheek. Her hat, miraculously, stays on.

When at last she releases a flustered Vish from her clutches, Freya Taverner turns to me. Her round blue eyes sparkle behind her pink acetate Prada sunglasses, her big white teeth gleam, her blond head wobbles perilously on top of that thin noodle of a neck.

“And you’re Vish’s friend? Melanie?” She pulls me into a squeeze, her grip surprisingly tight considering how spindly her arms are. “Oh, how lovely, how lovely.” She pulls back and takes in my face. “You have the most sumptuous cheeks. I just want to bite them. But I won’t, because I’m not that kind of girl! Darling!”

As suddenly as she came upon me, she’s gone, hurrying over to Seb.

“I’ve found a goat, I’m calling him Horseradish, and he’ll be ready for us to collect on the way home. Do you know who he reminds me of? Elton John. It’s uncanny. We’ll keep him in the back garden. Apparently they eat rubbish and old fish and make little poos everywhere they go. It’ll be such a laugh. I think he’ll be a fabulous emotional support animal, should the need arise.”

Despite the fact that this boat hasn’t moved, Seb looks faintly seasick.

“Bonjour, everyone.” Heloise, the chief stew, has materialized out of nowhere. “Now that we have all arrived, it is time for the tour. Follow me.”

My heart soars. Another Below Deck staple: the boat tour. As discreetly as possible, I take out my phone and start recording. I need wall-to-wall video footage of this vessel to send Kellie, or there will be hell to pay.

The aft deck leads indoors to the main deck salon, a large lounge filled with chairs and couches. It’s a canvas of warm neutrals: thick cream carpet, honey-colored wood inlay, golden lighting radiating from the ceiling. Wide windows run down the lengths of both sides. At the far end of the room is a large wooden dining table.

“Depending on the weather and your mood, you may have dinner here or on the bridge deck,” Heloise says.

Past the dining area is a small antechamber containing a tight spiral staircase, beyond which is the bedroom where Seb and Freya will be staying.

“The Owner’s Suite,” Heloise proclaims as we enter the cabin. “You have a king-sized bed, full walk-in closet, bathroom with Jacuzzi tub, and excellent views.”

Freya jumps up and down and flings her arms around a studiously unimpressed Seb. “Oh, darling, the glamour, isn’t this fantastic? All it needs is a dog! Or three!”

“There will be no dogs,” Heloise says curtly. “Allons-y!”

Next she leads us down the staircase to the lower deck, where the other guest cabins are. There are two on each side of the boat: a twin room that Vish and I will be sharing, a full room for Mads, another twin room for Dana and all her gum, and a final full room for Ollie. Just like the lounge, all the furnishings are warm-toned and luxe, with wood accents and mellow lighting. It’s like being in a mobile spa.

Then we take the stairs all the way up to the bridge deck. It houses an outdoor dining area, an indoor seating area equipped with a bar, and the control room where the captain sits. Captain MacPherson is in there now, looking capable of leading armies into battle.

“Captain,” Seb says authoritatively, shaking his hand. Dana, eyes still fixed to her phone, laughs out loud. I am slightly confused by this working relationship.

And finally, at the tippy-top of the boat, the sun deck. It’s got a Jacuzzi, bar, and more lounge seating. Standing up here, I turn in a circle, taking in the harbor, Agios Nikolaos, and the clear blue sea that awaits us.

Oh, Ari, I think. If only you could be here. What’s the point of experiencing things if I can’t tell you about them?

Tour complete, Heloise takes her leave. I hurry after her, catching her on the stairs down to the bridge deck.

“Um, totally random question,” I start, sounding about as casual as a middle-aged Steve Buscemi asking “How do you do, fellow kids?”

“Yes?” she asks, her eyebrow a rigid arc of impatience.

“Where is the… um… crew area?”

Now both eyebrows are activated. “Why do you want to know this?”

I can hardly say “Because my late best friend’s sister will cross international waters to come kill me if I don’t send her a video of the crew bunk beds.”

“I’m just… really into boat design. I’d love to have the layout of the whole thing in my mind. Just boat nerd things, am I right?”

Heloise looks like she’s just gotten a whiff of hot roadkill.

“I do not know what this is. But fine,” she concedes reluctantly. “The crew area access point is on the port side of the main deck. There are stairs there that go down to the lower deck, where the crew quarters, galley, and engine are. But this is not for guests.”

“Of course,” I assure her. “I would never go down there.”

Five minutes later, I’m going down there.

“I hope you know you’re putting my life at risk, Kellie,” I whisper into the phone camera as I descend down the dark, cramped staircase. “If something happens to me and you find this video, please know I was killed by a very beautiful, very angry Frenchwoman named Heloise.”

The stairs spit me out by the engine room. In contrast to the warm neutrals of the rest of the boat, the engine room is reminiscent of a research lab, all sterile silvers and whites. Giant boxes the size of fridges hum and whir, large pipes snaking between them.

Next is the engine control room, then a hallway with a couple of walk-in freezers, one stuck with an OUT OF ORDER sign. Past that is the entry to the kitchen. Or galley, I should say. I poke my head in, making sure I’m capturing it all on my phone: the stainless steel countertops, the sparkling clean electric cooktop. Then I cross the hall to the crew mess, an iconic setting in Below Deck lore. I film the big table, the flatscreen TV, the cabinets where the crew keeps their dishware…

Which reminds me! I forgot the dishwasher. Kellie’s never going to let me hear the end of it if I don’t get the dishwasher. I cross the hallway again, leaning into the kitchen and zooming in on the—

A hand grips my shoulder, hard. I scream, dropping my phone.

Eyes bugging out of my skull, I whirl around. I’m met with the cold stare of Mac, the Jax Taylor impersonator.

“Oh my God,” I gasp, my breathing ragged. “You scared the shit out of me.”

“You shouldn’t be down here, love,” he says quietly, his eyes not leaving mine.

Gone is the goofy smile from up on the gangway. His face is stone, his posture menacing. A blue vein pulses in the center of his forehead. Suddenly I’m aware of the fact that it’s just the two of us down here and no one else knows where I am. The hallway, already narrow, feels like it’s shrunk in half.

“I-I was just taking a video of the boat for my friend,” I explain, my voice shaky.

Speaking of which, where’s my phone? My eyes scan the floor before landing on a glint in Mac’s hand. My breath catches.

“Um, can I… can I have that back?”

To my disbelief, his grip around my phone tightens. Then he takes a step toward me, and on instinct I shift away from him, my back bumping up against the wall.

“What are you—”

“Hey, Mac, how you going? Everything alright?”

We both turn. Standing in the hallway is Abby, the bosun. She’s changed out of her whites into a turquoise blue T-shirt and khaki shorts and is looking back and forth between Mac and me warily.

A second passes, then another. And then Mac’s face breaks into a dazzling smile.

“Yeah, no problem, just found one of the guests wandering ’round down here. Think I gave her a bit of a fright. Just having some cheeky fun.”

He winks at me as if this is some hilarious inside joke. I feel ill.

Abby raises an eyebrow at me, then looks back at Mac. “Right. Well. We need you up there. About to cast off.”

Mac’s smile doesn’t fade. “Sure thing, gaff.”

“Thanks, Mac, you’re a legend, mate.”

Mac starts to walk by me. With great effort, I prompt my vocal cords to life.

“Can I have my phone back?” I ask shrilly, sticking out my hand. It’s quivering slightly.

Mac pauses and stares straight ahead. For a second his jaw tenses, and I catch a glimpse of the cold menace from before. But then he slaps his palm into his forehead and shoots me a goofy grin.

“Look at me, I’m a right wanker. Here you go. Sorry ’bout that!”

He hands me my phone and then bounds off down the hallway like a golden retriever. I watch him go in numb shock, my phone feeling like a foreign object in my hand. What the hell was that?

I turn back to Abby, about to explain what just happened, but she’s staring at me with those tattooed arms crossed and those hazel eyes narrowed. My words die on my lips.

“So. Going walkabout, are we?” she asks levelly.

I feel my cheeks flare. “I was, um, actually filming a video. For a friend.”

Abby is smiling, but there’s a hardness underneath.

“A video of the private area that I live in? The only place on this entire boat that the rest of the crew and I have to ourselves, when we’re not at your beck and call? That’s interesting. I’m curious as to why that’s something you, or your friend, might find compelling.”

My cheeks feel even hotter. I drop my eyes to the floor. “It’s because… we watch Below Deck.”

Abby claps. “And there it is. Should’ve known. Should’ve known you were one of them.”

“One of who?”

“The fangirls. The Deck-heads.” In her Australian accent, this sounds unmistakably like dickheads. “You’re all the same. Is there a guidebook or something you all pass around? Step one: See a female bosun, bring up that Malia chick. Step two: The second you’re left alone, take yourself on a little tour of my workplace like it’s a museum. Do people come into your job and film videos for their sorority sisters or whatever the fuck? No, they don’t, because you’re a…”

She waves her hands, encouraging me to finish the sentence.

“A lawyer,” I mutter, chagrined.

“Because you’re a lawyer, and they don’t make shows about lawyers, do they?”

I have to push back on that one. “Literally every show is about lawyers.”

“It’s not the same!” Abby starts pacing back and forth in the little hallway, buzzing with energy like a trapped beetle. “I can spot your lot coming from a mile away, you know. You’ve all got this sick gleam in your eyes, like you’re about to eat us for breakfast. Bet you want to know who’s fucking who, don’t ya? Hmm?”

“I mean, I hadn’t thought about that, but if you’re willing to share…”

“No, I’m not willing to share! Because that is not a piece of information you’re entitled to! Do I ever burst into Cunt and Cunt Attorneys at Law and demand to know who’s sucking off who? No. Because that’s fucking nuts, mate.”

I don’t recall any of the Below Deck stars ever being this vulgar, but it is dawning on me that she has a point. I’m invading these people’s space like some sort of creepy tourist, treating them like zoo animals, when they’re at their jobs. And those jobs happen to include serving me. I feel foul suddenly.

“I’m really sorry,” I say, but Abby is barely listening.

“Listen, I’m going to be very clear with you, Michelle.”

“It’s Mel.”

“Yeah, I don’t give a shit. You do not know the first thing about yachting. I know you think you do, but believe me, you don’t. So please, for the love of Christ, go hang out with your rich, douchey mates, lick caviar out of each other’s arseholes, I don’t care. But leave the crew, and our quarters, alone. Understood?”

I can barely form words. “I—”

“And if you tell the captain about any of this, I’ll plant drugs in your cabin. I’m serious. I’ll do it.”

She takes a deep breath, smooths down her shirt, and flashes me a winning smile. I feel like I have whiplash.

“Now, miss, it seems like you’ve gotten a little lost,” she says like she’s talking to a toddler, her voice shellacked in a polite, professional veneer. “Would you like me to escort you to your cabin?”

I hang my head. Between Heloise, Mac, and now Abby, I’ve already managed to piss off three members of the Philomela’s crew, and I’ve been on board only fifteen minutes. I’m no better than your standard awful Below Deck passenger, and I’m not even being prompted by a producer.

“I’m really sorry,” I say. “I’ll go. I know the way.”

Abby beams. “Excellent. Lovely. Stupendous. Ta-ta, now!”

When I get to the cabin, Vish is unpacking while he watches Formula 1 highlights on his phone. He looks up when I come in.

“God, I hate Max Verstappen. Where have you been?”

“Making an idiot of myself,” I moan, flopping onto my bed.

Vish sighs, returning his attention to the F1 footage. “Are you going to get me fired, Melanie?”

“No, I’m just going to get myself framed for international drug trafficking.”

“Not even gonna ask.”

From the belly of the Philomela comes a deep rumble. Then, motion. We’re casting off. In my mind’s eye I picture the Below Deck scene happening in real time above me: the deck crew winding ropes around bollards, the captain guiding the ship to open water with calm authority, the bosun peppering him with live updates over the radio… and great, now I’m back to thinking about Abby the bosun and my recent humiliation, and I’m turning red all over again.

“Fuck me, Kellie better be grateful for this stupid thing,” I mutter to myself, opening up my camera roll. I jolt upright. “Wait. What the hell?”

As the boat churns its way out of the slip, I scroll through my camera roll frantically, hoping that I’ve missed something. But it’s no use. I can search as hard as I want, but it won’t change the truth.

The video is nowhere to be found.







CHAPTER FIVE

AROUND DUSK WE DROP ANCHOR in the bay outside Chania, a port city on the northwest side of the island. The entrance to the harbor is ringed by a fourteenth-century stone wall and lighthouse, and the city beyond it is a gradient of old to new.

We gather for drinks on the sun deck in time to catch the day’s dramatic final act. The crowded Venetian buildings of Old Town Chania glow a warm tangerine, the tabletop mountains in the distance are a pastel purple, and the boundless sky above is a wash of orange to pink to delicate blue. All around us the sea’s surface has been transformed into incandescent, viscous silver by the sun’s departure. You could ice skate on it, could weld it into steel beams.

The wet, salty air sits thick and heavy in my lungs, and the hard work of it makes my breathing slow. Every second that passes the sky grows a fraction darker, giving time a tactile, tangible quality. I feel acutely present, almost painfully so. After a year and a half of living life through a hazy filter, this deluge of color and smells and sounds is quickly becoming overwhelming.

I separate myself from the group and walk over to the side of the deck. I wrap my hands around the cool metal of the railing and try to focus on one spot in the luminescent, metallic sea ahead of me, but I can’t latch on to anything. I feel both besieged and adrift, like a lone warship that’s lost sight of its fleet during a storm.

This is not fair, I keep thinking. This is not fair, is not fair, is not fair. That I am here, literally in Greece, but also that I am here at all. That I can see and smell and hear, that I can feel the sting of salty air on the insides of my nostrils, that I can take one breath, then another, then another. Who decided that Ariana’s race was shorter than mine?

No one, Ari responds, ever the realist.

Then why? I want to scream back. Then what’s the point of any of this?

“To SWFT!” I hear Seb call behind me, shortly followed by the staccato pop of a cork separating from a champagne bottle. “And its limitless future! We didn’t ask to be the smartest, richest, handsomest bastards in the game, but alas, it is our cross to bear!”

My stomach curdles and I grit my teeth. This breezy apathy, this cheeky debauchery. What by the light of day felt harmless and entertaining is quickly turning rancid. I grip the deck railing tighter.

“He’s not as big of a dickhead as he seems, I promise,” a voice says to my left.

I turn to find Ollie standing there, clad in a Stone Roses T-shirt underneath an open blue button-down. The group’s attire tonight is confounding: Ollie looks like he’s headed to the record store, Seb is in what I believe is called a dinner jacket, Mads exudes sophistication in a chic sleeveless linen dress, Dana is wearing a minidress made out of wetsuit material, and Freya is in a bra-skirt combo encrusted in shimmering beads. Vish pulled out yet another new wardrobe item tonight, a sleek white dress shirt custom made for him by Seb’s tailor (!!), and I opted for a red one-shouldered Farm Rio dress with a giant pink flower on the side.

“He’s got quite the sense of humor,” I respond as diplomatically as possible. There is currently an electronic billboard at the front of my mind flashing VISH WORKS FOR THESE PEOPLE, MELANIE. I’ve already gotten off to a bad start with the crew; if I alienate my fellow passengers, too, I’ll be walking the plank in no time. I decide to change the subject. “Can I ask how you guys came up with the idea for SWFT?”

Ollie smiles slightly, eyes on the horizon. “Can’t claim any credit for that, I’m afraid. That was all down to Seb and Freya. They were inspired by the dining clubs at Oxford, you know, how people went mad trying to get into them. They wondered if there was a version of that that could exist in the virtual world. So they started pitching to family friends who ran hedge funds and consulting groups, that sort of thing, and those old relics hardly understood a word of what they were hearing, but they were more than happy to invest. Seb and Freya knew I’d been learning to code, so they decided to throw old Oliver a bone, and well, I’ve been riding their golden coattails ever since.”

The modesty among the British populace is truly staggering.

“You’re the COO. From what Vish tells me, you work harder than anyone else at the company. I wouldn’t exactly call that riding anyone’s coattails.”

Ollie gives a reluctant nod of assent.

“You sound like my sister. ‘Know your worth, Oliver.’ Quite the taskmaster. Much more of a backbone than I’ll ever have. But I was a bit of a lost boy before SWFT, it must be said. An artist without the art. Always in search of divine inspiration, so I could come up with something a fraction as brilliant as the music and films I love. I even tried to be a…” He shudders. “A DJ. But it turns out you can read all the books and listen to all the records in the world and still not have a single original idea. I suppose that’s why I’ve done so much to make SWFT what it is. I’m not as creative as Freya or as charming as Seb, but I can work hard. You don’t need divine inspiration for that. It’s my own silly little way of leaving a legacy.”

He blinks suddenly, like he’s waking up from a trance.

“Christ. Look at me, droning on like I’m at the therapist. You must be wanting to gouge your eyes out from boredom.”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “No. Not at all.”

The yolk of the sun has slipped behind the silhouette of the mountains across the bay, and in its absence the sky roars with a final show of brilliance before the dark of the night. I don’t realize I’m going to continue speaking until the words are already flowing out of me.

“I had a friend who died last spring. My best friend. Ariana. She always wanted to be an actress. I mean, she was an actress—she was so funny, and clever, and thought so quick on her feet. She was always making us perform in talent shows and stuff when we were kids, and she majored in drama and education at UCLA. But it never really happened for her, professionally. Not because she wasn’t good, but because, I don’t know, Hollywood sucks, and then she had to stay in teaching for the health insurance, and then… then it was too late. And toward the end, she got so worried that her life wasn’t going to matter, that when she was gone, she’d just blow away. Like dust. And I tried to reassure her, over and over, that she was etched into my soul and my brain and my heart like a fucking stone carving, and that was the real legacy, the one she’d leave behind with the people who loved her. And she said she believed me. But I’m not sure if she really did. And that kills me every single day.”

Cold tears are sliding down my cheeks.

“So. I get it. I understand wanting to make your mark.”

Ollie’s tired eyes are crinkled with concern behind his glasses.

“I’m very, very sorry,” he says, with feeling.

“Me too.”

There is a splash and a clanking sound. Ollie and I turn to see Freya standing knee deep in the hot tub, hammering a fork against a bottle of champagne.

“Friends! Comrades! Lovers! It is time for supper!” She wobbles and nearly face-plants into the water. Mads rushes forward to grab her. “Oh my! Crisis! We nearly had a death at sea there! Thank you, Mads, dear, you’re a gorgeous legend! A glegend!”

I shoot a look at Ollie. “Is Freya okay?”

His jaw is tight with worry. Across from us, Mads cautiously helps a giggling Freya out of the Jacuzzi. “Freya is Freya. Whether or not that falls under your definition of okay depends on your dictionary. And how empty that bottle of champagne is.”

As the group watches on in uncomfortable silence, Freya takes uneven, dripping steps toward the stairs. After a beat the rest of us follow behind her, the mood now strangely uneasy.

Night has fallen.
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We eat dinner on the bridge deck, the mountains now just shadowy outlines against the starry sky, the lights of Chania winking in the distance. The moon is out and showing three-quarters of its face, like it’s still deciding whether it wants to bloom or disappear.

I sit on the far end of the table next to Vish, and he ratchets higher and higher up through the stratosphere as each of Chef Mateo’s dishes come out: fluffy pita; brightly colored ceramic bowls brimming with hummus, tzatziki, taramosalata, and fava; lavraki ceviche in a sharply acidic sauce; sizzling, golden triangles of saganaki; succulent, tender lamb chops accented with lemon and thyme; sticky sweet baklava. Each course comes with a wine pairing. I know I should probably be mindful of how much alcohol I’m consuming, considering I haven’t set foot in a bar in two years, but I’ve had just about enough of mindfulness this evening. I don’t want to be mindful. I want to be mind empty.

“Bottoms up!” I clink glasses with Vish and then knock back the rest of my final wineglass. He groans and stretches, the buttons on his fancy shirt straining a bit.

“I’m in heaven,” he sighs dreamily. “I fuckin’ love my life. I fuckin’ love this company. She’s the one woman in my life who’ll always love me back.”

I hiccup. My brain feels pleasantly numb. “Are you calling your company a woman because we’re on a boat and everyone calls boats women?”

“Thassa good question.” Vish nods thoughtfully. He turns around to face Freya, who has gotten up and is swaying around the deck to music only she can hear. “Freya, is our company a woman?”

Freya pauses mid-sway, her large eyes searching the solar system for wisdom. After deep contemplation, she closes her eyes in ecstasy, as if she has stumbled upon some great truth.

“Gender is a social construct, and companies are a social construct, so by that logic, all women are companies, and all goats are women,” she declares, then goes back to swaying.

“She’s so weird,” Dana mutters on the other side of the table, but Freya’s too in her own world to have heard her. And yes, Freya certainly is an odd duck, but there is something in me that wants to rear up in her defense. Let this wacky, incredibly wealthy animal lover dance to no music if she wants to. Let everyone do everything they want. We’ll all be gone soon anyway. We’ll all be gone, gone, gone, gone, gone.

Oh no. My drunkenness is turning a corner onto Existential Despair Boulevard. I pour myself some more wine, as if that is the remedy, as if that isn’t slamming my foot on the gas.

“Ahem.” Seb pushes his chair back and stands up, holding up yet another champagne glass. Does this guy have a champagne flute permanently glued to his hand? How can he drive? Silly Melanie, he doesn’t drive himself!

“He doesn’t drive himself,” I confide to Vish, who looks at me like I’m speaking another language.

“I know I’ve been making a lot of speeches this evening, but if you’ll indulge me, I’d like to make one more.” He surveys the table, looking everyone deeply in the eye, the very picture of golden, polished confidence. “When we first started SWFT, we had no idea what it would become. To go from those humble origins to this…” He indicates the yacht. “Well, not to be ridiculously wet, but it does make me quite proud. These last few weeks with you all, shaking our tatas for every red-blooded investor in the country, has been the time of my life, and this trip is a celebration of all that excellent work. But also… could it not be more than that?” Seb looks over at Dana, who is deeply engrossed in TikTok. “Dana, darling, give us a drum roll, please.”

She looks up from her phone and stares at him blankly.

“But I don’t play the drums.”

Vish jumps in, slapping the table with his hands.

“Thank you, Vish.” Seb starts strolling the deck like he’s doing a TED Talk. “All this time pitching the company has made me… introspective. The very ethos of SWFT is looking at two paths, and blazing a third. It’s about revolutionizing culture, taking the status quo and telling it to go fuck itself. But I have to admit, this whole ‘going public’ business has been frightfully traditional and boring. And I realized… that’s just not the SWFT way. So I’ve decided to be a little naughty. We’re not going public in September.”

Vish stops drumming abruptly. I can see all the life drain out of his face. “What?”

Seb beams smugly, delivering his next sentence with the self-satisfaction of a mic drop.

“We’re not going public in September. Because we’re going public here. In two days’ time.”

Freya stops swaying. Vish looks absolutely dumbfounded.

“Here?” Vish repeats. “Like… in the ocean?”

“It’s a sea, actually, but yes, that’s the idea. We’re going to do what no one has done before. The most ridiculous, over-the-top, self-indulgent bollocks you’ve ever heard of. We’re flying the entire board out, having the final meeting on this yacht, listing the company, throwing a massive party and getting positively wrecked, and then trading will start the next morning. Bob’s your uncle who’s about to get rich beyond his wildest fucking dreams.”

What the… what? Even if I wasn’t processing all of this at drunken half speed, I still think I’d be struggling to keep up. I scan the table to see everyone else’s reactions. Seb looks smug as a bug in a rug. Ollie looks wary but unsurprised. Mads also looks like this isn’t her first time hearing this news. Dana seems to be engaging in a bidding war on eBay. The only people who appear shocked by this announcement are Vish, who is shaking his head slowly, and Freya, who is standing stock-still and staring at Seb like he’s an alien who’s just strolled onto the deck and asked her thoughts on neoliberalism.

“Oh,” she says, her eyes glassy. “Oh.”

“Is that… a thing?” I slur to Vish quietly. I reach back into the recesses of my alcohol-soaked brain to a class I took on corporate finance in law school. “Can you just move up an IPO like that? Aren’t there regulations?”

His eyebrows furrow. I can see his lawyer brain wrestling with his drunk brain.

“I… guess. I mean, all our paperwork has been approved, and if they manage to get the board here… I’m gonna have to work like crazy to get everything squared away with the London Stock Exchange, but I guess it’s possible. Thank God I brought my work laptop. This boat better have amazing Wi-Fi.” He puts his forehead on the table. “Fuck. And I’m about to have a food baby. The timing couldn’t be worse.”

“Mazel tov,” I say, rubbing his back.

As we migrate back to the sun deck, the mood is bacchanalian: Ollie pops more champagne, Seb strips down to his underwear and gets into the hot tub, and even Dana appears to be in a chatty mood. In contrast with my jubilant surroundings, I feel sluggish, like my consciousness is on a delay. My thoughts are a slow, viscous swirl of memories. I see Ari onstage in one of her improv shows, beaming face sweaty and shining. I see Ari dazed and wan in a hospital bed, an IV branching out of her hand like a foreign tentacle.

“Can I get some help?” Seb calls from the Jacuzzi to Jasmine the Gen Z steward, who is manning the bar. “I can’t get the jets to work.”

“I’ve got you, king. Radioing for help now,” Jasmine says, before speaking into her walkie. A few minutes later, Abby walks up the stairs. She’s in a windbreaker now and has pulled her curly hair into two low buns at the base of her head. It’s very cute, I believe, and I decide I must tell her.

“Your hair is very cute,” I blurt out as she walks by.

She stops and looks at me warily.

“Thaaaanks,” she says. She looks me up and down. “I like your dress. I like the flower. Very… flower-like.”

“Thank you.” I nod deeply. “I know you hate me. Like, you really hate me. And I’m sorry for what I did.” I can’t actually recall at this moment what it is I’ve done, but I know it was bad. “The thing is, my best friend died, and her sister’s really scary. So. I had to do it, you know? Just boat nerd things, am I right?”

Something in Abby’s face softens.

“Are you okay?” she asks in a low voice.

“No!” I cry gleefully. “Definitely not!”

“Hello?” Seb calls from the Jacuzzi. “Not to be a dick, but, well, to be a dick, I am paying for this whole thing.”

Abby is still looking at me with concern, but then she shakes her head slightly. “Sorry. I have to go help him with the jets.”

I wave her on gallantly. Jets in the tub. Scrub-a-dub-dub. Which makes me think of—

“Dishwasher!” I slap my forehead with my palm. That’s what I have to do! I have to go film the dishwasher. Or maybe I’m… not supposed to do that? But won’t Kellie plant drugs in my room if I don’t? Or was that someone else? Who knows! Just boat nerd things!

I stagger toward the stairs, in doing so almost tripping over Freya, who is curled up against the wall in a small ball.

“Whoa!” I cry. “I didn’t see you! Be careful! There are feet down there!”

Freya tilts her head up at me. Her eyes are two large, terrified planets. Unease crackles through me.

“I’m frightened,” she whispers.

I nod vigorously, trying to soothe both her and my own disquiet. “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just have to go see the dishwasher.”

“No, no, you don’t understand.” She shakes her head violently, her blond hair catching the moonlight. “I’m worried something bad is going to happen to me. Please, you have to help me.” She reaches out and grips onto my wrist, tight.

“I—” Something is wrong here. Something is very wrong. But the right thing to do is just beyond my grasp, like a dream. “I don’t know—”

“Freya, babe!” Seb shouts from the Jacuzzi. “What are you up to over there? Are you being a silly billy? Come join us!”

Freya gets to her feet unsteadily. She moves very close to me, her breath thick and champagne-flavored.

“Please,” she whispers hotly in my ear. “You have to help me.”

“How?” I beg, gripped by a sudden urgency I can’t explain. “How can I help you?”

“Please.”

“Freya! Come on!”

Like an apparition, she silently drifts over to Seb in the hot tub, her pale hair alit in a phantasmal glow. I’m reminded of Persephone being dragged down into the underworld and I’m filled with a sense of deep foreboding. Suddenly this is all too much: the rich food in my stomach, the alcohol soaking my brain cells, the corporate wheeling and dealing, Freya’s cryptic pleas for help. I need to get out of here. I need to go find the dishwasher. I stumble toward the stairs, leaving the party behind.

I can feel Freya’s eyes on me every step of the way.







CHAPTER SIX

“WHY AM I IN LOVE with Kyle?” Ari asks, shaking her head in disbelief. We’re watching Summer House on my couch. “He’s a forty-year-old man-child who’s constantly crying.”

“Because you are Kyle,” I respond, giggling, an uncontainable smile taking over my face.

Ari looks over at me, puzzled.

“Why do you look like the Joker?”

Because, I want to say, I had the most terrible, awful, horrifying dream that you were dead. Because in that dream I would have paid one trillion dollars to watch Kyle Cooke shotgun a Loverboy with you one more time. But it was just a dream. It was just a dream.

“No reason. I just think you’re funny.”

She shrugs, then turns her attention back to the TV. “Okay, weirdo.”

She’s in Ari Repose Mode: large, worn-out Cheetah Girls T-shirt, UCLA sweatpants, short blond hair gathered in a tiny top bun. Maximum comfort after a long day of improv rehearsal. Or was it teaching third grade? I’m not sure, actually. I frown slightly.

“What did you do today, Ari?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

I watch her dark brows furrow, the light from the TV playing across her face.

“I don’t know,” she says at last, sounding lost. She turns to me, panic starting to creep into her green eyes. “Why? Don’t you know?”

“I…”

Her face is turning sallow, her skin growing puffy, her beautiful hair sloughing away.

“Mel?” she cries. “Mel, what’s happening?”

Suddenly, I’m bawling, great gasping sobs that rack my body like an earthquake. Ari leans toward me and digs her fingers into my wrist, and now her face is Freya’s, her eyes black holes.

“Please!” she screams. “You have to help me! Please!”

My eyes are seared by a harsh, white light. I start awake with a shout.

I take rancid, stuttering breaths, my mouth a foul desert. For a few moments I am so crushed by pain that I can’t see. The grief is filling up my eyes, my nose, my lungs. She was here, she was here, she was here. Then she wasn’t.

“Mel?”

I blink and gradually my vision clears. I realize that I’m in a cramped, low-ceilinged room taken up almost entirely by a messy bunk bed. A tier of which I’m currently occupying.

Abby is standing in the doorway, her arms crossed.

“I’m feeling like it’s a real one step forward, ten steps backward situation with you,” she sighs.

“What… what am I doing here?” I croak. My head feels like it’s being crushed between the thighs of Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson. Residual horror from my nightmare still twists like a snake in my belly.

Abby raises an eyebrow. “Yeah, I think you’re a bit mixed up there, mate. I’m the one who’s supposed to be asking that question, seeing as it’s three a.m. and you’re in my bed. Now let me give it a go. What the fuck are you doing here?”

With difficulty, I delve back into my memory like a rescue diver submerging into a toxic swamp. I follow Past Melanie on a drunken journey from the sun deck to the bridge deck to the main deck to the crew area to the… galley. Ah.

“I think I was…” I feel my entire face turning red. “Looking for the dishwasher.”

Abby looks pointedly around the tiny cabin. “And did you find it in here?”

I must look like a stop sign at this point. “No.”

“Well, that’s a relief. I don’t think the pipes are equipped for it.”

An awkward silence stretches long enough for my embarrassment to be born, go through puberty, get married, have children, grow old, and cash out its 401(k).

“Please don’t plant drugs in my cabin,” I blurt out. “I’m really sorry, I had too much to drink. I know I’m being such an asshole. I’m just a fucking mess right now. I promise, I won’t bother you again.”

I leap out of her bed and start making it in a flurry.

“I was sorry to hear about your friend,” I hear Abby say behind me. I pause, her comforter gripped in my hands.

“Oh,” I say, my back still to her. “Thanks.”

“I lost my dad. Two years ago.”

I turn around. Abby has dropped her arms, and the usual tough competence has faded from her face a bit.

“I’m sorry,” I echo.

“Thanks.” She gives me a long look, her hazel eyes scanning my face. “I guess I’m just saying that I can relate to drinking too much and ending up in a stranger’s bed.”

Suddenly, the air between us takes on a new charge. I’m conscious of how small the room is, of how close we are to each other. Like they have a mind of their own my eyes travel over her full lips, her golden hair, the lean strength of her body.

“All done,” I blurt out, dropping her pillow back in its rightful place and straightening out my dress. “I’m gonna go now. Sorry again.”

Abby watches me for a moment longer, then nods. “Right then. Have a good night.”

“You too,” I say quickly, then stride past her.

To the protest of my throbbing head, I practically sprint down the hallway and up the stairs. But no matter how fast I go, I can’t outrun the truth: This trip has been a complete and utter disaster. Ari’s terrified face from my nightmare lingers in my mind like a hologram as I burst outside into the cool evening.

Mel? Mel, what’s happening?

I sprint to the railing, the wind snatching at my hair. The water is a deep shadow, the sky above a kaleidoscope of stars. Hopeless despair seizes me anew. I shouldn’t have come here. At least at home when I spin out, I’m only a menace to myself. But here, on this boat, innocent bystanders are getting caught up in my chaotic current and I’m dragging them down with me. I can’t take me anywhere.

My thoughts are interrupted by the murmur of voices somewhere up above me. I check my phone; it’s three fifteen in the morning. What are people still doing up?

Eager for a distraction from my misery, I quietly start following the sound along the side of the boat toward the aft deck. When I get closer to the source of the voices, I’m able to make out snippets.

“… it’s time, it’s all set, you…”

“… tricky, but…”

Something is sparking in my subconscious, something that insists I pay attention. I’m pretty sure the voices are male, but between the distance and the competing wind I can’t make out much more than that. I bend my neck backward in an attempt to see who’s talking, but they remain stubbornly out of sight up on the bridge deck.

Then, crystal clear, I hear: “The most important thing is that she disappears.”

And then: “Freya.”

And then: silence. They must have gone inside.

I press my back against the side of the boat, my pulse whirring. The chilly sea air needles at my exposed shoulder, and I shiver. That was… weird. In my mind’s eye the hologram of Ari morphs into Freya’s face, her wide eyes filled with fear.

Please. You have to help me.

I feel like I’m trying to put together a puzzle but can only see a handful of the pieces. Freya was afraid tonight, of something, or someone. And now two people are awake in the dead of night, talking about someone disappearing, saying Freya’s name…

Meaning she might have good reason to be afraid.

The wind whooshes around me, and the boat shudders in the choppy sea. I suddenly feel vulnerable. The pinpricks of light coming from Chania’s harbor look perilously far away. Quickly, I hurry back inside the main deck salon and down toward my cabin, senses alert to any potential threats, mind racing.

Is something going on here? And if there is, what would that something even be?

I’ll talk to Freya in the morning, I decide. I’ve been a mess ever since I set foot on this boat, but maybe I can finally make myself useful. Freya asked me for help, and that’s something I can offer. The conversation didn’t mean anything to me, but maybe it’ll mean something to her.

The hallway outside my cabin seems quiet, but then my activated ears catch muffled voices coming through Dana’s door. TikTok? Or is something else afoot?

Get a grip, Melanie, I think as I push open my door, doing my best to avoid waking Vish, who’s snoring robustly. This isn’t Death on the Nile.

I burrow into bed. The night is dark beyond the cabin portholes, and the Philomela rocks with every inhale and exhale of the sea. I stare up at the ceiling, limbs leaden with fatigue but dreading sleep. Now that my adrenaline is wearing off, I feel the darkness circling. My nightmare from earlier lurks patiently in the wings, waiting to consume me once more.

I’m going to help Freya, I offer to the darkness in negotiation. That’s why I’m on this boat. Business, not pleasure.

The darkness keeps its thoughts to itself. I try to fight the gravity of sleep, but like the tide, like death, it claims me eventually.
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When I wake up in the morning, sunlight is blazing in through the porthole windows and Vish is gone. I check my phone; it’s a little after ten. I have a text from Vish: Going to work out on the sun deck, will meet you at breakfast. I also have six texts from Kellie, each with an increasingly specific question about the yacht and its crew. They all mostly revolve around cleaning products and sex. So nothing life-threatening, unless Kellie threatens my life for not answering her in a timely fashion, which is not out of the question.

As I change into a pair of white overalls, a chain of hazy memories from last night bubbles to the surface: Seb’s announcement, Freya’s fearful plea, Abby discovering me in her cabin, and then that strange conversation.

The most important thing is that she disappears.

Freya.

I jam a bucket hat over my messy bedhead, feeling resolute. After breakfast, I’ll pull Freya aside and let her know what I overheard. And then… well, I’m not sure exactly what will happen after that. But already, having even a vague sense of purpose makes me feel steadier, like I’ve been given a metaphorical drain to snake. It’s an island of familiar territory in the middle of uncharted waters.

When I get to the bridge deck, Heloise and Jasmine are doling out portions of scrambled eggs and bacon to the assembled guests. I scan the table, clocking who’s already there: Vish, who’s dripping with sweat post-workout; Mads, who’s firing off emails on an iPad; Ollie, who looks so tired he might as well still be asleep; and Seb, who seems furiously hungover. No Dana, which isn’t a huge shock…

And no Freya. I feel the first pang of worry, feather-light.

“Morning,” I say, trying to keep my voice easy breezy. “Where’s everyone else?”

“Dana hasn’t come up yet,” Ollie says, and Seb snorts without mirth.

“Still sleeping, obviously,” he snaps harshly, a far cry from last night’s bon vivant. He snatches a croissant from a basket on the table. “It’s not like the company’s going public tomorrow or anything.”

“Mhm,” I say, pulling back a chair, the worry growing steadily stronger. “And… what about Freya? I’m sure she’s still asleep too, right?”

“Oh, Freya won’t be coming up,” Seb says, his voice cold. He rips into his croissant with sharp teeth. I can hear my blood rushing in my ears.

“Why not?”

“Because,” Seb says, looking straight at me, his expression inscrutable behind his sunglasses, “Freya is gone.”







CHAPTER SEVEN

“HE KILLED HER,” I HISS at Vish the second I get him alone. I feel like someone’s set a firework off inside my skull, sending bright spots dancing across my vision.

We’ve migrated to a set of couches in the bridge deck salon so Vish can send work emails. He’s currently hunched over his laptop, typing up a multi-paragraph message to his contact at the London Stock Exchange about the moved-up IPO.

“Mhm,” he says absentmindedly, not looking up.

I stick my hand in front of his screen. “Hello? Did you hear me? Seb. Killed. Freya.”

This gets his attention.

“You’re kidding, right?” He scans my face. “Oh God, you’re not kidding.”

“He basically confessed to it just now!”

With a heavy sigh, Vish closes his laptop. “I agree with you, that phrasing was… odd, but he filled us in before you came to breakfast. Freya wanted to go into town early, so she asked one of the deckhands to take her over. Honestly, if you knew Freya, it wouldn’t be a huge surprise. She can’t sit still for longer than five minutes.”

“I do know Freya!” I insist to a skeptical Vish. “Okay. Not as well as you do, obviously, but I feel like I get her at least a little bit. And…” I pause, then decide to play my ace. “Something really weird happened last night.”

I tell him about Freya begging me for help, and then overhearing that ominous conversation at the witching hour. The most important thing is that she disappears.

“And I was going to tell her about it this morning, to warn her. But I was too late.”

Out loud, this proclamation feels slightly more dramatic than it did in my head. But I shoo my insecurities aside. Bosom heaving a bit, I await his reaction.

Vish nods, then stands up.

“Okay. Let’s get to the bottom of this.”

He takes my hand and pulls me up to a standing position.

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s go talk to Seb.”

“What?! No! Vish!”

But Vish just starts marching out of the salon, pulling me along behind him. I drag my feet at first, not expecting to confront Seb this soon. However, as we take the stairs up to the bright sun deck, my resolve builds. If Seb did do something to Freya, he deserves to be put in the metaphorical hot seat.

On the sun deck, it turns out that Seb is in the literal hot seat as well. He and the rest of the passengers are splayed out on lounge beds, the mid-morning sun roasting them like potatoes in an oven. Petros and Mac are up here, too, sweating up a storm as they unfold a massive inflatable slide. Despite everything, I’m momentarily distracted. The giant slide! A Below Deck icon!

And then before I know it, we’re standing over Seb. Mads and Ollie are typing frantically on their devices, but he’s reclining without a care in the world. His toned torso is glistening in the sun, and his shirt is over his face, protecting his hungover eyes from the glare. I can’t help but feel a stab of resentment on everyone else’s behalf; it was this guy’s idea to do a surprise IPO. The least he could do is work a little, too.

When he senses our shadows fall over him, Seb pulls the shirt off his face and sits up, using his forearm to shield his eyes from the sun.

“Hullo there,” he says. “Come to give the slide a go? It’s not quite ready yet, I’m afraid.”

I’m about to snap back that I will in fact not be going down the slide, in solidarity with the workers on this boat, who I know from the sacred text of Below Deck hate putting up the slide, but before I can, Vish steps in.

“Maybe in a bit,” he says. “But, um, we actually wanted to talk to you, because Mel is a little worried about Freya.”

Seb arches an eyebrow. “Aren’t we all.”

Indignation simmers in my gut. Vish jumps in again before I can say anything.

“Freya told her last night that she was feeling a bit freaked out about something, and then—”

“I just got a weird vibe when she wasn’t here this morning,” I interject, cutting Vish off. He shoots me a look, and I shake my head slightly. I’m suddenly feeling wary of giving too much information away. I don’t want anyone else knowing about the conversation I overheard.

Seb’s lips turn into a hard line.

“And what was she… ‘freaked out about’?” he presses me, sitting up straighter. “Anything in particular?”

The rest of the group is listening now; I can see Mads looking up from her iPad and Ollie tilting his laptop closed. Heat crawls across my collarbone at the attention and I feel sweat percolating on my upper lip as the sun does its work on me.

“I… I don’t know,” I admit, feeling a bit flustered. “She didn’t say. But something just seemed… off.”

Seb rolls his eyes and returns to his reclined position.

“Listen, you’re new here, Melanie, but something you need to know about Freya is that she’s, well, Freya. Hardly has Churchill’s constitution, if you catch my drift. Especially when she’s been drinking. And she’s often drinking. You can’t take much of what she says seriously. She’d tell you so herself.”

Oh my God, this guy. I try not to let my irritation show. “Look, if you could just tell me what happened this morning, I would really appreciate it.”

Seb smiles thinly. “Of course. I woke up this morning to a seven a.m. message from Freya saying she was going into town. As I had a bit of late night, I must have been out cold when she left.”

“And she said a deckhand took her into town? Which one?”

“The English one.”

I breathe in sharply. Mac. Of course he’s involved in this somehow. He’s not even really English! I want to protest. He’s from Michigan! He lives in THE VALLEY!

“And speak of the devil…”

Speak of the devil, indeed. I feel a large presence come up beside me, and my body instinctively tenses. I look over to see a sweaty Mac standing there, looking as happy and harmless as a children’s camp counselor. But then our eyes meet, and I’m transported back to that small hallway, to that step he took toward me, the panic rising in my throat.

“Mac, is it?” Seb says magnanimously, a man of the people. “We were just talking about the lovely Freya. You took her into town this morning, correct? How did she seem to you?”

Mac shrugs, wiping his sweaty brow with a rag. “Yeah, fine, I s’pose. Just had me drop her off at the dock. She said she wanted to go visit some cat sanctuary. I said, ‘Sound’s purrfect.’” He winks.

“At seven in the morning?” I ask, ignoring this groundbreaking wordplay. “Why couldn’t she wait until we all went to Chania together later in the day?”

He shrugs again, a hint of defensiveness creeping into his posture. “Dunno. I’m just the deckhand. I don’t ask questions. She said she’d join up with your lot when you went into town for lunch.”

I notice there’s no wordplay this time. I’m about to keep pressing, but then Seb lets out a satisfied humph on the couch.

“And look,” he says, facing his phone screen toward us. “There she is now. The matter’s settled.”

Warily, I lean forward. Seb has pulled up Freya’s Instagram grid, which features a new photo, posted earlier this morning. Of a skinny orange cat stretching in the Chania sun.

I feel momentarily like I’ve lost my footing. But then I look at his phone for a beat longer and an idea hits me.

“She messaged you, you said?”

Seb is already putting the shirt over his head again. “Pardon?”

“This morning. Freya messaged you that she was going to Chania. Can I see it?”

Throughout this whole interaction Seb’s maintained a slightly bored air, like he’s a parent patiently indulging a dramatic child. But now the atmosphere takes on a new, tense charge. Seb slowly puts his shirt down and shifts himself forward on the couch, leveling his gaze at me like he’s just noticed me standing here for the first time.

“You know, Melanie, if I wasn’t such a polite bloke, I might say that that’s a pretty bloody presumptuous thing for someone to ask, when they’re a guest on my yacht.”

I swallow, but stand my ground. “Good thing you’re such a polite bloke, then.”

“Yes,” he agrees, smiling at me acidly. “Good thing.”

Without another word he flops onto his back again and throws his shirt back over his face. I’m no expert in the social cues of rude CEOs, but it would appear we’ve been dismissed. I can barely contain myself as Vish and I head back down to the bridge deck salon, and I pounce on him the second we cross the threshold.

“Oh my God! Didn’t you see how weird he was being?”

He sinks onto a couch. “Mel. It doesn’t matter how weird he was being. Freya’s in town. She posted it on Instagram.”

I’m pacing now. “But… she’s not actually in the photo. Someone else from the group could have taken it in town this morning and posted it from her phone.”

“But everyone else was still on the boat.”

I stop in my tracks as it hits me. “Not Mac!” I start pacing again. “I overheard two people having that conversation last night. Maybe Mac is Seb’s accomplice! You know, it would make sense, honestly. He’s shady as hell.”

Vish looks like he’s having trouble keeping up. “How can you possibly know that a random employee on this boat is shady as hell?”

“Because he deleted a video off my phone! And…”

Don’t say it, Mel. Don’t say it.

DON’T SAY IT.

“And he reminds me of Jax Taylor!” I blurt out.

Vish puts his head in his hands. “Hello darkness, my old friend.”

“Please, Vish,” I beg, shaking him by the shoulders. “I know something is going on here.”

Vish sighs, defeated. “Okay. Fine. Let’s do a mental exercise. Let’s say Seb killed Freya. How did he do it?”

“I… don’t know.”

“What did he do with her body?”

“Also not sure.”

“Why would he do it? Especially two days before the very public IPO?”

“You are getting too caught up in specifics. When really, this is about vibes. He’s a bad dude, Vish. He gives me the ick.”

“We went to the same law school, so I know you’re aware that someone giving you the ick won’t hold that much weight in court.”

There’s a thumping sound, and the light dims in the salon. I hurry over to the port side windows in time to see the inflatable slide unfurling down the side of the boat.

“Exhibit A! Seb’s making them do the giant slide! He’s too hungover to even go down it! That’s sociopath behavior!”

“How?”

“Everyone knows the crew hates putting up the giant slide.”

“So… why does the boat have a giant slide?”

“Capitalism!”

Vish rubs his eyes. He suddenly looks very tired, and I feel bad for stressing him out even more when he already has the weight of the IPO on his shoulders.

“Okay. Look. Mel. I haven’t told you about this before, because honestly it’s no one’s business but hers. But… Freya’s been through a lot. Which is putting it lightly.”

I sit down on the couch opposite him. “What do you mean?”

Vish lets out a gust of air. “It’s sad, Mel, it’s really sad shit. She’s from this super posh, super rich family, but her mom struggled with mental illness and addiction. She had Freya on her own and then passed away when Freya was little. She was taken in by a great-uncle, her grandpa’s brother, and I think she really likes him, but he’s a bit of a strange guy from what I hear, so another relative stepped in and forced her to go to boarding school. I think that was a really hard time for her. She started drinking and doing coke when she was like fifteen. But then she went to Oxford, and met Seb, and I think he was a nice stabilizing presence for her. So was the company. But. She still sometimes has… moments.”

“Moments?”

“When she wobbles. Like last night, after dinner? I think you had gone off somewhere by that point, but Freya got so wasted she passed out in the hot tub. Ollie and I had to help Seb carry her down to their room. It was pretty dark, dude. Like, if she had been alone in the hot tub, she could have drowned. I can… I can imagine her waking up this morning and wanting to, I don’t know, snuggle with some abandoned cats or whatever. I think animals help bring her back down to earth a bit.”

The air in the salon feels heavy. I think of the strange, warm woman I met yesterday, and my heart twists at the thought of her passed out in a Jacuzzi, feeling haunted and alone. My sense of conviction from last night surges back in full force. This person needs my help, and I’m going to give it to her.

“So you’re saying the last time you saw Freya, she was unconscious in her and Seb’s room? He could have easily killed her after you guys left. And then he and Mac would have had all night to get rid of her body. ‘The most important thing is that she disappears.’ That’s what I heard. And then what do you know? Freya disappeared. Vish, you have to admit this is all so fucking sketchy.”

Looking like he’s aged about a hundred years in the last twenty minutes, Vish asks, “Mel, why are you so fixated on this? Can’t an explanation just be an explanation? Can’t a vacation just be a vacation?”

“Because…”

Because something about this triggers the same part of my psyche that makes me religiously tap through every single Deuxmoi Instagram Story? Because I am no stranger to a true crime documentary? Because I think Seb is a dick? Because Freya asked me to help her, and I didn’t, and now something horrible may have happened to her? Because all of it, I guess.

Because…

“Because I have a Broken Brain.”
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This is the thing about having a Broken Brain. About placing the most importance on the least important things. About referencing Gossip Girl like other people reference Tolstoy, about knowing that Francia Raisa gave Selena Gomez a kidney, about watching Beyoncé’s “Naughty Girl” music video six times a day.

It is, in many ways, a lonely life. You can walk into work and say, “Oh my fucking God, did anyone watch Love Island last night?” and the answer will be crickets. You can ask a family member if they know what Rita Ora’s up to, and they won’t know who Rita Ora is, let alone what she’s up to. You can say to the cashier at Trader Joe’s, “I wanna forgive you, and I wanna forget you,” and they’ll blink at you and wonder why God has punished them with such a customer.

But. But. But.

If, in your wanderings through this empty wasteland of a universe, you happen to stumble across a fellow soul like yours, one who can also recite the Mary-Kate and Ashley filmography in order and who also thinks daily about Hilaria Baldwin pretending not to know how to say cucumber in English despite being born in Boston, well then. The feeling of connection, of understanding, of kinship, will be so powerful that it will emit a light brilliant enough to be seen from other galaxies.

Because all those memes you want to send will now have a destination. All those TikTok rumors you come across will now have a second opinion. You will feel, in the simplest terms, at home. You will have found, in the simplest terms, your soulmate.

Finding such a person is a gift. Losing them is a curse. Because when they leave your life, your brain will still be broken, but now your heart will be broken, too.
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As I flop onto my bed, my mind runs through the greatest detective sagas of our time in search of inspiration. Soccer royalty Coleen Rooney smoking out Rebekah Vardy’s treachery in the Wagatha Christie Affair. Heather Gay piecing together RECEIPTS! PROOF! TIMELINE! and SCREENSHOTS! to uncover Monica Garcia’s deception on The Real Housewives of Salt Lake City. While the particulars varied, these were both tales of women who, when betrayed by someone they trusted, used their wits, wiles, and Wi-Fi to figure out the truth.

This much is clear: To get to the bottom of any modern mystery, you must fall down the rabbit hole. You must spot the inconsistencies that others miss. You must use your natural talents to your advantage.

And so to Instagram I go.

The photo of the cat that Seb showed me is still up on Freya’s grid. There have been two additional posts since then: a photo of Chania’s harbor with the caption “It’s all Greek to me!” and a photo of a clay pottery shop with the caption “POTS! In the Name of Love!”

Aside from the fact that both those captions sound like they were written by an AI aunt, something else feels fishy. As someone deeply familiar with Freya’s posting protocols, I know that usually if a photo is making it onto her grid, it features her. Whether she’s sipping wine at an Italian vineyard, or dancing in the pit at the Eras Tour in Paris… or Stockholm… or London—wow, this girl really does have a lot of disposable income—she’s in the photo. Today’s photos break that trend. She’s not visible in any of them.

And the fact that it’s photos, plural, is another red flag. I scroll back to confirm what I, a learned scholar, already know to be true: Freya’s typical posting cadence is one carousel photo dump every two weeks or so. Three separate posts on the grid in one morning? Unheard of.

My sleuthing is interrupted by a FaceTime call from Kellie. Oh no. I’d completely forgotten about her.

“Listen, I’m sorry about not sending you the video tour,” I start before she can get a word in. “But there’s been some really weird stuff happening on this boat.”

I tell her about everything: my encounter with Mac in the hallway, Seb announcing the moved-up IPO, Freya asking for help, those disembodied voices talking about her, her disappearance, Seb’s smug explanation, the social media inconsistencies.

“He killed her,” Kellie declares without skipping a beat, and I’m reminded that it’s always best to share vulnerable things like murder accusations with like-minded, encouraging friends. “One hundred percent. Your instincts are spot-on.”

“Thank you!” I can barely make out Kellie in her little square; she’s in near-total darkness. Which makes sense, considering it’s about four in the morning in Chicago. “But Kellie, why are you calling me right now? Is that…” I make out a shape behind her. “Is that Craig? Are you FaceTiming me from bed? Won’t he wake up?”

She waves me away dismissively. “He won’t wake up.”

“I actually have woken up,” Craig mumbles from behind her, but Kellie ignores him.

“Mel, this is a serious situation. This is Natalie Wood all over again. Unless…” She trails off. “Unless Freya Gone Girled herself? Have you seen any diaries lying around? Or large puddles of blood?”

“Why would Freya Gone Girl herself?”

She sighs at my naïveté. “Lots of women want to Gone Girl themselves, Melanie. It’s more a question of ability than desire.”

“Do you want to Gone Girl yourself?” Craig asks.

Kellie shoves him. “Shh! The kids are sleeping!” She turns back to me. “She’s blond, isn’t she?”

“Yes, but…”

“And British! Rosamund Pike is British! It’s all adding up.”

I need to get this conversation back on track. “Look, we’re all going into town soon. What should I do?”

Kellie brings the phone close to her face. “I’ll tell you what you do. You pound the fucking pavement. You go to every place where she took those pictures and you ask everyone there if they’ve seen her, and then you demand to see their security footage.”

“How do I convince them to show me their security footage?”

“Just tell them you’re a bride-to-be trying to find a wedding venue and you want to see how the location looks from above.”

“And you think that’ll work?”

“Of course it’ll work. A bride planning a wedding has more jurisdiction than the cops. Also, I want you to send me the full names and contact information of everyone on the boat, both passengers and crew. I’ll do some digging.”

I nod. I definitely told the right person. “Sounds good. Thanks, Kellie.”

“Don’t thank me yet, Mel. You need to figure this thing out ASAP. Because if you don’t find proof that Seb killed Freya before you guys get off that boat, then he’ll for sure get away with it. And Freya really will be a Gone Girl.”

We sit there in silence, Kellie in pre-dawn Chicago, me in the Greek mid-morning, both of our minds on a different Gone Girl.

“I’ll figure it out,” I say at last. “And with you on my team, nothing can stop me. It means so much to have such a loving, caring figure in my life—”

The calls cuts out.

Right. Twenty minutes until we’re supposed to set off for Chania. Time to get cooking.

First, I find Captain MacPherson in the bridge deck control room and ask him if he can give me a full list of all the passengers and crew.

“Why?” he asks, and in the face of such a hard-hitting question I nearly hang up my detective magnifying glass right then and there. But then I remember what Kellie told me.

“I… am a bride-to-be,” I start slowly. “And I want to invite everyone on this boat to my wedding.”

Captain MacPherson stares at me, his steel-gray eyes blazing into mine, his vast forehead wrinkled in disbelief, his strong jaw tensed with displeasure. I am milliseconds away from sprinting into the sea.

But then his face bursts into a dazzling grin. “Well, that’s just brilliant, isn’t it! Congratulations! Of course you can have that information, lassie, no problem.” He flips open his laptop. “What’s your email? I’ll get that list to you in a jiffy. Full name, contact information, and current address enough for you?”

I fight to keep my surprise from showing on my face. “Um… yep. That should do it. Thank you.”

Back in the cabin, I open up my laptop and forward the passenger list to Kellie. Then an idea strikes me. I start typing out an email to Haeyoon.


Hey! Kind of random but if you have a sec, I’d love your help with something. I remember you saying you have a friend who works in investment banking in London. Would you mind doing me a huge favor and asking them if they know anything about SWFT, Vish’s company? I don’t even know what I’m looking for. Just if they’ve heard anything weird, I guess.



I pause. Do I need to give her more context?


P.S. This has to do with a murder investigation.



I pause again. Maybe that’s too dramatic of a note to end on.


P.P.S. Greece is really pretty!



I send it, feeling a tiny intestinal squirm of guilt as I do. It’s one thing to go after Seb as a person. But to go after the company where my good friend works?

But I’m not going after it, I assure myself. I’m just channeling my inner Coleen and Heather. I’m just doing my due diligence, turning over stones, and seeing what crawls out from underneath.

This is why I’m in Greece, I remind myself, feeling all of the angst from the past two days slipping away, leaving behind solid, concrete purpose in its stead. I’m here to figure out the truth. And if Ari were alive, she’d be right by my side doing it with me. I’m sure of it.

I check my phone. Twelve thirty. Time to go into Chania. I brace myself, open my cabin door, and step out into the hallway.

The game is afoot.







CHAPTER EIGHT

THE TENDER ZIPS ACROSS THE glassy surface of the sea, the Philomela shrinking smaller behind us, Chania’s harbor growing larger up ahead. It’s only gotten warmer but the spray of the water helps mitigate the heat of the sun. I keep my hand clamped on my bucket hat, wary of it being carried off in the wind.

Mac and Abby, clad in their matching turquoise deckhand T-shirts, are piloting the boat. My fellow passengers line the cushioned benches around its perimeter, including Dana, who has at long last joined the land of the living. Can’t say the same for Freya, of course. I keep my eyes trained on Seb, who’s laughing heartily at something Vish just said. I feel a spark of annoyance. What is Vish doing, consorting with a known girlfriend murderer?

It’s his boss, Mel. Cool it.

I feel a body squeeze in next to me on the bench and catch a whiff of warm vanilla perfume. I turn to see Abby, her curly ponytail whipping around in the wind. Now that I’m close to her, I can make out some of the small tattoos on her arms: a little bird, a scuba mask, a sailboat.

“G’day,” she says, nodding at me.

“You’re leaving Mac on his own?”

“He’s a big boy. He can handle it.” She blinks at me innocently. “Now, tell me. How’d you sleep last night? Hope you didn’t have any disturbances in your private living space. That sort of thing just isn’t right.”

I can feel my ears turning pink. “Look… I just want to apologize again.”

Abby continues regarding me with that same guileless look, her dark eyelashes framing wide eyes.

“Apologize? For what? Trespassing in the crew area twice? Sleeping in my bed? Generally disrespecting me, my crew, and my profession?”

“You know, I’ve picked up from Below Deck that Aussies have a very sarcastic sense of humor.”

She throws up her hands. “And now we’re making offensive generalizations. The list of fuckups keeps getting longer and longer.”

I put a hand on her warm forearm. “I apologize for everything. A blanket apology that applies to past, present, and future infractions.”

She looks down at my hand with an eyebrow raised, and I quickly pull it away.

“Okay, Miss Lawyer. Apology accepted.”

“I appreciate that.”

We sit side by side in silence for a bit, lulled by the whine of the boat, the rushing of the waves. Her upper arm feels soft where it meets mine.

“So… I didn’t see you setting up the giant slide this morning.”

“I was still asleep. I had a late shift last night. You may recall me returning to my bed at three a.m.”

Now it’s my turn to feign faux innocence. “Oh. I thought maybe it was just because you hated the giant slide.”

Abby’s dark brows lower. “Is that another thing from your TV show?”

“Maybe.”

“Well, you’re wrong, actually. I love the giant slide. Can’t get enough of it.”

“Oh? Really?”

“Yes, really. Every night, when I finally manage to get all the rude Americans out of my bed, I pray to God and I say, ‘Please, God. Please help out your dear servant Abigail and give her the chance to put up that heavy as fuck slide tomorrow.’ It’s a very religious and spiritual practice for me. Someone like you wouldn’t understand.”

“Of course, of course.” I nod. “So it goes without saying that you were devastated this morning when you found out you had slept through the giant slide installation.”

“Yeah, I guess I could compare it to… I dunno, like when a beloved pet dies, but much, much worse than that.”

“So… you would be really grateful if I asked for the slide to be set up again when we get back to the boat? And request for you to do it personally?”

Abby leans in close enough for me to see the dewy sheen of her sunscreen on her forehead. My airways fill with spicy, sunbaked vanilla. My breath catches a bit.

“If you fucking do that, I’ll—”

“Plant drugs in my cabin. I know.”

Which makes me think of what happened in the hallway yesterday. I scooch closer to Abby, getting another lungful of her perfume, and speak to her in a quieter voice so we won’t be overheard.

“So if you were asleep this morning… you don’t know if Mac actually took Freya into town?”

She wrinkles her brow. “Why wouldn’t he have?”

Best not to spoil this newfound goodwill with the whole “I think Seb murdered Freya, and one of your direct reports helped him do it” thing.

“I guess I’m just wondering if that’s a typical thing for a crew member to do.”

“I thought you knew everything about yachts.”

“I would never claim such a thing.”

Abby stretches her neck from side to side. “Yeah, nah, I guess it’s a bit strange. But we get asked to do strange shit all the time. And Mac’s new and everything, so he’s been putting in extra work, which you won’t hear me complaining about.”

I sit up a bit straighter. “Mac… Mac is new?”

“Yeah. Only joined the crew last week. Our old deckhand Marty just up and quit. The fucker put us in a real bind, but Mac’s been a godsend.”

“And…” I try to keep my tone light. “Have you ever worked on a boat with Mac before?”

“Nah, nah. But I’ve worked with Captain MacPherson plenty. And Chef Mateo a few times. And Heloise.”

I roll my eyes. “She’s a barrel of laughs.”

Abby shoots me an angry look. “Don’t you come at Heloise. That’s my girl.”

Her… girl? There’s a strange, unpleasant sensation twisting up my insides. Could it be… jealousy?

“Sorry,” I mutter, dropping my gaze.

“Mhm,” Abby says, eyeing me curiously. “But no, never Mac. Hadn’t even heard of him. Which was a bit surprising, because I’ve been working in this area for a while now. But he’s kind of like a ghost. A friendly ghost. Like Casper.”

“How’d you guys find him so last minute?”

“Dunno. I don’t handle staffing.” She gives me a hard look. “Why do I feel like I need a lawyer? Will you be my lawyer?”

“I’m not that kind of lawyer.”

She scans me up and down, taking in my white short overalls and the neon green bikini top underneath. My body suddenly feels hot, exposed.

“Well you don’t dress like a lawyer, anyway.”

“What… what do I dress like?”

She mulls it over for a moment, considering.

“Like a girl who’s my type. Oh, would you look at that! We’ve arrived. Mac, you need a hand, mate?”

And then she’s gone, leaving me sitting there, mouth gaping as wide as the harbor.
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Compared to the pastel limoncello color palette of Agios Nikolaos, Old Town Chania is a strawberry mango smoothie. Vibrant peach and coral buildings line twisting, narrow, cobblestoned alleyways, the balconies of opposite buildings almost kissing overhead. We wander past old stone churches and shops with waterfalls of colorful leather bags cascading from their roofs. I take it all in with only half my mind, the other half focused on the task at hand. Steeling myself, I approach Seb.

“So, do you know when we’re meeting up with Freya?” I ask him as we stroll past a shop fronted by patterned silk dresses twisting in the breeze. Ahead of us, Vish turns around, catching my eye with a pained expression, which I ignore.

“I’m not sure,” Seb says curtly.

I can sense annoyance emanating from him like body odor, but I push forward, feeling more confident in my new detective persona with every passing second.

“Is she gonna be at lunch?”

“No.”

“Then when—”

“I said I’m not sure.”

Touchy, touchy. Vish catches my eye again, and I flash him what I hope is a reassuring smile.

For lunch our group takes up a few tables outside a little taverna on a quiet side alley. Above our heads a wooden lattice laden with vibrant magenta bougainvillea stretches the width of the lane, providing needed shelter from the sun. Seb makes a point of sitting as far away from me as possible, so I grab a seat next to Mads, my eyes stuck on the SWFT CEO.

I order moussaka and slide my fork through its fragrant, creamy layers. As I take a rich, delicious bite my eyes shift from Seb over to Abby. She’s sitting a few feet away at a table with Mac, happily scarfing down a piece of flaky spanakopita.

Her voice from earlier echoes through my mind. Like a girl who’s my type. There’s a curious fizzing in my gut, like I’ve just housed a bag of Pop Rocks.

You have a crush, Ari teases me.

I don’t have crushes anymore, I mentally respond, rolling my eyes.

Since when?

Since you left.

Why?

I’m just not that kind of person anymore.

And that’s my fault?

No. Of course not.

I wait for Imaginary Ari to respond, but she’s giving me the silent treatment. I want to burst out laughing, and burst out crying. The silent treatment is all she can give me anymore.

“Enjoying the trip so far?” Mads asks to my left, bringing me back to this mortal plane. I turn to meet her intelligent, watchful gaze. She’s wearing a striped boatneck T-shirt and has a silk scarf tied around her neck. If we were having a yacht fashion competition, Mads would be winning it by a nautical mile.

I’m taken aback by the question. Am I enjoying this trip? A trip on which I have already had several mental breakdowns and am currently attempting to ascertain if one of my hosts has murdered the other? I don’t know if enjoy is a complex enough word to sum the experience up.

“It’s definitely been… interesting,” I say. “How about you?”

Mads sinks her teeth into a french fry. “Oh, it’s been grand. I always get so bored on yacht trips that don’t involve listing a company on the stock market in forty-eight hours.”

I laugh. “So it’s been a lot?”

She nods. “I knew the announcement was coming, but the rest of the world didn’t. And considering my entire job description is letting the rest of the world know things, well. But it’s fine. It’s so exciting.”

I’m not sure who she’s trying to convince, me or herself.

“Do you know what the deal with Freya is?” I ask, trying to sound casual. “Wasn’t she supposed to join us for lunch?”

Mads shrugs noncommittally. “I’m not sure. She’s been communicating with Seb.”

“Are you guys friends?”

“Freya and I?”

“Mhm.”

“Well. We don’t really see each other socially. But we’re colleagues, obviously, and as head of brand and head of comms, our work often overlaps. And she always has a lot of enthusiasm for her work.”

I can sense a but coming.

“But Freya can be a bit… challenging. I’m sure you’ve noticed that she’s not exactly a controlled variable. As a person she’s outrageously kind. She’d give you her gallbladder if you needed one. But I don’t need a gallbladder. I need a corporate executive who isn’t going to vomit on Ekin-Su from Love Island at a company cocktail party.”

“Oh, Lord, not Ekin-Su!” I whisper under my breath.

“But she means well, of course,” Mads continues.

“Of course,” I say.

After we knock back ouzo shots and pay the bill, our group gathers in the alley. The licorice-flavored alcohol works its way through my veins, and its fiery warmth bolsters my courage.

“I’m going to go do some solo wandering,” I declare to the group. “I really enjoy traveling alone.”

“Smashing,” Seb says, smiling condescendingly.

“Rock on, babes,” Dana drawls sarcastically.

Name a more iconic duo, I dare you.

“I think that’s lovely, Mel,” Ollie jumps in, and I smile at him gratefully. “Why don’t we all split up and explore? We can meet back at the dock at…”

He looks at Abby, who consults her watch.

“Three,” she says. “We need to be back at the Philomela at half past three. I’ll be running errands in town, but Mac will be at the tender if you need anything.”

“There you have it, boys and girls. Back at the dock at three.” Ollie claps his hands. “Dismissed!”

I pull Vish aside before we all scatter.

“I need you to keep an eye on Seb,” I whisper.

Vish looks like he’s in physical pain.

“Melanie. Please. I beg of you. I have been on the phone all morning with a bunch of hysterical lawyers trying to get this thing figured out in time for tomorrow. This is my first break all day.”

“And it can still be a break!” I reassure him. “Just, a break where you…”

“Spy on my boss.” He nods. “Gotcha. Yep. Thanks, Mel. Will do.”

“Vish—”

But he’s gone, heading off down the alleyway with Seb, Mads, and Dana. I watch him go and feel a twinge of remorse. I think I might be ruining Vish’s vacation.

But it’s for a good cause, I say to Imaginary Ari. She still has nothing to say in response.

First on my list is the cat sanctuary. Freya didn’t tag a location in her photo, but from googling it seems like the most likely candidate is Thea’s Cat House, a cat rescue run by an elderly woman out of her home in Old Town. It’s only a five-minute walk from our lunch restaurant, and I find it with little effort. It’s a small, sherbet-pink building with a sturdy wooden door. A locked wooden door.

I knock, wait, listen. Nothing. I scan the narrow lane. Empty. Their website doesn’t list visiting hours. Maybe Thea is out for lunch?

Or maybe it’s been closed all day and Freya never came here. Because Freya never came to Chania at all.

I don’t have any paper or pen to leave a note, and I’m on the clock, so reluctantly I walk away from Thea’s Cat House. I pull up Freya’s Instagram. The second picture from this morning is of the harbor. I consider going down there but decide against it. It’s a crowded, public tourist attraction; it’s unlikely anyone there will remember seeing a random blond woman five hours ago.

So next up is the pottery shop. No location tag for this post, either, but the place looks very distinctive. The photo is of pottery-laden tables in an ancient-looking courtyard, the walls a hodgepodge of yellow stucco and crumbling stone. After some more googling it seems like my best bet is Flakatoras Ceramics, and I head in that direction.

As I enter the pottery shop, the smells of wet clay and dust heavy in the air, I know I’m on the right track. The interior of the shop feels centuries old, the ceiling low and curved, thick stone making up the walls. I step out into the sunny courtyard and let out a satisfied snort. It’s the same as the picture.

Holy shit. This is real. I’m a real detective.

Just like Mary-Kate and Ashley. You’ll solve any crime by dinnertime.

So now you’re talking to me again?

Maybe.

“Excuse me?” I ask a young man in an apron who has just finished helping an elderly couple. “Can I ask you something? Was my friend here this morning?”

I pull up a picture of Freya from her Instagram and show it to him. Looking at me a bit warily, he takes the phone and examines the photo.

“I’m not sure,” he says after a few moments. “I can ask my mother.”

I follow him inside. He hands the phone to a gray-haired woman behind the counter and they exchange a few words in Greek. She looks at Freya’s picture and then hands the phone back to me, shrugging.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I think there was a blond girl here this morning. But we’ve been so busy today. Sorry.”

I take the phone back with a limp wrist and shuffle out of the shop, all of my confident excitement evaporated. I’m out of photos, and all I have to show for my “investigation” are a couple hundred steps in my fitness app. Embarrassment scorches my skin. Here I am, a thirty-two-year-old woman on a fancy vacation, wasting my time scurrying around Grecian back alleys on the wildest of goose chases. Freya is probably fine and I’m overreacting.

With a sigh, I unlock my phone. Time to call Vish so I can go meet up with him—

Wait. I look closer at my phone. Freya’s Instagram is still pulled up, but there’s something there I must have missed earlier: a new picture at the top of the grid that was posted an hour ago. My pulse starts thrumming as I press on it to make it bigger.

The photo is of a collection of empty glasses on a colorful bar top, with the caption “It’s five o’ clock somewhere! Maybe even here! Who knows! I can’t tell time anymore!”

Just like the other three posts, Freya still isn’t visible. But in a crucial way this photo is different from the others. It has a location tag. Ababa Bar.

I chew the inside of my cheek. I mean. Checking out one more location can’t hurt, can it?

I have to admit, even from the outside I can already tell that Ababa is exactly the kind of place Freya would love. It’s on a tiny, crooked side street, with colorful tables and chairs crowding the paving stones out in front. A rope stretches across the alley overhead, from which dangles a bar sign with funky lettering and a vibrant painting of a bull. The face of the bar is covered in string lights and a fake garden’s worth of plastic flowers.

I step inside to an explosion of colorful, chaotic kitsch. A pair of disembodied female legs dangle from the ceiling. The stone walls are covered in multi-hued portraits of famous revolutionaries and three-dimensional collages made of plastic children’s toys. A vibrant mural of a truck carrying watermelons spans one wall, and there are massive blooming poppies painted all along the sides of the bar counter.

I take a seat on a wooden bar chair underneath a chandelier made from three replicas of Frida Kahlo’s head and order an iced coffee. When the bartender, a lean, mustachioed Greek man in his forties, brings me my drink, I hold up a picture of Freya on my phone.

“Excuse me, this is super random, but I was wondering if you saw this woman earlier today? She’s my friend, I’m trying to meet up with her. She’s English,” I add, in case that’s relevant.

He squints at the photo, then nods. “I think so. There was a blond English girl here a little bit ago. That could be her. She ordered a lot of drinks.”

My stomach plummets, and I fight the urge to put my head on the bar. Okay. That settles it once and for all. Case closed.

Intellectually, I know I should be glad that Freya’s all right. Obviously I don’t want her to be murdered. But… it felt nice to have a project. To put some guardrails on my out-of-control life.

Then another thought hits me: I’m going to have to admit Seb was right. God. The indignity.

You solved the crime by dinnertime, Ari offers in consolation.

“Thanks,” I tell the bartender weakly, but he doesn’t move away. It looks like he’s deciding whether or not to tell me something.

“She’s your friend?” he asks finally.

“Yep.”

“She’s very strange.”

I sigh. It definitely was Freya, then. “I know.”

He shakes his head, bewildered. “So she does this often?”

“Drinks a lot? I think so.”

He looks at me like I’m stupid. “No. You don’t understand. She didn’t drink a lot. She didn’t drink anything.”

I pause mid-slurp of my coffee. “What do you mean?”

“She ordered five drinks in a row and then straightaway took each one into the toilets. Every time she came out the drink was gone. I think she was pouring them out in there.”

“Huh? That doesn’t make any sense.”

He looks affronted. “That’s what I’m saying. It didn’t make any sense. She’s your friend.”

… Is she, though?

I look up at the ceiling, and next to a severed doll’s head I spot a glassy black half-orb.

“Can I see your security footage?”

I lower my eyes and find myself caught in the glowering gaze of the bartender.

“Why?” he asks darkly, and I feel my insides quiver. I take a deep breath.

“Well, the thing is,” I say, “I’m actually a bride-to-be.”

Five minutes later we’re in Ababa’s back office looking at a pixelated video feed on a gray laptop. In the corner of the frame, sitting at the far end of the bar, is a white woman with long blond hair wearing a giant hat. Her head is angled away from the camera, almost as if she knows it’s there, and between that and the hat it’s impossible to make out her face. She’s more or less Freya’s size, although it’s hard to gauge the circumference of her neck from this distance. She’s wearing a flowy dress that seems like something Freya might wear. All in all, it’s hard to confirm one way or another.

At double speed, I watch her order five drinks one by one. Just as the bartender said, she doesn’t take a sip, just picks up each glass and then goes to the bathroom. Each time she comes back the glass is empty.

“The first time she did it, I didn’t really notice it,” the bartender, whose name I’ve learned is Andreas, explains. “But then she kept doing it. I thought she was doing drugs in the toilet at first. But she was doing the opposite of drugs. Why would your friend do that?”

It’s an excellent, excellent question. “I have no idea.”

Before I go, I take a photo of the girl in the security footage. Then I thank Andreas and pay for my drink, adding a hefty tip on top. As I make my way out of the bar, my mind is ablaze.

There are two possible explanations for the bizarre scene I watched unfold in that security footage. Number one is that Freya Taverner, for reasons unclear, decided to order half a dozen drinks and then pour them down the sink. Number two is that someone pretending to be Freya Taverner, for reasons unclear, decided to order half a dozen drinks and then pour them down the sink.

The first makes no sense; Freya would almost certainly drink the drinks she ordered. The second also makes no sense. But… what if someone was trying to establish a trail? Trying to leave Instagram breadcrumbs showing that “Freya” had been in town, petting cats, gazing at the harbor, checking out pottery, getting wasted at a bar? They wouldn’t have to actually get wasted themself; they’d only need the photographic evidence. So they might just dump their drinks out in the bathroom.

The Pop Rocks feeling is back again, but this time it has a different source than before.

You have a hunch, Ari says.

Unlike earlier, I’m inclined to agree with her. And it’s this hunch I’m mulling over as I step out of Ababa Bar.

Directly into the wake of Mac the deckhand.







CHAPTER NINE

QUICK AS A CRETAN STRAY cat, I throw my body back into the doorway of Ababa, trying to conceal myself from view. After a few breathless seconds I poke my head out again, catching sight of Mac farther down the street.

Like someone’s kicked me in the pants, I take off after him. He’s heading away from the harbor, barreling down the narrow lane like a linebacker, and I have to hurry to keep pace with him. He weaves through tables at an outdoor restaurant and then turns right, booking it past a bakery with loaves and baguettes displayed in woven baskets out front. Then he turns left onto a wider, busier road, pushing through crowds of tourists and dodging dinging bicycles and beeping mopeds.

Sweat cascades between my boobs as I rush after him. Turns out that a year of manic grief-running doesn’t exactly prepare you for a high-speed Mediterranean foot chase in floppy sandals, and my lungs sear as I try to keep him in sight. I’m so focused on keeping up with him that it takes me longer than it should to notice that he’s changed out of his turquoise Philomela T-shirt and is wearing a plain white T-shirt instead.

My eyes widen and my pace quickens. Jax Taylor bias aside, this is incontrovertibly suspicious. Mac is supposed to be back at the tender, but now here he is nowhere near the harbor, alibi established, cloaked in a (very thin) disguise. You don’t need to have gone to law school to know that some serious fuckery is going on here. And I did go to law school. So!

We’ve made it to a proper road now, a wide, paved boulevard with cars zooming past. He turns left, and I power-walk after him on the shaded sidewalk, gripped by the frenzied urgency of a mom late for a parent-teacher conference. Up ahead is a wall of people wearing headphones, listening intently to a tour guide. Mac roughly barges his way through them, his shirt soaked with sweat and the back of his thick neck a flaming shade of red.

I follow in his wake through the dense sea of bodies, doing my best to keep track of him without hurting anyone. But I end up getting tangled in the walking sticks of an outraged German woman, and by the time I’m spit out from the crowd, Mac is nowhere to be found.

Trying to catch my breath, I spin around on the sidewalk, sweat trickling down my temples. I scan my surroundings: a pharmacy, a lingerie store, a bank…

There. Across the busy street, a sweat-drenched Mac is about to step into a vape shop. I allow myself a satisfied, victorious smile. I’ve got him. Then without waiting another second, I start hustling toward him, briefly pausing to look both ways before I cross the—

I trip and go flying. Something shoved into my back, hard. For a moment, I’m suspended, too surprised to be afraid, unable to process the complex calculus of how I could be standing one second and then falling the next.

And then I slam into the hot, unyielding road, my skin shredding against the rough asphalt, and everything comes screaming to life. Cars rip by me, honking furiously, wheels so close to my face I can smell the scalded rubber. My hair whips around and loose gravel flies like shrapnel into my eyes. Panic engulfs me like a dust cloud and I try to move but my terror has frozen me to the spot, so I hunch in my shoulders and duck my head, bracing for impact.

The last thing I see is the front headlight of a moped zooming toward me like a sniper’s bullet.

“Mel!”

A pair of hands grabs the back of my overalls and yanks me onto the sidewalk. A millisecond later the moped blasts by, tearing through the spot where I just was. I lie on my side, my whole body vibrating uncontrollably, staring at the road with unblinking eyes.

I could have just died. I could have just died. I could have just died.

“Mel! What the fuck were you thinking!”

Still trembling, I roll over, every part of me exploding in pain. My knees, palms, and elbows are flayed and embedded with gravel, and my skin feels tender and sore. I close my eyes, momentarily bowled over by the effort of flipping onto my back. I open them to the concerned face of Abby Rossi.

She’s crouched over me, shaking with adrenaline as badly as I am, her face close enough to kiss. I really, really want to kiss her, actually. Should I kiss her? It belatedly hits me that I am in extreme shock.

“I said,” she repeats shakily, “what the fuck were you thinking?”

“Mac,” I slur.

“What?”

Mac! Ignoring Abby’s protests and all the parts of my body howling in pain, I grab her arm and pull myself up to a seated position so I can see through the window of the vape shop across the street.

I breathe in with a hiss. It’s empty. Mac is gone.

“I need to go in that vape store,” I mumble, trying to stand up. Abby forces me back down.

“Yeah, good idea, go get a ciggie. No fucking way, mate. Jesus Christ, thank God I was coming out of the pharmacy and saw you, or you could have been a goner.”

A few feet down the sidewalk the tour group is gathered like an inert school of fish, staring at Abby and me with their mouths gaping.

“Is she alright?” calls the tour guide.

“This is what she gets for being pushy!” scolds the German woman whose poles I got tangled up in.

“Did you see what happened?” Abby asks the tour guide.

He shrugs. “I didn’t see. Out of nowhere, she went flying.”

Suddenly, it comes back to me. Something shoving me from behind.

“I think someone… I think someone pushed me,” I stammer, and everyone turns to look at the German woman. She rolls her eyes.

“Oh please, she is the one who does the pushing, not me,” she scoffs.

Show over, the tour group moves on. Abby runs back into the pharmacy and returns with a first aid kit. She’s surprisingly tender as she uses alcohol wipes to clean off my scrapes, and despite everything, I find myself feeling very touched.

“So you think someone pushed you?” she asks as she uses a Q-tip to dab antibiotic ointment on my knee.

“I’m not sure.” I try to think back, but the shock of my near-death experience has gone off like a smoke bomb in my prefrontal cortex. Everything immediately before it feels hazy. “It was crowded on the sidewalk, so someone could have bumped into me accidentally. But…” I close my eyes to focus on the memory, and after a moment, it surfaces: the distinct feeling of two hands on my back. “I think someone did it deliberately.”

The declaration hangs heavy in the hot Greek air. I feel a squirm of disquiet. Do I actually think that?

Abby unknowingly echoes my question as she carefully places a piece of gauze over the ointment. “You really think that? Why?”

My eyes linger on the vape store. “I don’t know. Maybe they didn’t want me to see something. Or someone.”

Abby huffs through her nose. “Okay, Bourne Identity, take it easy.” She starts putting the leftover first aid supplies back in the kit. “What were you doing all the way over here, anyway?”

Following your crewmate, who is up to some blue check verified sinister shit, I’m about to say, but then hold my tongue. This new peace with Abby feels real, but also fragile.

“Trying to buy a vape,” I say instead. “I told you.”

Abby rolls her eyes and grabs my hand. As she helps me to my feet, I give the vape store one last look. And as my shock starts to wear off, a new sense of urgency takes its place.

Because if I’m right, and someone just tried to kill me because I was following Mac…

Then my Broken Brain might just be onto something here.
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“Mel! Are you okay?” Vish exclaims when he sees my bedraggled, bandaged state.

“What on earth happened?” Ollie cries, his face ashen.

Abby and I are the last to arrive at the dock. Vish and Ollie are already there, along with Mads, Dana, Seb…

And no Freya.

“Where’s Freya?” I press Vish, scanning the dock in case I missed her. But no, there’s no sign of her. My fingers are buzzing.

Vish waves his hand. “Hello? We’re not going to talk about how you look like you were attacked by wild dogs?”

“Someone tried to kill her, and now she’s addicted to vaping,” Abby contributes helpfully.

“What?”

“Alright, folks.” Abby claps. “We’re a bit behind schedule so let’s get going!”

She starts marching toward where the tender is moored, everyone falling into line behind her.

Ignoring my aching limbs and Vish calling my name, I make a beeline for Seb. The threat to Freya has just gone from hypothetical to dangerously real; my bleeding knees are proof of that. It’s time to get some answers.

“Where’s—”

Seb cuts me off before I can even get her name out.

“She’s not coming back to the boat.” His tone is brusque, his expression harried. “She messaged me. She told me she’ll be staying the night here and will join us for the board meeting tomorrow. I will not be taking any further questions at this time.”

“But how will she be able to—”

“I will not be taking any further questions at this time.”

He hurries away without a backward glance. I stare after him, my jaw loose. What the hell is going on here?

“Mel.” A huffing Vish has caught up to me. He grabs my arm as we approach the tender, and I grit my teeth as he accidentally brushes one of my scrapes. “What happened? Abby said someone tried to kill you? Why?”

“Because I’m trying to figure out what happened to Freya! Do you know that earlier, I saw—”

The words die on my lips. The tender has come into view, and standing on the dock beside it, looking cheerful and carefree in his regulation uniform, is Mac.

I limp toward him in mute shock. How is this possible? Did he teleport? I scan him from head to toe, searching for any sign of his mad dash across town, but it’s like it never happened. His complexion is even, his turquoise shirt sweat-free. As the group files onto the boat, I feel like I’ve lost my mind. Did I just chase an innocent, vape-purchasing civilian through Chania just now?

But then Mac lifts up his arm to help me climb aboard the tender and I see it. His uniform shirt has come untucked from his khaki shorts, revealing a sliver of damp white T-shirt underneath. At that same second, Mac takes my hand. My eyes swing up to meet his. There’s a slap-happy grin on the lower half of his face, but his gaze is like a shark’s. I feel a chill go straight to my bone marrow.

“Looks like someone’s been naughty.” He smiles, nodding at my bandaged knees.

“Takes one to know one.” I force myself to smile back, my chin quivering ever so slightly. His large hand is almost painfully tight around mine. “Did you have a good time in Chania?”

“Wouldn’t know.” He winks, letting go of my hand as I step onto the boat. “Been right here all afternoon.”

I drop onto the hot seat cushion, my scratched-up knees nearly knocking together from adrenaline. Vish plops down next to me as Abby hops aboard and joins Mac at the helm. They start the motor, and the boat pulls away from the dock, heading toward the old stone lighthouse and the open water beyond.

“Please, Mel, please tell me what’s going on,” Vish begs, sounding at his wits’ end. “Why are you all beat up?”

“Somebody pushed me into the street, and I fell in front of traffic, but then Abby saved my life,” I say absentmindedly. I can’t take my eyes off Mac.

“And… you think someone did that on purpose? To kill you? Why?”

I look around to see if anyone’s listening and then lean in closer to Vish. “Because I was following Mac.”

“But… Mac was at the dock.”

“He said he was at the dock, but really he was all the way across town at a vape store. In a white T-shirt!”

I lean back against the hot boat cushion, waiting for my mic drop to sink in and for Vish to leap up and put Mac in handcuffs. Instead, he just stares at me.

“… And?”

“And! He’s lying! He said he was at the dock the whole time, but he wasn’t.”

“I mean, it seems like he snuck off to buy a vape and is pretending he didn’t. So you’re right, he’s lying about that. But I’m really having trouble connecting that to this.” He points at one of my knee wounds, which is starting to seep through the bandage.

I want to scream out loud from frustration, but I clench my teeth to keep myself calm. “Vish. Mac is a main suspect in Freya’s disappearance. I saw him doing something I wasn’t supposed to see, and someone pushed me into traffic so I wouldn’t see it. It’s all connected.”

Vish looks like he’s passing a kidney stone. “But Freya hasn’t disappeared. Seb was messaging with her earlier, I saw him. Mads and I were with him all afternoon. And speaking of Mads, this may sound crazy, but she and I actually—”

“Did you see the messages?” I interject.

“Did I… huh?”

“Did you actually see the messages. Like… did you take his phone?”

“No I didn’t take his phone.”

Annoyance is radiating off Vish now, and I feel my own frustration growing to match. “Then we have no idea if he was actually texting with her or not! Dude, something weird is happening here! You’re honestly telling me you don’t see it, too?”

Vish lets out a long exhale, looking defeated. “Okay. Listen, Mel. I’m going to say this in the nicest way possible. But sometimes you can be a bit… imaginative.”

My irritation flares hotter. “What’s that supposed to mean? That I make stuff up?”

“No, you don’t make stuff up… but. I don’t know, remember in 1L when you thought our professor had been kidnapped?”

“He was gone for two weeks with zero notice! And I was right, wasn’t I? Something had happened to him!”

“Yeah, bacterial meningitis.”

I cross my arms, wincing as I graze one of my elbow wounds. “I’m feeling attacked.”

“And I’m feeling concerned. This trip is supposed to be about you relaxing. And what you’re doing…” He gestures at my bandaged arms and knees. “What you’re doing is the opposite of relaxing.”

I suddenly feel deeply, deeply alone, like Vish and I are living on different planets, in different galaxies.

“Please, Vish,” I say, surprised at the pain in my voice, the pleading. “I need you to believe me.”

“I do believe you, Mel, I do,” he assures me, but the pitying look in his eyes tells me he’s just saying that to placate me.

I give him a thin smile and turn away from him, an awkward silence ballooning between us. It’s a foreign feeling. Vish and I don’t do awkward silences. Or didn’t, at least.

Clenching my jaw, I give myself a little internal shake. Now is no time for wavering. Now is the time to stick to my guns. I don’t need Vish to believe me. I know something is up here, even if I don’t have the full picture yet.

And speaking of pictures, with fresh determination I pull out my phone and open my camera roll. I stare at the photo I took of the security footage of the blond woman at Ababa, raking it over for any clues I might have missed back at the bar. On a second pass it’s still the same as it was earlier; between her hat and the angle, her face is completely obscured.

But then I see something I hadn’t noticed before. I zoom in as far as I can and then lean back, stunned.

Hanging off the back of the woman’s barstool is a brown leather backpack with a giant horse on its flap. A brown leather backpack that looks pretty much identical to the one I saw yesterday bouncing down the Agios Nikolaos promenade.







CHAPTER TEN

WHEN WE GET BACK TO the Philomela, the air between Vish and me is still charged. We barely speak when we return to our cabin, and he quickly grabs his work laptop and disappears up to the main deck salon to keep working.

I stay behind to FaceTime Kellie. There’s a deep rumbling as the boat’s motor roars to life, and then we’re on the move. Sky and sea stream past the cabin windows as we leave Chania behind. We’re headed to the northwestern tip of the island for a sunset beach picnic and bonfire.

“The crew hates doing beach picnics,” Kellie says when I share this. Behind her is an array of coats. I think she’s sitting on the floor of her walk-in closet.

“I know,” I agree. “But Below Deck is a touchy subject around here.”

I catch her up on my detective work in Chania: the mysterious tale of the non-drinking drunk, my pursuit of Mac the Liar, my near-fatal encounter with a moped, and my latest discovery, the damning leather backpack. I finish, expecting at least a little bit of appreciation for my resourcefulness or the fact that I almost died over the course of my investigation, but Kellie has no interest in sentimentality. She’s immediately on to theorizing.

“So you saw Leather Backpack Girl… No, that’s too long to say, how about LB… Lisa Barlow? Let’s go with Lisa Barlow, I’m always thinking about Real Housewives of Salt Lake City anyway. So you saw Lisa Barlow yesterday in Agios Nikolaos, and you recognized her. Do you have any idea where you remembered her from?”

I shake my head. “No. Sorry. I keep thinking about it, but I can’t figure it out.”

Kellie emanates disappointment but keeps going.

“So yesterday you saw knockoff Lisa Barlow in Agios Nikolaos, and then today she’s gallivanting around Chania in a blond wig pretending to be Freya, petting flea-infested cats and wasting perfectly good alcohol. She’s posting it all on Instagram, so there’s a digital trail of Freya being alive, when in fact the poor bitch is probably fish food at the bottom of the Aegean by now.”

The vivid imagery of this makes me feel suddenly nauseous, but I shove the feeling aside.

“My theory is that Lisa Barlow was hired by Seb to pretend to be Freya and provide cover for him killing her,” I say. “But we still don’t have a motive.”

“Please, guys love murdering their girlfriends. They don’t need a motive. What does Vish think?”

I drop my eyes. “He… he’s a bit skeptical.”

“Well, Seb can only keep making up these insane excuses for so long before people start noticing that Freya isn’t there.”

I think about Vish’s pitying expression earlier. “I hope so,” I sigh. “I just wish someone would take me seriously about Mac. I know he’s involved in all this. Abby told me he only started working on the crew last week, and she’d never heard of him before that.”

Kellie raises an eyebrow. “Abby?”

I feel my cheeks flare. “The bosun.”

“Oh, I know who Abigail Rossi is. I have the crew list, remember? She’s pretty cute. Like if the girl from Stick It had curly hair.”

My cheeks get even hotter. “She’s been very… helpful.”

“I’d definitely call saving your life helpful.”

“Anyway!” I say, getting us back on track. “Let’s run through the timeline. Vish said Freya passed out last night in the hot tub and then he, Ollie, and Seb carried her to her and Seb’s cabin. That was probably around midnight. Then at three fifteen a.m. I heard Seb and Mac having a conversation about making Freya disappear. They could have meant killing her, or she could have already been dead at that point, and they were talking about getting rid of her body. Then this morning Seb and Mac claimed Mac took Freya into town at seven.

“Maybe Mac actually did take her body off the boat and dropped it somewhere. Then he went into town and gave Lisa Barlow Freya’s phone. Then Lisa Barlow started pretending to be Freya and posting photos, creating a digital alibi for Seb. Then this afternoon Mac snuck back into Chania to do… something else suspicious, which we will figure out. The more I think about it, I feel like their plan is to have Lisa keep pretending to be Freya and then have Freya’s body turn up somewhere in a way that makes it look impossible for Seb to have killed her.”

“All makes sense so far.”

“But I’m still confused. Seb was with Vish all day. So who pushed me into traffic?”

“It could have been Lisa. Maybe she recognized you, too, and when she saw you following Mac, she decided it was ix-nay on El-May.”

“I guess…” I say, not convinced. “Okay. Let’s zoom out. I still don’t understand why all this is happening. Why would Seb plan to murder Freya in a confined place with a ton of witnesses? Why make it so complicated? Why not just do it in London?”

Kellie chews her lip. “Maybe it has something to do with the IPO.”

I consider this, sounding out my thoughts in real time. “I don’t think Freya knew that the IPO was going to happen tomorrow. It seemed to really freak her out when she found out. And then a few hours after the announcement she told me she was scared something bad was going to happen to her.”

“Probably because she realized Seb had started making decisions without her. It’s a classic murderer’s playbook. First, you don’t tell your girlfriend about moving up an IPO. Then, you kill her.”

“I do think the IPO is key to this in some way. But I’m not sure how.”

Almost as if on cue, I see I have an incoming call. Haeyoon. Slightly trepidatious about the nuclear explosion that will surely result from bringing together Kellie and Haeyoon on the same FaceTime conversation, I merge the two calls.

After I’ve introduced them and caught Haeyoon up, she reports back on her research.

“So, my friend from study abroad works at a pretty big investment bank in London. He said that SWFT has been super hot. They’re known for putting on these crazy parties and events, and looking through their Instagram, they do lots of influencer partnerships. Their subscriber numbers are pretty wild. Things have only gotten crazier with this IPO, and it sounds like a lot of investors are biting. But this is the weird thing. My friend asked around, and it looks like all their initial funding came from people or institutions somehow connected to the three founders. Like the chairman of the board, Peter Watford? That’s Seb’s godfather. And it’s the same with all the IPO stuff. The accounting firm that did their audit is run by a family friend of Seb’s, and the underwriter is a boutique investment bank run by Freya’s great-uncle.”

“Is that illegal?” Kellie asks.

“No, even though it seems super sketch. But my friend says it’s not a surprise; all these posh people look out for each other. It’s horseshit.”

So much for Seb’s speech last night about SWFT’s “humble origins.”

“Okay,” I say. “So let’s work off the theory that Freya’s murder and the IPO are connected in some way. Maybe if she dies, Seb gets her shares. That would give him a motive. But is that even how that works?”

“I’m not sure.” Haeyoon looks off-screen. “What do you think, Bobby?”

My mouth drops open. “Bobby?!”

Haeyoon tilts the phone to her left, and a familiar handsome chin comes into frame.

“Uh, hi, Melanie, hope you’re having a nice trip,” Bobby Simmons says, his voice quivering. His eyes are shifting back and forth like he’s found himself on an Eric André hidden camera prank show.

“You’re very good-looking,” Kellie assesses through a mouth full of crumbs. She’s materialized chips from somewhere. “But your eyes are full of fear.”

“Sorry,” Bobby says.

“I thought it might be helpful to loop in Bobby so he could share his expertise from his time on Wall Street,” Haeyoon trills. I think this is the happiest I’ve ever seen her. “He came willingly.”

Bobby looks hunted. “Um. It’s, uh, been a long time. I wouldn’t want to say anything misleading…”

“Oh, please,” Haeyoon scoffs. “This is the least you can do, considering you’re the one who forced Mel into that den of snakes in the first place.”

“I, um, I don’t know that that’s exactly what happened—”

“Bobby, a woman has been murdered at sea, and you’re the only one who can bring her justice. Are you shirking that responsibility?”

He hangs his head in defeat. I’m reminded, not for the first time, of how good of a lawyer Haeyoon is.

“Okay. Okay. And I can’t emphasize this enough, I’m not an expert. But… if that’s Seb’s plan, it doesn’t make a lot of sense. If Freya doesn’t show up at that board meeting, or turns up dead before it happens, even if Seb has given himself an airtight alibi, it’ll still make investors skittish. Either way the IPO is doomed. So even if there is some arrangement that Seb gets Freya’s shares if she dies, those shares wouldn’t be worth anything.”

“Then maybe this wasn’t a preplanned thing?” I feel like I’m getting a migraine. “Maybe Seb killed Freya in the heat of the moment, or by accident, and hired Mac and Lisa Barlow to help cover his ass before the IPO?”

“Well, he’s completely fucking delulu if he thinks he can pull that off,” Haeyoon says. “Because from what Bobby has just told us in his legally binding testimony, Seb can post on Freya’s Instagram all he wants, but if she isn’t at that board meeting tomorrow, the IPO is dead in the water. Pun intended.”

“Well… it does fit with his profile,” Kellie muses, wiping chip residue from her lips with the back of her hand.

“His what?” I ask.

Kellie looks levelly into the camera. “His profile. What, you think I’ve just been sitting on my ass all day while you’ve been gallivanting around the Mediterranean playing in traffic? No. I’ve been hard at work compiling a dossier on every single person on that yacht. Sit back, boys and girls. You’re about to see what a Swiftie with incredibly fast home internet is capable of.”
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“Sebastian Cross-Patterson, age thirty-one,” Kellie begins, her voice booming out from my phone speakers. “Born in Wimbledon to James and Patricia, a banking scion and a philanthropist. A Sagittarius, same as Ted Bundy, take from that what you will. Went to Eton before going to Oxford. Was on the crew team but often slept through practice. This was relayed to me via Facebook Messenger by Barty, the team coxswain, when I reached out to him pretending to be Seb’s hot, older American ex-girlfriend looking for dirt on him. Old Barty also told me that Seb paid other students to write his essays for him and thought that doing so proved he was a strategic genius.”

“Delulu,” Haeyoon says.

“Delulu,” Kellie agrees. “At Oxford he met Freya and Ollie, he and Freya started dating, blah blah blah. After graduation he got a job at a consulting firm technically owned by his own father. But get this: He was fired.”

“From his own dad’s company?” I ask.

“They kept it super hush-hush. I had to piece it together from LinkedIn time gaps and a quick Instagram DM sesh with an HR person who thinks I’m a former employee threatening to sue.”

“You know, I don’t think I should be part of this conversation anymore,” Bobby says nervously.

“Do not move from that chair,” Haeyoon warns.

Kellie continues, undaunted. “Seems like he fucked up a deal to the tune of a few million pounds and was quietly asked to sashay away. He sulked around, bought a place with Freya to numb the pain, as one does, and then a few months later SWFT was born. Ever since it’s been the Seb Show.”

“In other words, he’s the prince of failing upward,” Haeyoon says, chewing on the back of a pen. “And I bet he doesn’t even realize he’s failing. So in theory, if he killed Freya, he is the type of person who would genuinely believe that he could magically make it go away and still pull off the IPO.”

“Exactly.” Kellie nods sagely. “It fits the profile.”

A thought strikes me. “Have you found anything connecting him to Mac?” My mind whirs as I think of the possibilities. “Maybe they follow each other on Instagram or something? Or… maybe Seb’s paid him on Venmo!”

Kellie rolls her eyes at this amateurish interjection.

“Mac doesn’t have any public social media. And there’s no Venmo connection between the two of them. The only people on the boat Seb has a Venmo trail with are the ones you’d expect. He Venmos Ollie all the time. Freya, less than you’d think, especially lately. Seems like he was already cutting ties. But honestly the person he Venmos the most is Dana Asllani. He seems to eat every meal with her.”

“She’s his assistant,” I say. “He probably makes her order his lunches and then pays her back.”

“Could be,” Kellie says. “Now, moving on. Oliver Chamberlain, age thirty-one. Born in Westminster to Charles and Amelia, a biotech billionaire and a jewelry designer.”

“Wait,” I interject. “Ollie’s dad is a billionaire?”

I think about his rumpled T-shirts and rumpled hair. I knew Ollie was fancy, obviously, to be part of the SWFT crowd, but… the son of a billionaire?

“Yeah, Charles is the founder of Chamberlain Biotech. They have lots of holdings in different industries, seems like a real behemoth. They even have a partial ownership stake in a soccer team over there… excuse me, football club… what was it called…”

“Chelsea?” I cry, my head about to fall off.

“That’s it! How’d you know that?”

I think about those goal celebration reposts, my mind spinning. “Ollie is a fan.”

“He’s clearly more than a fan.”

I try to reconcile the Ollie I’ve gotten to know in the last few days, the kind, hardworking, slightly daffy fellow in the glasses, with the Ollie who’s the progeny of a wildly wealthy football club owner, and it’s just not computing.

“But… Ollie’s so normal.”

“Let me finish his profile!” Kellie snaps. “Ollie went to Marlborough College before going to Oxford, where he studied philosophy. After graduating he traveled a bit, then did a writing fellowship and a stint as a DJ before picking up coding. He was working at a tech company when he quit his job to start SWFT with Seb and Freya.”

This tracks with what Ollie told me last night at sunset.

“All of that was through family connections, I assume?” Haeyoon asks.

“No, actually,” Kellie says. “Ollie barely does any press—that’s more a Seb thing—but he did an interview two years ago with Marlborough College’s alumni magazine. He said his dad really instilled a sense of independence in him and his sister. So he’s always applied for jobs under his mother’s maiden name, and he hasn’t used any of his dad’s connections to help fund SWFT.”

Now this is starting to make more sense. I’m not as creative as Freya or as charming as Seb, but I can work hard. You don’t need divine inspiration for that. It’s my own silly little way of leaving a legacy.

“Just from knowing him a few days, Ollie does seem like the type of person who would want to prove something by doing it on his own,” I say.

Kellie smiles smugly. “It fits the profile. It always fits the profile.”

She runs through his social media footprint, most of which I’m already aware of, then moves on to Venmo.

“Seems very family-oriented. Really spoils his sister especially. Keeps Venmoing her for clothes and hair appointments and vacations and stuff. Who knows why she can’t just pay for it herself, since, according to my research, she’s loaded, too. Married to some minor lord. But rich is as rich does.”

“He told me about his sister,” I say. “Seems like they’re close. I think he’s just a generous guy.”

“Next up is Vish. I decided not to waste too much mental energy on him since I assume your close friend didn’t murder Freya, or else this is about to take a very dark turn.”

I nod. “I love him to death, but Vish isn’t capable of murder. He likes his routine too much, and murder is notoriously disruptive to routines.”

“I also didn’t find any red flags with Madeline Quansah. Seems like a super smart, successful person. Age thirty-four, went to Oxford, too, worked at a couple of the top communications firms in London, then got recruited to SWFT by Seb. The only thing out of the ordinary connecting her to Freya is a single Venmo transfer from a few weeks ago. Looks like they went to lunch together. Might be something worth asking her about. And then no real red flags with Dana Asllani, either. Kind of the same deal as Mads. Twenty-six, went to London School of Economics, graduated with first-class honors, then worked at a major investment bank before joining SWFT. Now—”

“Sorry, sorry, hold on,” I interrupt. “Dana went to the London School of Economics?”

“Yes, that’s what I said,” Kellie says, annoyed.

“Dana? The Dana on this boat? Dana Asllani?”

“Yes.”

First-class honors? Investment bank? Impossible. But then the explanation hits me—the Dana on board is an impostor! A catfish! Duh!

“Can you send me a photo of the Dana you’re talking about?”

Kellie rolls her eyes but complies. A few seconds later my phone dings with a text from Kellie, which contains…

A photo of the person I know as Dana Asllani.

“Am I losing my mind?” I ask, dumbfounded.

“Moving on to the crew,” Kellie says, ignoring me. “I first focused on Mac Howe. Like I said, he doesn’t have any public social media. All I could find was a private Snapchat account. I requested him under the handle @RealCaseyAnthonyOfficial, so hopefully he’s interested in connecting with a like-minded individual.”

“I really should get back to work,” Bobby says.

“Don’t even think about it,” Haeyoon says.

“The work history I was able to track down is kind of all over the place. Did a bit of construction work, was a bouncer at a London nightclub, worked on a ferry up in Scotland. Not sure when he made the jump into private yachting. I also wasn’t able to find anything connecting him to any of the passengers or other crew members. Overall he’s kind of a ghost.”

“That’s what Abby called him, too,” I say without thinking, and instantly regret it.

Kellie beams. “Mamma Mia, here she goes again! She keeps bringing her up!”

Haeyoon is immediately activated. “Bringing who up?”

“Abby! The sexy bosun! Mel’s found herself in a steamy forbidden romance with a crew member. It’s just like Titanic.”

“That’s not the plot of Titanic at all!” I protest.

Haeyoon puts her face close to her phone. “Kellie, tell me everything you found out about Abby the sexy bosun.”

I squirm, uncomfortable. “That feels like a violation of her privacy…”

“Oh, give me a break. You knew you were making a deal with the devil when you sent me that crew list. Okay! Abigail Rossi. Age twenty-nine, from Port Douglas, Australia. Played rugby growing up. Been working on or around boats her entire life. Worked at her parents’ diving company until she got into the yacht scene around five years ago.”

“How do you know all this?” I ask. Abby doesn’t really strike me as someone who would have social media. Mainly because I looked diligently and was unable to find any of her social media.

“I’ve been DMing her friend Courtney on Instagram. She’s confirmed my suspicions that Abby is a hot piece of ass, by the way.”

“Excellent,” Haeyoon growls.

“Kellie!”

Kellie sighs dramatically. “Oh my God, Mel, would it kill you to reenact Titanic?”

“Literally, yes.”

“Anyway. Abby’s dad passed away a few years ago. I think it was kind of a sudden thing. Apparently, he always wanted to be a captain but started the diving company instead so he could settle down and have a family. Courtney said Abby has been working really hard to become a captain herself so she can honor his legacy. She said she takes it very seriously.”

I take this information in. It sheds new light on Abby’s protectiveness over her profession and makes me feel freshly embarrassed about the entitled way I’ve been clomping around this boat like a theme park visitor.

“That is… interesting to note,” I say finally. “Thank you, Kellie.”

“Hmph. Finally a little respect. Besides Mac and Abby, no one from the rest of the crew really stood out to me. Pretty normal work histories and no connection to SWFT.”

“What about…” I begin, trying to sound casual. “What about Heloise? The chief stew?”

“Why? Has she been acting suspiciously?”

Don’t you come at Heloise. That’s my girl.

“No, no, I was just curious if you’d come across any information about her personal life. Like, I don’t know, if she’s dating anyone… if she’s straight…”

Haeyoon is shocked. “How many women on that yacht are you trying to fuck, Mel? Bobby, if you leave this room, you’re being homophobic.”

I feel myself turning beet red. “No, I’m not… that’s not…”

Kellie’s eyes light up with realization. “You’re jealous! Heloise is potential competition! Say no more, I’m on it. I’ll do a fishing expedition to figure out her relationship status.” She starts furiously typing on her phone. “She’s about to get a flirty DM from @RealCaseyAnthonyOfficial.”

“No!” I cry. “Please do not do that. I shouldn’t have said anything. I just… Well.” I think of Ariana’s voice in my head earlier. “I guess I do have a crush. I just don’t know… I don’t know what to do about it, though. I think I’m too… I don’t know. Messed up.”

For the first time since we started this unhinged FaceTime, Kellie’s eyes lose their demonic gleam. I’m reminded why we talk so often, despite her less-than-stellar bedside manner. We belong to an exclusive members-only club that, unlike SWFT, I’d do anything to not be a part of.

“You’re not messed up,” Kellie says gruffly. “You’re doing your best.”

As Bobby and Haeyoon sit in respectful silence, I keep staring at Kellie’s eyes in her tiny FaceTime square, at her eyes that are not Ari’s, that will never be Ari’s, and suddenly I can feel it rushing toward me like a flash flood in a slot canyon: the howling pain, the disbelief, the horror of my grief. I swallow hard, pushing back the flood through brute mental force, scrambling for solid ground.

Freya. Finding out who killed Freya. Come on, Melanie. That’s what’s important right now.

“And what about Freya?” I force out, trying to sound normal.

Kellie gives me a look, but keeps going. “Of course. Last but not least. Our victim, Freya Taverner.”

Victim. I’m hit with a sudden image of the vibrant, kooky girl from yesterday lying limp and lifeless on the ground, blood dripping from her mouth. I dig my fingernails into my palms.

“Age thirty-one. Born in Primrose Hill to Poppy, an artist. Father unknown. Poppy died when Freya was three, and then Freya was taken in by her great-uncle John.”

“SWFT’s underwriter,” Haeyoon notes.

Kellie goes on to repeat more or less the story Vish told me earlier. Hearing Freya’s life laid out in such a clinical manner by someone who’s never even met her makes my stomach turn a bit. But we’re doing this to help Freya, I assure myself. All privacy violations are for a good cause.

“Freya is like a British Serena van der Woodsen, and not just because she’s blond and super rich and has daddy issues,” Kellie says. “She seems to know a million people, is constantly being mentioned on gossip accounts, and throws these amazing parties. It’s interesting, though—even though she seems to be incredibly popular, I had a hard time finding any close, lifelong friends. Every single person I reached out to said Freya’s the most giving, warm person they’ve ever met, but no one really seemed to know her on a level deeper than that. I asked around, and the great-uncle has a reputation for being a bit of an eccentric, but Freya still convinced Seb and Ollie to give him a chance and let his firm be the one to underwrite the IPO.”

“A nepo great-uncle,” Haeyoon says. “A rare breed.”

“Did anyone mention any tension between her and Seb?”

“I tried not to be too obvious with my questions, but her facialist did say she’s seemed distant lately. Could be a sign of things going south with Seb. Overall, though, the general impression is that she loves him dearly.”

“But Freya seems to love everyone dearly,” I say. “The question is, is she able to tell if they don’t love her back?”

The sadness of this question lingers in the air like a heavy fog.

“Okay, I have to go take Mikey to a doctor’s appointment,” Kellie says, breaking the silence and reminding me that against all odds she is a functioning mother of four. “I’ll send you guys the dossier when we get off the call.”

“We should make a group text!” Haeyoon says. “The Sherlock Hoes. I’ll start it now. Don’t worry, Bobby, I won’t forget to add you.”

“I am worried, but that’s not why.”

“You’ve got the beach picnic tonight, right Mel?” Kellie asks.

“Yep.”

“Awesome. This will be a great chance to get people alone and ask them questions. And—”

The door of the cabin swings open. Vish enters, laptop under the crook of his arm, shoulders slack with fatigue.

“Dude,” he exhales, “I’m fucking exhausted. I need a break. I’m just dropping my laptop off, but want to hang in the hot tub with me before we have to get ready for the beach thing?”

“Is that Vish?” calls Kellie from the phone. “Hi, Vish!”

Vish starts. “Sorry. Didn’t realize you were on the phone. Is that Kellie?”

“Yeah,” I say. “And Haeyoon. And Bobby, head of HR.”

“Oh.” Vish looks taken aback. “Hi, Kellie. And Haeyoon. And Bobby, head of HR.”

“Hi,” they all say back in unison.

Vish won’t meet my eyes anymore. “Um. Never mind then, if you’re busy. I’ll go see if someone else wants to hang out.”

He’s dropped the laptop on his bed and sped out the door before I can even respond. I feel faintly guilty even though I’m not sure what I’ve done wrong.

“Did he say laptop? Is it his work laptop?” Kellie asks hungrily after he’s closed the door behind him. “Do you know his password? You should hack into the company’s systems!”

“I’m not going to break into Vish’s work laptop, Kellie,” I snap.

She rolls her eyes. “Fine, fine, relax. Okay. We’ve all got homework. I’m going to do more research on everyone. Mel, you do the full court press tonight. Haeyoon, see if you can get your friend to dig up more on SWFT and the IPO. Bobby, you apply for a SWFT membership. Let us know what this company even does.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” I say. “I’m gonna start getting ready for the beach picnic now. Wish me luck.”

“If you’re relying on luck, you’ve got a problem,” Kellie says ominously. “I don’t wish you luck. I wish you balls of motherfucking steel. You’re about to have dinner with a stone-cold killer. For all we know, you might not make it out alive.”

“This could be the last we ever hear from you,” Haeyoon intones. “Better fuck as many crew members as you can before it’s too late.”

“I’m thinking this might not have been my finest hour as an HR professional,” Bobby says.







CHAPTER ELEVEN

WHEN IT CAME TO REALITY television, Kellie was obsessed with competition shows, especially if they involved Tyra Banks forcing devout Christian nineteen-year-olds to pose naked for Noted Fashion Photographer Nigel Barker. She also was a Survivor superfan, and famously once spent three hundred dollars on a Jeff Probst Cameo for her own self. Survivor would have been perfect binge material during Ari’s treatment, but watching the show with Kellie was both a trial and a tribulation; because she already knew what was going to happen in every episode, she’d constantly shout out warnings and insults to everyone on screen. Eventually Ari and I just gave up.

That all changed when Kellie couldn’t make it out to LA for one round of Ari’s chemo.

“Is it time?” I’d asked.

Ari had nodded. “It’s time.”

And then we were off to the races.

It was a revelation. Forty-plus seasons of firefighters and nurses and law students sleeping on bamboo stalks, betraying each other, starving themselves half to death, and absolutely loving it.

“This is sick,” Ari said during one viewing as Jeff waved his hands enticingly over a platter of fly-covered hot dogs, the dirty, emaciated contestants in front of him moaning with desire. “These people have Stockholm syndrome. He’s their captor.”

“They’re so into it, though,” I said, shaking my head. “Going on this show is people’s goal in life. It’s like a religious experience for them. You couldn’t pay me.”

“Yeah, I think I’m good with one life-threatening experience at a time. But maybe once my own cells stop trying to kill me, I’ll give Jeff’s torture factory a try. I think I’d actually like the lying part.”

“Oh God, I’d hate that.”

“That’s because you’re too sincere, Mel. I’d be amazing at it because I have no soul.”

“You have a soul,” I insisted. Talk of souls made me think of death, and thinking of death made me want to rip my own skin off, so I kept talking. “It’s also about being able to tell if other people are lying to you. I don’t know if I’d be good at that, either.”

“Not to be all ‘I’m an actor,’ but lying is acting. And acting is exhausting. If you want to find out who’s lying, look for who’s trying. Look for who’s tired.”

“That’s how you do it! That’s how you do it on Survivor!” Jeff screamed on the TV as a middle-aged mom from South Carolina fell face-first into a mud pit.

“Remember that dance we did to ‘Survivor’ in elementary school?” Ari asked.

“I would never forget that.”

And I haven’t, and I haven’t, and I haven’t.
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There are worse places to be investigating a murder than Balos Lagoon.

All around us glistens the clearest and most turquoise water I’ve ever seen. To our left the crumbling coastline slopes into a pristine white and pink sand beach. To our right a chunky island squats in the water, its dirt surface peppered with green scrub. The island is tenuously connected to the mainland by a thin sand spit, making it look like a dog trying to shake off its leash and escape into the sea.

The tender carries us and our picnic supplies toward the flat sand spit, the fiery sun slipping down the sky to our right. We disembark from the boat into crystal-clear ankle-deep water. I gather up the fabric of my dress around my thighs and step out of the boat into the cool sea, hissing through my teeth when rogue saltwater droplets make contact with my raw knee wounds.

“What’s that island over there called?” I ask Abby to distract myself from the pain, pointing at a distant, treacherous-looking mass of land to the north of us.

She’s hoisting a cooler off the tender, and I go to grab a handle.

“Gramvousa,” she says as we splash through the water, bringing the cooler to shore. “There are ruins of an old Venetian fortress at the top.”

“Huh. Sounds like another good place for someone to try to kill me,” I say in an attempt at flirting that most would deem unconventional.

We drop the cooler onto the fine white sand of the spit.

“Hope not,” she says, giving me a polite smile, then strides back into the water. “Gonna go get some more supplies. Don’t worry about helping. You just enjoy.”

I watch her back as she splashes toward the tender, feeling embarrassed. Well, that was a flop. Serves me right for letting Kellie and Haeyoon get into my head. I’m in no state for crushes or flirting, I’m as rusty as the Tin Man after a rainstorm.

But what am I in a state for? Investigating a murder.

As the sun drops lower in the sky, Abby, Petros, Heloise, and Jasmine get to work. In a matter of minutes, they transform the empty beach into something out of a magazine spread. They cover the sand in thick blankets and then adorn a low, long table with a rustic Grecian tablescape of candles, seashells, and olive branches. Plump cushions line each side for a reclined seating experience, Passover-style. A few feet away, Chef Mateo has set up a charcoal grill, and the twilight fills with the smoky tang of grilled octopus and charred onions.

Mac, I notice, has stayed back at the Philomela.

I have my homework from Kellie: a mental checklist of people I need to talk to and questions I need to ask them in order to start untangling this knotted fishing net of a story. I scan the beach around me, taking in my fellow passengers: Vish, Seb, and Ollie drinking beers by the grill; Dana taking selfies in the golden hour glow; Mads standing in the sea, drinking rosé.

And maybe it’s this glorious island setting, but suddenly I find myself viewing them all with new eyes—the eyes of a Survivor player. Because what is this investigation if not an attempt to outwit, outplay, and outlast?

Game on.

First up is Mads, I decide, and wade out next to her. She’s got her linen pants rolled up to her knees and has her eyes closed, her skin glowing in the warmth of the setting sun. She opens her eyes when she hears me approach.

“Mind if I join you?” I ask. The way the water stretches around us on all sides, it feels like we’re magically levitating in the middle of the sea.

“Not at all,” she says, taking a sip of rosé.

Okay. First lesson of Survivor: appeal to the other person’s interests. If you’re pitching a game move, you have to sell the person on how it will help them, in order for them to help you.

“Today’s been crazy, huh?” I start out casually.

She laughs. “Understatement of the fucking year.”

“They’re lucky to have you.”

“Oh, believe me, I tell them that every day.”

“Have you been working on press releases and talking to journalists and stuff?”

“Yes, and generally trying to convince investors that doing a surprise IPO on a floating party hotel with shoddy Wi-Fi is actually the most cutting-edge business innovation of the twenty-first century.”

This next part is all about finesse. Play it cool, Mel. “I bet it’s also been extra tricky with Freya being MIA.”

Mads clinks her fingernails on her wineglass. “How do you mean?”

“Well, I’m sure people have been wanting to hear from all the founders. I know Seb usually handles interviews, but Freya’s almost a mini celebrity, right? I would imagine journalists would want to talk to her.”

“A few of them have already asked,” Mads admits. “I’ve had to fob them off.”

“Have you been in contact with her?”

“No. Like I said earlier, she’s been communicating with Seb.”

She sounds like she’s choosing her words carefully.

“And he hasn’t been looping you in?”

“To their relationship? No, I’m quite happy to stay outside the loop on that.”

“I meant more business-wise. I feel like you’re entitled to know, considering it affects how well you can do your job.”

Mads snorts. “When it comes to Seb, I’m entitled to know what he wants me to know.”

I can sense an opening here. “And you feel like he doesn’t want you to know what’s happened to Freya?”

“Nothing’s happened to Freya,” she says, but her voice doesn’t sound entirely certain. “Listen, this isn’t exactly out of character for her. She did a runner after a party at the Savoy earlier this summer and didn’t turn up until the next afternoon. Apparently she’d got caught up in conversation with a Sweeney Todd impersonator at the twenty-four-hour McDonald’s on the Strand and lost track of time.”

“Totally, totally,” I agree. “Just… aren’t you curious why she’s run away this time, if that’s what’s going on here? Has she been acting weird or anything lately?” Now it’s time for the most delicate maneuver of all. I channel Survivor’s holy trinity, Cirie, Parvati, and Sandra, and take the plunge. “She actually mentioned to me that you guys had lunch together a few weeks ago. Did she seem off to you then?”

Mads shoots me a strange look. “She told you we had lunch?”

Sweat percolates in my armpits, soaking the thin fabric of my dress. “Um. Yeah. Just offhand.”

Mads’s eyes widen. “Then she’s really lost the plot. Yes, she asked me to have lunch, right before the road show kicked off. I found it a bit odd, because we’ve never spent time together, just the two of us, but I was happy to do it and made a reservation at the River Café. She was so excited, a bit manic, actually, saying she had so much to talk to me about. But then she canceled.”

“Day of?”

“Minute of. I was already at the restaurant when she called. She sounded distracted and said, ‘I talked to him. It’s all fine.’ I asked who she was talking about, but she’d already rung off. I ended up eating there anyway, and then later that day she sent me money for the lunch. It was all quite bizarre. But you see what I mean, don’t you? She’s a bit of a flake.”

My mind is working a mile a minute, as is my heart rate. The Venmo transaction Kellie found was not for a lunch that Mads and Freya had together but a lunch Freya canceled on last second. She wanted to tell Mads something but then changed her mind after talking to someone.

And then a few weeks later she vanished in Greece.

Half-distracted by my thoughts, I let my tact slip a bit. “But didn’t that feel weird to you? And then didn’t it seem like a red flag when she disappeared out of nowhere? Maybe—”

“Look,” Mads says, cutting me off, her tone firm. “It is very clear that for whatever reason you think something nefarious has happened to Freya. I am telling you, as someone who has known her for years, that if something has happened to her, it is more likely than not because she drank a little too much raki and drove a moped into the sea. I know that sounds horribly callous, but at a certain point adults are responsible for themselves, and the rest of us can only do so much. Right now, my top priority is ensuring that the hard work of all the people who work at this company, including your friend Vish, does not go to waste. Because not all of us have rich great-uncles to bail us out if this goes south. This is not a hobby for me. This is my career.”

“Of course,” I stammer. “I didn’t mean—”

“I’m going to get more rosé,” Mads says. “Enjoy the water.”

She turns and strides back to shore, her head high, her shoulders tense. I watch her go, and as I do, my eyes fall on Vish, who is standing at the edge of the water and must have seen this whole interaction happen. His expression is inscrutable.

I swallow. So I didn’t quite stick the landing on that one. But still, I can feel electricity crackling in my bloodstream all the same. Because with every passing minute, the details of this tapestry are coming more and more into focus. With every passing minute, this is feeling more and more real.

My next target is Ollie. I find him playing ladder toss by himself to the side of the picnic area. The sun is beginning its final descent, casting the entire beach with a peachy filter.

I pick up a bola from the sand. “Cool if I play with you?”

“Of course.” Ollie smiles warmly, his face etched with tired lines. “Come to ask me about Freya?”

I completely shank the bola I’m tossing. “What—I mean—how—”

Ollie waves good-naturedly. “Don’t worry. I understand why you’re concerned. I would be too, if I were in your position.”

“So you also think it’s weird that she’s just completely vanished?”

He weighs this, then tosses his bola. It flips perfectly around the middle rung of the ladder.

“Yes and no. Freya is… Well, Freya’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met. She thinks a spreadsheet is something that goes in the linen closet, but she’s done more for the SWFT brand than all the high-flying consultants in the world ever could. She’s… brilliant.” He says the word like it’s a surprise even to himself. “But for people like that, sometimes the world can be a bit too much. I would never describe our Freya as being particularly proficient at coping. She’s been known to escape from time to time, whether it’s through drugs, or petting zoos, or… literally escaping.”

I sigh. This aligns with what Mads just told me. “You believe Seb, then.”

Ollie mulls over his next words for a moment and then seems to come to a decision. He gets closer to me and lowers his voice.

“Actually, to be honest with you, I don’t exactly know how I feel about Seb right this moment. Something is not quite right there. I don’t really know what he’s playing at.”

Seizing on this unexpected sign of fracture between the two co-founders, I press forward, perhaps a bit recklessly.

“Do you think he’d ever do anything to hurt her?”

Ollie looks like this is something he’s never considered before. “Seb? Hurt Freya? Why would you ask that?”

I return to the Survivor playbook. Going solo can only get you so far; forming alliances is how you play to win. And with my relationship with Vish currently on shaky ground, I’m in need of all the allies I can get. So it’s time to build some trust.

“I… heard something,” I say. “On the boat last night. I heard two people talking about making Freya disappear. I couldn’t see them, but I’m pretty sure one of those people was Seb.”

Ollie’s face goes slack with shock. “Are you… are you certain?”

I nod. “And then the next morning, what do you know, she disappears. It’s super sketchy.”

I can practically hear Ollie’s mind whirring like the engine whine that emits from an overheated laptop.

“Oh my God. Oh my God. That’s—”

“Room for one more?” a smooth voice behind us says. We turn. Seb is standing there, his back to the setting sun, his face just a shadow. A metallic film coats my tongue. He takes a step closer, and his blue eyes emerge from the shadows, mirthful and hard. “Not interrupting, am I?”

I’m suddenly hit by a wave of pure anger at this smug, entitled asshole, swanning around this gorgeous beach without a care in the world while his girlfriend is nowhere to be found. His blithe confidence is shocking. How can he be so unbothered, so convinced that no one will care enough about Freya to ask questions?

Because he doesn’t know who he’s dealing with.

“No,” I say, smiling sweetly at Seb. I toss my bola toward him, and it lands in the sand with a thud. “Your move.”

Leaving Ollie and Seb behind me, I follow the scent of smoky meat toward the grill. Chef Mateo and Jasmine are plating a spread of blackened steak, blistered tomatoes, and tender octopus.

“… it is just disrespectful,” Chef Mateo is saying as I approach. “I don’t touch his things, do I?”

“I hear you, baby boy,” Jasmine says. “It’s giving who stole the cookie from the cookie jar.”

“What’s going on?” I ask.

Jasmine looks at Chef Mateo, as if for approval. He shrugs.

“Chef Mateo thinks one of the crew members is taking food from the kitchen,” Jasmine says to me in a low voice.

“I don’t think,” Mateo says. “I know. I know my own kitchen. And I know that Petros has been taking food.” He gestures with his tongs in the direction of the buff Greek deckhand, who is currently helping Heloise lay out gleaming cutlery on the dinner table. “Look at him! He’s like Arnold Schwarzenegger. You know what those body builders are like. Gobble, gobble, gobble. I know what he’s up to.”

“I’m sure there’s a mutually respectful way to resolve this situation,” Jasmine says.

“I will mutually respect my foot into his behind.”

Wow. Below Deck was right about one thing. Chefs really are something.

“Melanie? Looks like dinner’s almost ready, if you want to take a seat” comes a familiar Australian accent from behind me. I turn and lock eyes with Abby, who is looking at me with an expression of placid, neutral professionalism.

“Oh,” I say. “Sure. Sounds good. Thanks.”

“Great. Enjoy the meal. Chef Mateo’s cooked up a delicious one, smells like.” She walks away. Okay, what is going on here? If my body wasn’t currently covered in stinging wounds, I could almost be convinced that what happened earlier today—Abby joking with me on the tender, Abby saving my life, Abby gently gripping my thigh as she dabbed ointment on my kneecap—was some fever dream. Why suddenly the detached decorum? I’d even prefer her profane fury to this bland politeness.

I must have read this entirely wrong, I decide. Whatever spark I thought I detected between the two of us was just a mirage. Time to let Abby focus on her job, while I focus on mine.

Which reminds me. I have one last person to talk to. I find her reclining on one of the cushions next to the table, scrolling on her phone, hair yanked back into the tightest Ariana Grande ponytail I’ve ever seen in real life. I plop down on a pillow next to her, congenial smile on my face.

“Hi, Dana,” I say, chipper. “How’s it going?”

She looks up from her phone, eyeing me warily. “Fine.” I wait expectantly, and then, like it requires enormous effort, she adds a halfhearted “How are you?”

“Good, good. It’s so beautiful here.”

She goggles at me, clearly at a loss as to why she’s currently being afflicted by this conversation. “Yeah. Totally.”

“I realized we haven’t really talked at all,” I plow ahead with the needs-must brashness of a Survivor player scrambling before Tribal Council. “Tell me about yourself! Where’d you go to school?”

Dana looks positively horrified at the turn this conversation has taken. “Why?”

“Just making conversation.”

Slowly, like she’s still trying to figure out what the catch is, Dana says, “You won’t have heard of my college. And I went somewhere random for university.”

I blink innocently. “I don’t know if I would call the London School of Economics random.”

Dana’s eyes flash. “How’d you know I went there?”

“I can’t remember. Just heard it somewhere, I guess! I also heard you worked at some high-powered investment bank before coming to SWFT. That’s cool! What—”

“Listen, bitch.”

Suddenly Dana’s face is centimeters from mine, her perfectly groomed eyebrows a straight line of fury, her plumped lips dripping venom. I lurch back in surprise.

“I don’t know what the fuck you think you’re doing, but you need to keep my name out of your mouth and back the hell off.”

I’m in so much shock I’ve forgotten my own name. “I—”

“Back. The hell. Off. Before I make you. Got it?”

I nod slowly, still incapable of speech. Dana smiles sarcastically.

“Excellent. Enjoy dinner, babes.”

And then she’s back tip tapping away at her phone like nothing even happened.

What. The. Fuck?

Before I even have a second to process what just transpired, the rest of the group are taking their seats and Heloise and Jasmine are depositing piping-hot platters of food on the table. I barely process it. My mind is dangerously close to reaching capacity.

Desperate to unload all the information I’ve gathered in the last hour, I slip my phone out under the table and fire off a series of frenzied texts to the Sherlock Hoes.


Alert! Beach picnic has been WILD! Have gathered much intel and have had my life threatened as a result! This shit is really real guys!!

Clue 1: Freya scheduled lunch w/ Mads bc she had to tell her something but then NEVER SHOWED! Said “I talked to him. It’s all fine.” Suspicious!!

Clue 2: Ollie thinks Seb is “playing at” something!! DRAMA! DISCORD! WATCH THIS SPACE!

Clue 3: Seb is giving more and more serial killer douchebag vibes by the hour!! He is shameless!!

Clue 4: Petros the deckhand is very hungry?? (Not relevant but don’t want to forget anything.)

Clue 5: BIGGEST CLUE OF ALL! DANA IS MAFIA DON! THREATENED TO KILL ME! I AM SERIOUS! POSSIBLY ANGRY BC PONYTAIL IS TOO TIGHT, POSSIBLY SOMETHING MORE SINISTER!



“You okay, Mel?” Vish asks from down the table.

I lock my phone and look up quickly.

“Yep! Fine.”

As everyone digs into dinner, knives and teeth tearing into singed flesh, I take in the passengers of the Philomela. Ollie and Dana and Mads and Vish and Seb. Their faces have lost their definition in the fading light of the setting sun, transforming them all into liminal forms, illuminated from below by flickering candles.

Lying is acting. And acting is exhausting. If you want to find out who’s lying, look for who’s trying. Look for who’s tired.

I try to take Ari’s words to heart. But the problem is, everyone who works at SWFT looks exhausted right now from the stress of trying to pull off the IPO.

Everyone, that is, except for Sebastian Cross-Patterson. Who is currently sitting across the table from me, drinking slowly out of his wineglass, his eyes locked on mine, the expression in them a challenge. Or perhaps a warning.







CHAPTER TWELVE

AFTER DINNER, WHERE I SAT in wide-eyed silence, gaping at everyone else enjoying their meals like I was a manic bush baby, I go by myself to the water’s edge and let the cool tide run back and forth across my feet. The sky above is a riot of stars, the three-quarter moon glowing brightly at its center. The outline of Gramvousa Island hulks across the water, silent and foreboding.

I dig my feet deeper into the wet sand, the water tracing its foamy fingers across my ankles as it ebbs and flows. I feel like the snake augering its way down my shower drain, twisting and writhing sightlessly, unsure if I’ll ever get to the end.

I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing, Ari, I say in my mind. I’m trying really hard, but I don’t think I’m getting any closer to figuring this out. What should I do?

Don’t put this on me. Just because I’m dead doesn’t mean I’m suddenly amazing at solving mysteries.

I hear the pop of a champagne bottle and a collection of cheers behind me. I’ll be surprised if there’s any champagne left on the planet by the time SWFT has finished going public. How can they all be celebrating as if nothing’s wrong? As if no one’s missing?

It’s all on me, I realize, and the weight of this knowledge suddenly makes me feel like I’m propping up the entire night sky with my shoulders. Everyone else has forgotten Freya. They’ve written her off because of her flightiness, her instability, her troubled past. But I’ve spent my whole life rooting for flighty, unstable women with troubled pasts. So I’m not forgetting her. I will bear this weight, even if I bear it alone.

Freshly resolved, I turn to head back and rejoin the group but only take a few steps before my knees knock into a human-shaped form crouching in the sand.

“Ow!”

“Ah! Sorry!”

My eyes adjust to the darkness and make out Abby, who is rubbing her head and scowling up at me, professional veneer from earlier momentarily cracked.

“Un-fucking-believable, mate! I save your life earlier, and this is how you repay me?”

“I’m really sorry,” I say again. “I didn’t see you.”

“It’s fine,” she says in a tight voice, and in real time I watch detached politeness spread across her face once more. Awkward silence fills the empty air.

I look down and see that Abby has dug a shallow hole in the sand and is in the process of filling it with firewood.

“Building a bonfire?” I ask, stating the obvious for lack of any better idea.

She gets back to arranging the firewood. “Yep. Should be ready in about five minutes, if you want to come back then.”

I’m about to take the hint, but my newly crystallized resolve about Freya is making me feel bold here too.

“Did I… offend you in some way? Besides all the ways I’ve offended you that I know about.”

She shakes her head, not meeting my eyes. “No, no, not at all. Just realized I could do with a little more professional decorum. I’ve received feedback in the past that I can be a bit… abrasive.”

“I don’t think you’re abrasive,” I say.

“Too fucking right I’m not.” A beat. She shrugs. “You can stay, if you want.”

I take a seat in the sand. Now that I’m at her level I can make out Abby’s face better, can see her silver earrings catching the light of the moon.

“So I guess I should be congratulating you,” Abby says, still not looking at me, huffing a bit as she lowers the last piece of firewood into the pit.

“Congratulating me? For what?” Being Lunatic of the Year?

“Your… upcoming nuptials.”

I practically shriek. “My what?!”

Abby sits back on her heels, looking annoyed. “Do you not have that word in America? Your wedding.”

“I know what nuptials means! I just have no idea why it would apply to me!”

Abby looks baffled. “So you’re not getting married to Vish?”

Have I teleported to another dimension? “No! Of course not! Why would you think I’m getting married?”

“I don’t know, that’s what Captain MacPherson said!”

“Captain MacPherson? Why—Oh my God.” It hits me like a ton of bricks. My brilliant bride-to-be cover story. I start laughing. “Oh my God. No. That’s a miscommunication. I’m not… I’m not getting married.”

Now that I’ve started laughing, I can’t stop. Abby takes in my heaving shoulders with a wary expression, trying to figure out if she’s the butt of the joke.

“So you’re not with Vish?”

I can barely breathe. “No. I’m not with Vish. I’m not with anyone. I’m so fucking single it’s insane. Oh my God, I’m dying. Nuptials!”

“Okay, okay, give it a rest,” Abby says grumpily.

“Is that why you were being weird with me?” I’m hiccupping now. When was the last time I laughed like this? It feels delirious, divine.

“Maybe. I guess I was just surprised to find out you’re some boring straight girl.”

I dab tears from my eyes. “I may be boring, but I’m not straight.”

Suddenly I’m acutely aware of how close we are to each other on the sand. Her tan skin gleams smooth in the moonlight. Little loose strands of curly golden hair frame her face.

“And you’re not… you’re not with Heloise?” I breathe out, before I realize what I’m saying.

Now it’s Abby’s turn to laugh. “Heloise? No. She may not be boring, but she is straight.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

I can’t make out Abby’s eyes clearly in the darkness, but I can feel them on me, can feel them taking in the loose waves of my hair falling over my shoulders, can feel them traveling over the soft, exposed landscape of my chest. Like a bear stirring itself from hibernation, I feel long-dormant nerve pathways sparking to life. The sensation is almost too much to handle. I have been living life in grayscale ever since Ariana died, and suddenly, after so long, I am seeing hints of color.

I am terrified. I am thrilled. I am leaning toward Abby. She is leaning toward me. I smell vanilla, I’m drawn to the soft warmth of her body. Her lush, parted lips are only inches from mine—

“How’s that fire coming along?”

Abby and I leap apart like we’ve been cattle prodded. Above us looms a large, dark figure.

Seb.

Abby springs up to a standing position, smoothing the sand off her shorts. “Fine, fine, yeah. Almost ready.”

Seb keeps standing there, his lips in a patronizing smirk. There’s a subtle sway to his posture, like he’s being gently prodded by the wind, and a nearly empty champagne glass dangles from his fingers.

“You two seem… close,” he slurs, leering, and I feel a rush of nausea.

“Mel was just helping me with the fire,” Abby says tightly.

“Is that what they call it?” Seb sneers, his deep-set eyes black pits in the darkness.

“I think you need to watch yourself, mate,” Abby warns, her voice low. Seb just laughs, harsh and grating.

“I don’t need to watch anything. Because I own you, and I own your little boat. And you,” he spits, taking a step closer to me. Reflexively I scoot backward in the sand. “You’re the one who needs to watch yourself. You think I don’t see what you’re doing? Running around, asking all your silly questions? I think it might be wise to stop, don’t you? You simply never know what could happen.”

This sinister mix of British respectability and barely veiled threats makes my blood freeze ice-cold in my veins. My heart is going haywire in my chest, my throat, my ears. I search frantically in my mental filing cabinets for the right thing to say but my hands come up empty.

“What are you up to over there?” shouts Ollie from afar.

“Abby’s just finishing up the fire!” Seb calls in reply. He gives Abby a level look. “Aren’t you?”

Abby holds his stare. Seb has to be half a foot taller than her, but she stands her ground, and to my deep satisfaction, he looks away first.

“Yeah, I am, mate,” Abby says. She brandishes a bottle of lighter fluid. “But you better step back. You simply never know what could happen.”

Seb gives us one last long, disdainful look and then nods. “I’ll go grab the others. Time for us to get our money’s worth, after all.”

Abby and I watch him go in tense silence.

“What a cunt,” she spits finally, squeezing the lighter fluid onto the firewood in a furious slash.

I’m inclined to agree. Anger seethes in my veins at that horrible, horrible interaction.

But also… a terrible, pulsing excitement bubbles, too.

Because maybe my investigation is starting to get somewhere.

Maybe I’ve struck a nerve.
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In the flickering light of the bonfire, I can’t stop looking at Seb. The firelight gives him a demonic glow, turning his once-handsome face into the mask of a monster. The adrenaline from our conversation makes me feel half drunk and reckless.

“Anyone heard from Freya tonight?” I ask, taking a deep swig from a bottle of Mythos beer. Might as well get actually drunk. Vish is watching me with concern, and I feel a childlike impulse to stick my tongue out at him. You’re not my dad, Vish!

“She just rang me, actually.” Seb smirks, knocking back the dregs of his champagne and then immediately pouring himself some more. “She said she’s so safe and well and sends everyone her love.”

“That’s interesting!” I say, finishing my own beer. “Crazy how you have such good cell service on this random sand spit in the middle of the ocean!”

“It’s a sea.” Seb smiles, dripping with condescension.

“That’s right!” I cry, turning to Vish, who now looks fully horrified. “Remember that, Vish? It’s a sea! Seb’s really got a handle on what bodies of water are called! And whether or not his girlfriend is alive!”

“Mel…”

I look around at the rest of SWFT’s employees. So many secrets. So many lies. It’s time to crack the facade. It’s time to bring the drama to the surface.

Mentally I flip through my Survivor Rolodex, but nothing quite fits. Even the most devious, dastardly villains on Jeff’s beach don’t have the particular set of skills I need to get these people talking. I’m momentarily discouraged, but then I realize that I’m looking in the wrong place. I need to go somewhere darker, somewhere more primal.

Which means it’s time to retire the Survivor playbook and bust out the Real Housewives playbook instead.

“I have a fun idea for a game!” I yelp, shooting to my feet. “It goes like this. We all go around the circle and say who we trust the least. I’ll go first. I—”

“Melanie, can I talk to you for a sec?” Vish is on his feet now too, his expression pained.

I wave him off. “I was just explaining the rules of the game, I think everyone’s gonna love it—”

“Please.”

“Fine,” I huff.

The two of us walk past the edge of the fire’s glow, and in the absence of its warmth, the cold, wet air makes me shiver. I can feel Seb’s eyes burning a hole in my back.

I whirl on Vish as soon as we’re out of earshot.

“Dude, you will not believe what just happened. Seb—”

“What are you doing?” Vish interjects, his eyes wide.

“I’m just trying to get everyone talking. It’s a patented Real Housewives technique, it’s literally foolproof—”

Vish cuts me off again. “Not just that. In general. What have you been doing this whole night? Multiple people have come up to me and asked if you’re okay.”

“Was one of them Dana? Because she threatened me earlier. You know she’s like some secret genius? She went to London School of Economics and graduated with top honors.”

Vish looks momentarily caught off guard by this. “What? How do you know that?”

“Um. Kellie told me.”

“Is that what you guys were talking about earlier? Why the hell does Kellie know where Dana went to university?”

I drop my eyes. “She… compiled a dossier.”

“She what?”

Vish is looking at me like I’ve lost my mind, and I feel myself growing defensive in response.

“I don’t know what you want from me, Vish. I know something happened to Freya, and I have to do something about it. I’m the only one who’s taking this seriously!”

Vish shakes his head. “No. You’re not taking this seriously. I don’t think you’re taking this seriously at all.”

“Are you… are you kidding me?”

Vish reaches out and grabs me by the shoulders. “You do realize you are talking about murder here, right? Murder. You are claiming that one of my bosses killed another one of my bosses. This isn’t some fun little escapade, you know. According to you, Freya is dead. This shit is serious, Mel! And you’re not being serious!”

Freya is dead. The sentence sneaks into my psyche and grabs hold of a rope dangling from a trapdoor in my mind. Howling emptiness waits on the other side. I jam it firmly shut.

“I am the only one who’s taking this seriously,” I reassert defiantly.

Vish throws his hands up in frustration. “Really? Because you seem to be having a grand old time to me, running around Greece like you’re Inspector Gadget. Interrogating my coworkers, following Mac, having Kellie compile dossiers… You don’t really seem to be acting like someone who genuinely believes lives are at stake. Do you even actually think Freya’s dead? Have you really, truly processed what that would mean?”

“You think I don’t know what death means, Vish?” I ask in a voice dripping with disgust. Whether it’s with Vish or myself is hard to say. Because there’s a part of me that knows that’s an unfair card to pull. There’s a part of me that’s registering that a cool dread is starting to leak through the edges of that trapdoor. The image from earlier flashes into my mind again: Freya’s broken body, Freya’s lifeless eyes. Freya. Dead. Freya. Dead. Freya. Dead dead dead dead dead.

Vish’s face is a canvas of raw pain. “I know you know what death means. That’s why I can’t understand why you’re throwing the word around so casually. I’ve been trying to be supportive, Mel, I really have. I’ve been hearing you out and answering your questions, but I can’t do it anymore. This is not healthy for you. It is literally not healthy for you. You almost died earlier today.” He points at the bandages on my knees. “And it’s not mentally healthy for you, either. I know I’m not your therapist or even your parent, I’m your friend, and it’s probably not my place to talk to you like this but… No. You know what? As your friend, it is my place. Because for the last year and a half I’ve watched you try to disappear. You think people aren’t noticing, but I can see it. It’s like you feel guilty for being alive. And I thought coming on this trip would be a good thing for you, that it would get you out of your own head, but now…”

The trapdoor is bulging now, buckling, straining under the weight of the darkness that screams on the other side.

“Now what? Now I’m acting like a crazy person? Now I’m embarrassing you in front of your fancy coworkers?”

Vish looks taken aback. “What? No. You’re acting like somebody who is grieving but doesn’t know how to face it. And I think you have to, Mel. I think you have to find a way to move through it.”

“You think I’m not fucking facing it?” I’m screaming now, but I don’t care. I focus on the rage, the fury, anything but the pain that looms off-stage. “You think I don’t think about Ari every fucking second of every fucking day?”

Vish is tearing up now. “But that’s not the same thing as facing your grief. Ari is gone, Mel. She’s gone. Freya doesn’t need saving, but even if she did, saving her wouldn’t bring Ari back. You have to find a way to let go. You have to find a way to move on.”

“I’m not allowed to let go! I’m not allowed to move on!”

“Allowed by who?”

“By me! Because if I move on, then she didn’t mean anything!”

“But Mel,” he says, his voice thick with agony, “is this really what you think she’d want her meaning to be?”

I gasp like he’s slapped me. I feel rabid and dangerous, like a cornered snake. I snap out wildly, my blood frothing with anger at Vish, at myself, at Ari for being gone, at everything.

“Oh, give me a break, Vish. You think I don’t see what you’re doing? You’re just trying to stop me from looking into this because of your precious company. You don’t want me to fuck things up before your big IPO.”

Vish looks devastated. “Do you really think that’s true?”

I feel as toxic as nuclear waste. I know I need to apologize. But my mouth is jammed shut.

When it’s clear I’m not going to say anything else, Vish shakes his head in disappointment.

“Okay. I think this conversation is done. Do whatever you want, Mel. But please leave me out of it from now on. I can’t be a part of this. I can’t be a part of you hurting yourself.”

Without another word, he turns on his heel and heads back to the bonfire.

My chest heaves with residual anger, discordant emotion zigzagging through my veins. Is he right? Is this whole investigation just a by-product of unprocessed grief? Am I making something out of nothing, murder out of molehills?

But then my eyes are drawn to the bonfire. Drawn to Seb, who’s laughing loudly at something Dana just told him, his teeth looking wolfish in the firelight.

You simply never know what could happen.

This guy is guilty as fuck. And I’m going to prove it. Vish will see.

They all will.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

ONE NIGHT, AROUND SIX MONTHS before she died, Ari called me at two thirty in the morning.

“Ari?” I’d croaked, most of my consciousness still in the Upside Down. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t want to be inspirational,” Ari said.

My eyelids felt like sandbags, my mind molasses. “What do you… what?”

“I am not interested in being some bullshit Walk to Remember Moulin Rouge half saint, half girl who teaches people a lesson about how love is the greatest gift of all. The only lesson I want to teach people is that I have a fat ass and one time made out with Vinny from Jersey Shore at that pool party in Vegas.”

I shuddered. “The diseases in that water.”

“The diseases in that water!”

I pushed myself up to a seated position, my back against my headboard, my knees squeezed to my chest underneath my comforter.

“Why don’t you want to be… inspirational?”

Silence. I pictured Ari in her apartment in Los Feliz, unable to sleep, her face lit up in the blue glow of a paused shitty Netflix movie. My soul screamed at the terror my friend was facing. I felt so shamefully useless, like someone watching a car slamming into another, bracing for impact, powerless to stop it.

“Because then I’m not real,” Ari said finally, her voice small. “I don’t want to be Mandy Moore in her wholesome cardigan. I’m not a plot device. I’m a person.”

Tears were dripping down my cheeks and pooling in the crease of my neck. “I promise you, I promise you, you will never be inspirational to me.”

“You promise? You promise you’ll never look at the moon and think of me with a fond smile on your face?”

“I promise.”

“You promise you’ll remember that I was selfish, and talked a lot of shit about all of my family members, and very rarely donated to charity?”

“I promise.”

“You promise that if someone talks about how good of a person I was, you’ll remind them about the time I called one of my students a little bitch to his face?”

“I promise. But all of this is irrelevant anyway, because you’re not going to die.”

“But I might, Mel. I really fucking might. And I want to be remembered. I’m so terrified of being forgotten, you know that. But I want the memory to be real. And I don’t want it to be for other people, to make them feel good. I want to be selfish after I die, too. No one’s allowed to smile when they look at the moon and think of me. They need to be ripping their goddamn hair out.”

“I’ll go bald for you, Ari. I’ll look at the moon and go bald.”

“You will?”

“Forever.”

A pause. Then, through a tear-tightened throat: “Okay. Thank you. I appreciate that.”

I held the hot phone to my wet cheek and wondered how many others there were like us on that night in Los Angeles. How many single bedroom windows were lit up on dark streets. How many sleepless eyes were wedged open. How many hearts were breaking in tiny, excruciating increments.

“I love you, Ari,” I said. “Now go to sleep.”

“I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

“Hah.”

“Hah.”

Hah.
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This time there’s no text from Vish when I wake up to an empty cabin. His bed is neatly made, his clothes folded and put away, his shoes lined up in pairs on the closet floor. By contrast, my side of the cabin is a disaster site, a Rorschach splattering of dresses and bathing suits.

I feel a flash of irritation as I drag myself out of bed toward the bathroom. Is he trying to say something? Is there some implied reprimand in his neatness, a symbolic censure in the form of folded T-shirts and a smoothed-out bedspread?

I brush my teeth, Vish’s words from last night echoing in my mind. Is this really what you think she’d want her meaning to be?

I angrily spit foamy toothpaste into the sink. Like Vish has any right to ask me that. I, of all people, know what Ari wanted her meaning to be. She wanted to be remembered fully, accurately, unrelentingly. And just like I haven’t forgotten Ari, I’m not forgetting Freya. If Vish doesn’t understand that, if he doesn’t see why I have to figure this out, then when the truth about Freya comes out, he’ll have no one to blame but himself.

I sink back onto my bed. I may not have a text from Vish, but the Sherlock Hoes group chat blew up overnight to the tune of forty-six new messages. I scroll up to the top. The first messages are reactions to my updates from the beach picnic. Haeyoon was marginally concerned about Dana threatening me; Bobby was maximally concerned. Kellie, however, could not have cared less and quickly moved on to business.


Okay, Mel. By the time you’re reading this it’ll be your last full day on the boat. The time for talk is over. It is time for hard evidence. You need to find proof that Freya was murdered on that boat today or else you lose your chance. The murder def happened in her and Seb’s cabin, get in there by any means necessary! Make sure to take lots of photos! Keep an eye out for: blood, weapons, hair, signs of struggle, crushed pill residue, human-sized sacks, broken glass, hydrochloric acid, garrote wire, hacksaws, bow saws, any kind of saw, plastic sheeting, vomit, zip ties, bleach honey please share the iPad with your brother what did mommy say about sharing the iPad



Kellie sometimes uses voice-to-text.

I put down the phone. My vision has started swimming a bit. Obviously I was the person who started this whole thing, who was convinced, who is convinced, that Freya has been murdered. But up until now murder has been a vague, nebulous kind of word, a symbolic stand-in for Freya’s disappeared state and Seb being somehow to blame.

But now the word is starting to harden into its grisly, literal meaning, is starting to evoke images of brutal hands squeezing purple necks, of copper-smelling blood seeping into thick carpet.

Again, Vish’s words from last night replay in my mind. You do realize you are talking about murder here, right? Murder. This isn’t some fun little escapade, you know. According to you, Freya is dead.

Dead dead dead dead dead. Like the ominous, earth-shaking steps of an approaching T. rex, I can sense a terrible emptiness thundering toward me. I recognize this feeling on the horizon, this boundless horror. It’s the same obliterating pain that checked in when Ari was diagnosed and has lingered in my cells like a latent virus ever since. It can only be suppressed, never cured.

Rancid images flash in my mind’s eye: Freya splayed like a broken bird on the carpet of her cabin, long neck bent. Ari sedated and confused in a hospital bed, a stranger in her own skin. My breath is coming in short, shallow bursts. My heart can no longer hold on to a regular rhythm.

No, Melanie. Don’t go there. Don’t think about that. Think about Seb’s smug face. Think about Dana’s weird threats. Don’t think about anything but solving this murder.

I seize onto the group chat texts like a shipwreck victim dragging themselves to dry land. After Kellie’s screed is a long string of messages from Bobby, including some TikTok videos. The first several texts from him are very wordy disclaimers about not wanting to encourage dangerous behavior, privacy invasions, or criminal activity, which I ignore. Then we get into the good stuff.


Bobby: So I applied for a SWFT membership. VERY detailed application process. They asked about my education history, work history, social media footprint, philanthropic contributions, artistic achievements, and general “status in society.” They also asked for references, so I said I knew Margot Robbie??? Do you think she will find out???




Kellie: She won’t find out.




Haeyoon: She might tho!




Bobby: Haeyoon, can we discuss offline after?? Anyway, it didn’t even matter, because even though the website says there’s a six month waitlist for new members, my application was accepted right away. I got an email saying I’d been selected to be part of some special “elite status” program that fast tracks “high-caliber applicants.”




Haeyoon: S/o Margot




Kellie: What’s SWFT like?




Bobby: Honestly, it’s hard to say. Website is very cool and high-tech looking. They offer lots of awesome-sounding stuff… Film Club with Luca Guadagnino. Studio Sessions with Charli XCX. Inside the Atelier with Iris van Herpen. They even claim to have access to Banksy. But idk. There’s something about it all that feels a bit… empty. Like a lot of it’s for show.




Bobby: The other thing… the monthly fee is $500, which is INSANE. I put my card down because if you cancel your membership within twenty-four hours, you get a refund. So I canceled after I’d gotten a good look at the website. But when I checked my credit card statement…




Bobby: I had been charged for a FULL YEAR OF MEMBERSHIP.



My pulse starts to quicken. Is this what’s going on? Is SWFT a scam? I wish I wasn’t reading these messages on a six-hour delay, but luckily I have Haeyoon and Kellie as my proxies.


Haeyoon: So SWFT is stealing from people who sign up? Seems so brazen.




Bobby: That’s the thing. I emailed SWFT customer service disputing the charge and they apologized and said it was a glitch and gave me all my money back right away. Like RIGHT AWAY. It almost seemed like they had been through the same process a bunch of times before. So I looked on TikTok, and I was right.



Bobby had sent through three TikToks, and I click on the first one. It’s of a shiny-haired British woman in a matching athleisure set talking into her phone camera as she does her makeup. She reminds me of someone, and after a few beats I realize who: Dana.

“Hiya, babes. So, a lot of you have probably been hearing about this new virtual members club, SWFT? I applied and got accepted right away. Not me being a socialite. But, I’ve got to be so honest, it wasn’t really for me, right, so I canceled before my free trial was up. Only thing is, I checked my statement a few weeks later and they’d charged me like a zillion pounds for the whole year. Don’t worry though, they got it sorted straightaway. Proper bizarre experience, but all these celebs seem to love it, so I say try and see if it’s for you.”

The other two TikToks tell similar stories: canceled memberships, erroneous charges, instant rectification.


Haeyoon: So they’re not stealing, they’re just bad at having a company???




Kellie: Any other TikTok chatter on SWFT?




Bobby: There’s a ton. These stories about overcharging are an anomaly though, I had to dig for them. The rest of the stuff about SWFT is from influencers creating content at SWFT events and offering sign up codes to their followers.




Haeyoon: Am I missing something? If SWFT is so exclusive, why are they making it so easy for people to join?




Bobby: I have a theory. I just need to think about it a little more.




Haeyoon: r u kidding




Bobby: I don’t want to make baseless accusations.




Haeyoon: FOR THE LOVE OF GOD BOBBY HAVE YOU NEVER BEEN IN A GROUP CHAT BEFORE THEY ARE ALMOST ENTIRELY BASELESS ACCUSATIONS



Bobby stops responding, standing his ground. I am impressed; Text Bobby has much more of a backbone than Actual Bobby. Unfazed by this virtual spat, Kellie steps in, eager to keep things moving.


Kellie: Haeyoon, can you ask your investment banking friend if he can get his hands on SWFT’s road show materials? Something shady is def going on with this company.




Haeyoon: You got it, boss. Maybe then Bobby will share his theory with the class.




Kellie: And Mel, you know what you need to do. GET IN THAT CABIN.



I click out of the group text, Kellie’s parting command burning in front of my eyes even after the screen goes black. I have already been walking a risky path since I began trying to prove that Vish’s boss committed premeditated murder. But breaking into Seb’s cabin feels like the crossing of some invisible boundary, like passing a point of no return. My gaze drifts over to Vish’s orderly shoes in the closet. What would Vish think if he found out what I was thinking of doing?

But then I remember. Vish has forfeited his right to have any thoughts about what I’m doing. He’s left me high and dry. And so I don’t really give a fuck what he thinks.

Is that really true, Mel?

I pretend I didn’t hear Ari’s question as I get dressed and hurry out of the cabin.
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I can’t break and enter on an empty stomach, so I head up to the bridge deck in search of breakfast. The ship that greets me is in the process of transforming from vacation vessel into full-on party venue. I have to press my back against the wall of the stairwell to give Jasmine room to squeeze by me, her arms laden with tablecloths and bottles of Casa Azul tequila.

“Thanks, queen,” she huffs as she passes.

Up on the bridge deck the table where we normally eat breakfast is gone, and in its place, Petros is erecting a step-and-repeat peppered with the SWFT logo while Heloise supervises. She tuts when she catches sight of me and rushes over.

“There you are! I swear, with the Americans, you ask yourself if they will ever wake up! Breakfast is downstairs this morning, we are preparing the bridge deck for the party. Allez allez, down you go!”

Down on the main deck the mood is just as frantic. Ollie is typing into an iPad with one hand and a laptop with the other, while Mads paces back and forth, shouting into her phone.

“Can you hear me? Hello! Can you hear me! I said we need four ice sculptures. No, not lice vultures, ice sculptures. Hello? Hello?” She sprints past me up the stairs in search of better Wi-Fi reception.

The boat is still anchored in the mouth of Balos Lagoon. All around us, vibrant blue water undulates under the golden glint of the morning sun, and the gleaming white sand spit in the distance is already teeming with early beachgoers. To the north, Gramvousa Island remains a hulking, mysterious presence, a closed fist of brown rock jutting up above the smooth surface of the sea.

I hear a commotion behind me and turn to look through the open glass doors of the main deck salon. Inside, Dana is staring listlessly at her phone while Seb barks orders at Abby and Mac, who are repositioning the salon’s large dining room table in advance of today’s board meeting. My eyes catch Abby’s, and I feel a spark jolt through me as I remember last night, the feel of her body so close to mine in the darkness.

Then my eyes find Seb, and a different type of spark jolts through me as I’m reminded of my mission for today. My gaze lingers on the veins sticking out of his taut neck; the haughty, patrician curve of his upper lip; the entitled impatience in his every word and gesture. Disgust swells in my throat. So does anxiety. How the hell am I going to get into Seb’s cabin without him or anyone else on this crowded boat noticing?

“Um. Good morning, Mel,” says a formal voice behind me.

I turn. Vish is standing there, his expression walled off, and I can feel myself erecting the same guarded expression. For a disconcerting moment, it feels like we are two strangers meeting for the first time. But then he hands me a bowl. A peace offering.

“There’s a Greek yogurt buffet over there,” he says, gesturing at the other side of the deck, where a table is set up.

“Thanks,” I say, and start walking in that direction. Vish accompanies me.

“Seems like everyone’s really putting in work for this IPO,” I say as I ladle a spoonful of thick, creamy yogurt into my bowl, trying to keep the conversation neutral.

Vish cracks his neck. “Yeah. I’ve been up since five on calls. The board members are getting here around two, and then it’s all systems go.”

“How are they all getting here?”

“They got into Chania last night and will be brought here by water taxi. Same with all the party guests later.”

And has anyone mentioned if Freya’s going to be on one of those water taxis? I think, but don’t say.

“Speaking of boats, though,” Vish continues, “we’re all going on a little outing in twenty minutes. Snorkeling. So we can take a breather before things really get going.”

Instantly my ears perk up. “Snorkeling? Away from the yacht?”

“Yeah, apparently Petros knows this really dope spot near here. He and Mac are going to take us over in the tender. I can hold your bowl for you if you want to go and change quickly?”

He reaches for my bowl, but I bat his hand away.

“Everyone on the boat is going? All the passengers?”

Vish looks a bit wary. “Uh-huh. I think so.”

My fingers grip tight around my bowl. I try to keep my voice casual.

“Cool. Sounds fun. But I, um. I think I’m going to stay back at the boat, actually.”

Vish looks even warier. “Why? I thought you liked snorkeling.”

“I do. I did. But I’m kind of scared of it now. I saw Open Water recently.”

“Isn’t that movie from like 2004?”

“It was on at the dentist.”

“But—” Suddenly Vish shakes himself and takes a step back from me. His eyes have become distant again, his posture tense. “Fine. Sure. Whatever you want, Mel.”

We stand there in non-companionable silence, the inches between us feeling like miles. Guilt blooms in my gut and vines its way up my lungs, but before it has a chance to take hold, I rip it out at the root.

This icy wedge between us is only temporary, I assure myself. Once I prove what happened to Freya, Vish will see how wrong he’s been, and we’ll be able to reconcile. My friendship with Vish is steady and constant as the tide. I can always rely on him. We’ll be fine.

“Have fun,” I say.

“I will,” he says.

And with nothing more to be said between us, he walks away.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

WHILE I HUNKER DOWN IN my cabin and wait for the snorkeling party to depart, I try to hype myself up for my imminent criminality. And as always, when it’s inspiration I’m in search of, I need look no further than the pop culture garbage dump that is my mind.

America loves caging people for committing petty theft in real life, but when it comes to popular culture, there’s nothing this country loves more than a good old-fashioned heist. And I’m certainly not immune. Nothing gets my blood pumping faster than the sight of a sexy George Clooney bilking a corrupt casino boss for all he’s worth in Ocean’s Eleven. Nothing causes me to leap out of my seat faster than Nicolas Cage attempting to steal the Declaration of Independence in National Treasure. The genre is rich and, most importantly for my purposes, completely realistic.

Most cinematic conmen typically have a highly specialized team in their corner: a super hacker holed up in a nearby maintenance van, a pickpocket who is constantly knocking into people and stealing their ID badges, a Chuck Norris-esque individual who is incredibly adept at every type of hand-to-hand combat.

I’ve got the Sherlock Hoes. Close enough.

In addition, these fictional heists all share a general road map to success: Make a plan. Cover your ass. Have an escape route. Have sex with Julia Roberts.

All easily replicable, except perhaps for the Julia Roberts part. But who knows, maybe she sometimes finds herself in Greece in August. It’s not out of the question.

There’s the sputter of an engine coming to life followed by the whine of a motor. I hurry over to my porthole window in time to catch the back of the tender slipping away for its snorkeling adventure. I don’t get a good look at everyone on the boat, but it seems full.

Okay. It’s go time. I will the Mission: Impossible theme song to play in my head, but for some reason all I’m getting is “Work Bitch” by Britney Spears.

You want a hot body? You want a Bugatti? You want a Maserati? You better work, bitch.

It’ll have to do. I pull open the door of my cabin. Time to get to work. Bitch.

Part one: the plan. Not to get too cocky here, but this part seems pretty straightforward. I just need to get into Seb and Freya’s cabin without being observed. I flit up the stairs like a cat burglar, trying to keep my tread light, but I could have tied two cymbals to my feet and it wouldn’t have mattered. I make it to the door of their cabin without seeing another soul.

I press my ear to it, making sure no sound is coming from inside. Really getting into it now, I step back and contemplate the closed wooden door. Working against me: I am not a master lock picker.

Working for me: This is a private yacht, and the door is unlocked.

I push open the door. Freya and Seb’s cabin looms empty and large in front of me, promising worlds of untold information, but at a price. Because as it stands, I currently haven’t done anything wrong yet. Weird, yes. Creepy, probably. But not anything illegal. The second I step over that threshold, however, I’m taking this investigation to a whole different realm. Am I willing to do this? Am I willing to go there?

You know what they say. You can’t steal the Declaration of Independence without breaking a few eggs. Stomach clenched, I slip inside the room and close the door behind me.

The Owner’s Suite is three times as big as my and Vish’s cabin, with a king-sized bed, floor-to-ceiling windows, a flatscreen TV, and a massive bathroom with a Jacuzzi tub. I’ve been in here before, when we took the initial tour of the boat, but now I take in the plush carpet and glossy wood finishings with different eyes. Is it possible this softly lit haven of quiet luxury was also the site of a brutal murder? Can a place hide its history so well, swallowing up violence and misdeeds completely like a pool of quicksand, leaving an undisturbed surface in its wake?

Despite the fact that Seb hasn’t made the bed, the room is fairly tidy; it’s clear the crew has cleaned in here in the past twenty-four hours. There go my chances of finding any glaring physical evidence of a murder. Either whoever cleaned the room didn’t find anything, or they’re in on it, but either way it’s unlikely I’m going to stumble across a bloodstain or a literal smoking gun. In the absence of obvious signs, I’ll have to see if I can glean any clues from the seemingly ordinary objects in this bedroom, these puzzle pieces hiding in plain sight.

I tap my thumbs to my index fingers nervously, not sure where to start. It’s probably been about ten minutes since the tender left; if they’re going for an hour, that means I should allow myself twenty minutes in here at the most.

Time to be decisive. My eyes light on the bed. As good a place to start as any.

I come up to the side of the bed but then pause, remembering part two of the heist roadmap: Cover your ass. I reach into the back pocket of my jean shorts and pull out a plastic packet. Considering it is the middle of summer and I am not a medical professional, I didn’t bring any gloves on this trip, so I had to improvise. Luckily, Vish is a skincare obsessive and packed a couple of aloe vera moisturizing hand masks in his toiletry bag. As I slip on the slimy plastic gloves, I feel yet another pang of guilt at this tiny infraction, this latest betrayal of Vish’s trust. But all will be forgiven and forgotten when I solve this heinous murder, I assure myself.

I reach out and let the fingertips of my glove skim one of the pillows. Suddenly an image flashes in my mind of Seb forcing it down over Freya’s face while her legs kick, squirm, then eventually still. I’m hit by a sudden wave of dizziness and I drop my hand, forcing the image away. Head still spinning a bit, I pull out my phone and take a photo of the bed, but if it has any secrets it’s not telling. For good measure I drop to my knees and look under the bed, but nothing’s there.

Next, I inspect the bedside tables. The one I assume corresponds with Seb’s side of the bed contains only an iPad, which is password protected; a phone charger; and an AirPod case. God forbid the man express any personality deeper than that of the lead in an Apple commercial.

Freya’s beside table, on the other hand, is teeming with stuff. How she managed to transport all of this from England to this boat in the middle of the Aegean is baffling to me. The table’s surface is littered with several pastel-colored scrunchies, an analog alarm clock, a framed photo of a young Freya with an older man in thick glasses who I assume is her great-uncle, a spherical white-noise machine, and a pair of chunky red reading glasses. Who brings a framed photo on vacation? It’s like she moved in. There’s also a well-worn paperback book. I pick it up—it’s One Day by David Nicholls.

My gloved, squishy fingers squeeze the spine of the book, and my blood boils. Freya was reading a love story while her love was planning to murder her.

Murder. Instantly the items on this crowded bedside table take on a new light. They are not the possessions of a living, breathing person; they are remnants, relics, data points for the archaeological record. I’m reminded of the first time I went into Ari’s apartment after she died, of the painful mundanity of her garbage can and retainer case, suddenly devoid of purpose like a dull, modern still life tableau.

I drop the book back to the bedside table, a chasm rupturing open in my chest. Through my suddenly tear-glazed vision the blond girl in the framed photo morphs from Freya to Ari and back again. I brusquely rub my eyes with the back of my forearm, desperate to ground myself, to focus. Jaw set, I take photos of all of it.

Then I notice a white cable snaking its way up the side of the bedside table. I bend over and hold it in between my slimy fingers.

A phone charger. Clearly Freya’s been very active on her phone. If she really had left this boat on her own volition with the intention of staying away for a while, wouldn’t she have brought her phone charger with her?

There’s a sharp creaking sound behind me and I whip around, nearly yanking the charger out of the socket. But there’s no one there; it must have just been the sound of the boat rocking in the waves. Hands quivering slightly, I put down the charging cable and then check my phone. Five minutes have already passed. I have to move on.

Which sends me to the bathroom. The vast marble countertop houses two sinks. Alongside one is an orderly scene. A Philips Sonicare toothbrush stands upright next to a wood-handled shaving brush and a weighty silver razor, all of it arranged neatly on a folded towel. On the other hand, the real estate around the other sink looks like it was hit by a meteorite from the planet Sephora. Stained makeup sponges, golden YSL lipsticks, a quart of Jo Malone perfume, enough skincare products to moisturize a rhinoceros. I pluck out a small white bottle of La Mer SPF 50 from the clutter and hold it aloft like a jeweler inspecting a precious stone.

I’m supposed to believe this socialite is running around Greece in August without her sunscreen? Yeah fucking right.

I take half a dozen photos, each making me feel more certain. This is not the bathroom of a person who had any intention of leaving this boat. The proof is in the overpriced sun protection.

As the minutes tick by, my sense of urgency rises alongside my growing conviction that I’m onto something here. I hurry over to the giant walk-in closet. Twenty percent of the hangers in here clearly belong to Seb and hold pressed trousers, crisp polos, and sleek dinner jackets. The rest of the closet is an explosion of color and texture. I run my hands along a pink feathered minidress, a lavender silk dressing gown, a pair of shimmering sequined pants. Down below, the floor is a fashion graveyard: a jewel-toned Hermes scarf is draped haphazardly across a pair of Kermit-green Bottega Veneta slides; a brown Loewe puzzle tote bag is flopped face down on the carpet like a drunken frat boy. I take pictures, noting that there are no open hangers on Freya’s side of the closet, no gaping holes that indicate clothes being collected in a hurry. All of her stuff seems to still be here.

Then something on the top shelf catches my eye. I reach up and pull it down. It’s a large wide-brimmed hat, the same one Freya was wearing that first day on the boat. Which means the hat in the Ababa security footage was a different one, another point in favor of the Lisa Barlow theory.

I put the hat back where I found it, contemplating what to do next, hyperconscious of precious seconds escaping down the drain. To me, the evidence is clear. This is the cabin of someone who was forcibly, not voluntarily, removed from the timeline.

Freya is—was—is—clearly a person who covets things like a magpie, who moves through the world wrapped in a security blanket made of sequins and sentiment. The odds of her heading off on a multiday sojourn, however impromptu, without bringing any of her things with her simply beggars belief.

But none of this is proof. If I point out Freya’s phone charger, they’ll just say she bought a new one in town. Ditto the sunscreen. Ditto the hat, the clothes, everything. Freya is spontaneous, they’ll say. Freya is impulsive, they’ll say. And when Freya washes up on shore in a few days, swollen and blue from the water? Freya was fragile, they’ll say. She drank too much and did too much, and it’s a shame, but… Is anyone really that surprised?

The thought of it makes me want to scream.

I sink down to the thick carpet of the closet, the pressure from the atmosphere suddenly too intense for me to keep standing, the air too thin. I feel pointless, helpless, the same feeling that lined my bones when Ari was sick. It’s like I’m watching a girl drown from the other side of thick aquarium glass. The charter ends tomorrow. If I can’t figure this out before I leave this boat, it’ll be smoothed over, hushed up, explained away. Seb can make companies go public at the drop of a hat. He can make a girl go gone much easier than that.

I check my phone again. My twenty minutes are almost up, and I need to get out of here soon. Somewhere Danny Ocean is rolling in his fictional grave. I have nothing to show for my first heist besides incredibly moisturized hands and a photo tour of a very wealthy woman’s closet. Furious at myself, furious at Seb, furious at this stupid yacht and this stupid trip, I reach out to push myself to a standing position—

And grab onto something bulky. Curious, I look over at what I’m holding on to. It’s shoved flush against the closet wall and is hidden underneath a discarded Philomela bathrobe. I pull the robe off, revealing a massive black suitcase.

I slide it toward me. It’s truly the hugest suitcase I’ve ever seen, almost the dimensions of a dresser. That solves at least one mystery: how Freya managed to transport her entire wardrobe from London to Greece. I flip it open, uncovering a Grand Canyon’s worth of empty space inside. It really is massive, I think. You could almost—

Fit a person in here.

I gasp, I genuinely gasp. My whole body is suddenly jangling with adrenaline, and my thoughts come in jagged flashes: Taylor Swift being carried out of her brownstone in a suitcase. Kellie’s instructions to look for a human-sized sack.

I pull the suitcase even closer to me, breath coming in shallow pants, mouth dry as a desert. And then I see them, snagged in the teeth of the suitcase zipper, shimmering like pieces of Rumpelstiltskin’s golden straw.

Five strands of long blond hair.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

I yelp and fall backward onto a spiky landing pad of Freya’s designer shoes. Standing at the door of the closet holding a light bulb and looking at her wits’ end is Abby.

“What—what are you doing here?” I pant.

She throws her hands up. “You don’t get to ask me that question, mate! I work here, remember? I am actually allowed to go around this boat doing important tasks like replacing light bulbs, et cetera! You, on the other hand, are a guest, who this cabin does not belong to, and yet here I find you, rummaging through other people’s shoes like a pervert!”

“I’m not being a pervert!” I cry, then take a deep breath. “I… I think I’ve just found proof that Freya’s body was carried off the Philomela in this suitcase.”

“You what? Wait. Why’re you wearing gloves?”

Suddenly, from beyond Abby, the sound of voices. She’d closed the door behind her when she entered the cabin, but now I can see the handle start to turn.

“Quick! Get in!” I hiss, grabbing Abby and pulling her toward me. She starts wriggling in my grasp.

“What the—why are your hands so slimy? What the fuck’s going on?”

I drag her into the closet and close the door behind her, covering her mouth with one of my masked hands.

“Please be quiet,” I whisper in her ear. Loose strands from her ponytail tickle my cheek, and I realize that my arms are wrapped around her, our bodies pressed together. I can feel her chest heaving in my embrace, and despite everything, for a second I feel myself melting into her. But then I come back to myself and release her, stepping back. She shoots me a bewildered look but remains quiet, and I know I should be grateful, but really what I feel more than anything else is an aching desire to pull her close to me again.

“… doing my fucking head in,” comes a haughty voice from the cabin. Seb. I press my face to the slats of the closet door to make him out. He’s pacing back and forth, his forehead creased with stress, and then the person he’s speaking to comes into view. Dana.

“Dunno what you want me to do about it,” she says sullenly, dropping onto the bed.

He stops pacing and stares at her. “Well, how about your job, for starters?”

Her plump lower lip falls open. “You joking?”

And then to my surprise he sits down next to her on the bed and hangs his head.

“Sorry. You’re right. Christ, who would have thought making a company go public in two days would be such a bloody palaver?”

Literally everyone, I think.

“Literally no one,” Dana says.

“And then with all this Freya business…” he says, and the hairs on my arms shoot straight up. But he doesn’t say anything else.

I watch the two of them sitting side by side, my mind overrun with questions like bulls on the streets of Pamplona. Why didn’t they go on the snorkeling trip? What “Freya business” was Seb referring to? What does Dana know about it? Does it have anything to do with why Dana was being so weird last night? Why are the two of them alone in Seb’s cabin? Why are they sitting so close together? Why is he putting his hand on her thigh? Why is she stroking his back? And why…

Why are they kissing?







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“NO. FUCKING. WAAAAAAAAY,” ABBY BREATHES out next to me. I nudge her with my elbow.

“Be quiet,” I mouth, and she rolls her eyes but complies.

I bring my attention back to the surreal sight out in the cabin: Seb and Dana gnawing each other’s faces off. She’s straddling his lap now, and his hands are traveling all over her body like he’s trying to make a digital record to sell as an NFT later. He even reaches up to yank her precious ponytail, but she slaps his hand away.

I feel like I’m being forced to watch a poorly acted Bridgerton sex scene right now. The sucking sounds, the clumsy tongues, the off-tempo grinding; these two should both be carted off to jail immediately. And there’s no affection in their embrace either, no romance. Just the cold, clinical focus one would bring to setting up a Wi-Fi router.

So far shock has made me focus exclusively on what I’m seeing: Seb peeling Dana’s shirt off. Dana undoing Seb’s pants. But now that my logical brain has caught up with my animal brain, my nervous system starts to crackle. Because what’s currently unfolding in front of me is the piece of the puzzle that’s been stubbornly eluding me so far. This is what this story’s been missing.

A motive.

At hyper speed I run through everything in my mind, constructing a possible timeline, stitching together what I know to bring this twisted tale to life.

Seb has been having an affair with Dana. For quite a while, if the Venmo transactions Kellie uncovered are any indication. Maybe Freya found out about it somehow. This would explain the intel from Freya’s facialist that she’d been feeling distant lately, and why she reached out to Mads to have lunch. Perhaps Freya confronted Seb about the affair and threatened to go public. Worried it would affect the viability of the IPO, maybe Seb placated Freya, told her it was over with Dana, and was able to convince her to keep quiet. Hence why she canceled on Mads. I talked to him. It’s all fine. Her romantic soul won out, her belief that Seb was capable of redemption.

I think about the worn copy of One Day on Freya’s beside table, a story of star-crossed lovers finding their way back to each other after years of missed chances and mixed signals, a story of love weathering life’s inevitable storms.

Or viewed another way, a story of a smart girl falling for a shitty guy and then meeting an untimely end.

So Slimy Seb managed to reconcile with Freya and then convinced her to embark on a romantic yacht trip in Greece. All the while, however, he planned on using it as a cover to engineer her death. To set his plan in motion, he hired Mac and Lisa Barlow as his collaborators. That first night, after Freya got so drunk she passed out in the hot tub, he waited until he was alone with her in their cabin and then delivered her a swift and silent end. Afterward, he met with Mac and instructed him to make Freya disappear.

Mac put Freya in her giant suitcase, transported her away from the ship, stowed her body somewhere, and then handed her phone off to Lisa Barlow. Lisa Barlow then did her part to create a digital trail proving that Freya was still alive, wandering around Chania and drinking to excess.

Then: the IPO. Seb moved it up so that he can push it through before anyone realizes Freya is dead or missing. And he’s almost there. Despite Bobby’s point that Freya’s absence will unsettle the board and potential investors, from Haeyoon’s research, the SWFT board is full of yes-men who are connected to the founders. All Seb has to do at this afternoon’s meeting is charm his way around Freya’s absence, using her well-known flakiness and erratic nature to his advantage. The board members will be suitably assuaged, word of Freya’s absence probably won’t get out to investors, the company will go public in the morning, and Seb will go from being a rich asshole to being an even richer asshole.

Then in a few days Freya’s body will appear somewhere in Crete, probably pumped full of drugs and alcohol, and Seb will have an airtight alibi—after all, how can he have killed her if he never even saw her after she left the boat?

Taking a shaky breath, I hold my theory at a distance, trying to examine it as objectively as possible. It’s an incredibly complex sequence of events, all relying on airtight timing and multiple actors playing their parts. What kind of person would want to pull something like that off?

Then my gaze tracks Seb as he climbs on top of Dana on the bed, his eyes flat like a shark’s. This guy is fucking his personal assistant on a crowded boat three hours before the most important meeting of his life. Maybe a lifetime of posh privilege has blunted his nerve endings, made him seek out risks in order to feel something, prove his superiority, assert his brilliance.

Making him exactly the type of person who would want to pull something like that off.

Things on the bed are really getting hot and heavy now, and next to me Abby lets out a quiet groan like she’s being tortured. I, too, don’t think I can take much more of this. The frustration of being trapped in this closet, the entire case cracked wide open in my mind, while Tweedledee and Tweedledum thrust against each other is excruciating. I’m about to curl up in a ball with my hands over my ears and just ride out the riding when there’s a knock at the cabin door.

Dana lets out half a shriek before Seb clamps his hand over her mouth, his eyes bugged out like a frightened horse. They wait in tense silence, as do Abby and I.

“Bonjour, housekeeping! Is anyone in there?” rings out Heloise’s commanding voice. “I am coming in to clean the cabin.”

“Fuck!” Seb gasps. And then, to my utter dread, I see him eye the closet.

“Quick, come on,” he whispers, grabbing Dana’s hand and pulling her up off the bed toward our hiding place. I feel like I’m standing in the path of a bullet train, frozen in place. Beside me I feel Abby go rigid as a board.

But then Dana pulls up short, still managing to look imperious even though she’s currently only in a thong and a lacy bra.

“You can’t seriously think I’m going in there,” she says at a normal volume.

“Shh!” Seb hisses. “Yes, we have to hide in the closet.”

“Um, no. This isn’t a shit film. I’m not hiding in the closet.”

Seb’s gaze shifts to the floor. “Well then, how about—”

“I’m not going under the bed either.”

“Oh.” Seb looks slightly deflated.

“We’re colleagues, Seb,” Dana says to him like he’s a child. “We can just say we’re in here working. Collegially.”

“Right.”

“You’re alright, babes!” Dana calls to Heloise through the door. “Seb and I are just winding up a few work-related things. Because we’re coworkers. You can come back later.”

“D’accord,” Heloise huffs from the other side of the door, then stomps away.

Mood now curdled, Dana starts grabbing her scattered clothes and throwing them on.

“What are you doing?” Seb asks, boner drooping under his boxers.

“What’s it look like?”

“I mean, obviously, I see that you’re getting dressed, but… why?”

Dana shoots him a pitying smile. “Look, no offense, but hiding in closets, going under beds, it’s not really my scene, yeah? This is all feeling a bit too hectic for me, and you know how much I love to protect my peace. Plus, not that I care, like, at all, but don’t you have a board meeting in like, three hours?”

Seb seems momentarily wrong-footed, but then his haughty demeanor reasserts itself. “Of course. I was going to say the same thing. We have to get out there, tread the boards, cross the t’s, dot the i’s. It’s the biggest day of our lives, after all.”

Dana looks affronted. “Speak for yourself.”

After they’ve both finished getting dressed, Seb attempts to give Dana one final kiss. Even though her eyes are now glued to her phone, she somehow manages to swerve his lips using some batlike extrasensory powers of perception. As they walk toward the door, my tense shoulders start to lower by inches, my lungs start to leak out a stream of captive air.

But then Seb stops in his tracks. His attention has been attracted by something on the carpet. I follow his gaze and when I see what he’s looking at my blood freezes.

It’s Abby’s light bulb, abandoned on the carpet in front of the closet.

Like heat-seeking missiles Seb’s eyes shoot over to our hiding place, and his burning gaze is so intense it’s like it is searing through the closet door and scorching my skin. I clamp my lips shut, trying to let no breath escape, trying to will my heartbeat to go silent. Next to me, Abby lets out a nervous burp.

“Come on,” Dana whines. “Let’s go.”

She grabs Seb’s hand and tries to pull him toward the door of the cabin, but he resists, his eyes fixed on the closet. My whole body is so tightly clenched I feel like I’m about to burst into a puff of dust.

But then at last he reluctantly turns and follows Dana out of the room, closing the door behind him as he goes.
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Abby and I stay silent for what feels like ten hours after they’ve left the room, not moving, barely breathing. But finally when it’s clear that Seb and Dana really are gone for good, we slump backward away from the closet door and let out twin zephyrs of relieved breath.

“I’m going to be totally honest with you, I almost shit my trousers just now, and not in a good way,” Abby says.

“Same,” I say, dragging my hands down over my face. I’m suddenly hit with a post-adrenaline exhaustion crash, like all my cells have unionized and gone on strike to protest unfair working conditions.

“That’s kind of sick, eh, that Prince William is fucking Lashes while Bobblehead’s gone AWOL?”

I stare at Abby. “Is that what you call them?”

“Yeah. ’Course. We always give all the passengers nicknames.”

Despite everything, I can’t stop myself from asking: “What’s mine?”

She raises an eyebrow suggestively. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

I refuse to take the bait. “Well. All I know is Prince William just handed me his ass on a platter, because now I have his motive for killing Freya. And…” I start taking close-up photos of the blond hair caught in the suitcase zipper. “Now I also have hard evidence.”

After a few moments I look up. Abby is watching me with a curious expression on her face.

“What?” I say, feeling suddenly self-conscious.

“You really believe he killed her, don’t you?”

“Um. Yeah. Why else would I be doing all this?”

“I dunno. I’ve seen people do all sorts of wackadoo stuff when they come on a yacht. Brings out weird sides of them; they think they’re in Pirates of the Caribbean or something. I thought you were just trying to fuck with Prince William a little bit, which, y’know, good on ya, ’cause he’s a mega cunt.”

“No, I’m not trying to fuck with him. I’m trying to prove that he killed his girlfriend in plain sight, because no one else seems to really give a shit.”

Abby settles into a crisscross applesauce position on the carpet, and her face takes on a softer cast.

“But… and don’t take this the wrong way, but… why do you care? You don’t know Bobblehead. You don’t know any of these people. Why is it your problem?”

“Because it has to be my problem! Because…”

“Because of your dead mate?”

I swallow but stare at her defiantly.

“So what if it is? Is that so wrong?”

“Listen, I’m fourteen thousand kilometers from home right now on a luxury yacht selling my soul to a bunch of rich dickheads—no offense—so I can fulfill the childhood dreams of my dead dad. You’re not going to be getting any judgment from me.”

“I just…” I take in the colorful riot of clothes that surrounds us, these feathery, flowery testaments to a life wholeheartedly lived. “I just can’t take the thought of Freya being dead somewhere and nobody caring. I can’t let her just be forgotten. And listen, I hear myself. I know you don’t have to be Freud to figure out why I feel that way. But that doesn’t mean I’m not right. That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t be doing everything I can to figure this out. Does that make you think I’m crazy?”

Abby raises her eyebrows. “Make me think you’re crazy? Mel, I knew you were crazy the second I caught you wandering around the crew quarters like a fucking Muppet. I knew you were crazy when I found you sleeping in my bed. I knew you were crazy when you got pushed in front of that moped by a German tourist.”

I start to push myself up off the carpet. “Okay. Okay. I get it. Let’s get out of here before the snorkeling party gets back—”

She grabs my arm, her hazel eyes on mine.

“I didn’t finish. I was going to say, I knew you were crazy. But… I like it. I like that you care so much. I like that you’re putting your neck out for someone you barely know. So yeah. You’re crazy. But it’s my kind of crazy.”

The tender skin of my forearm tingles under her fingertips. My heart pulses low and heavy, my chest suddenly feels like it’s full of fireflies. We are two bodies in the semi-darkness, chests inches apart, close enough to kiss.

“Is that what you say to all the passengers you get trapped in closets with?” I breathe out, my eyes incapable of leaving hers.

“Only the ones accusing other passengers of murder,” she says, and then her grip on my wrist tightens, and then the distance between us disappears, and then we are kissing.

I wrap my arms around her and pull her warm, lithe body into mine, my mouth on her mouth, the scent of vanilla filling my lungs. Her fingers lightly caress the back of my neck, and I feel goosebumps prickle down my bare arms. Then her grip grows firmer, and our bodies press even closer together, her tongue pushing into my mouth, the sensation setting off sparks throughout my body.

My body, my body, my body. When was the last time I was aware I even had a body? That I wasn’t just a grieving soul and a battered mind encased in an irrelevant husk, that I could be beautiful, that I could be desired? I had written romance off as something frivolous, something light, something from before. I was a supporting character in my own life, and by ironclad rom-com rules, that meant I didn’t get a love interest.

But now. Now with Abby’s fingers skimming up my stomach toward my breasts, now with my stupid hand masks tangled in her lush, wild hair, now I feel myself remembering. That I am a soul and a mind but I’m a body, too, a body that’s been grieving in its own way. And so this tenderness, this touch, is almost too much to bear.

But it isn’t too much to bear. So I keep going. I lean into Abby, guiding her toward the soft carpet of the closet, her body fitting perfectly beneath mine. My legs on either side of her, I pull back, taking her in, our chests heaving in rhythm. She gazes up at me through heavily lidded eyes. I feel sexy, powerful, fully in my skin. For the first time in as long as I can remember I feel like an actual human being.

And then Abby’s walkie goes off.

“Abby, Abby, Mac?”

Abby and I both freeze as if somehow Mac can see us. The intrusion of his cheesy, chipper voice has ruined the vibe in an instant, like when a club turns on the lights at the end of the night and everyone transforms from mysterious, sexy figures back into greasy office bros and off-the-clock dental hygienists.

“Fuck,” Abby says underneath me, wriggling to access her radio. “I have to—um, would you, uh—”

“Oh! Sure! Sorry!”

I slide off her, and she shimmies to a seated position, pulling out her walkie.

“Go for Abby.”

Suddenly not sure what to do with myself, I slide my half-off shirt back on, smooth out my hair, and gaze at Freya’s clothes like they’re Van Gogh paintings in a museum.

“Hey, gaff, we’re having a bit of a rough go of it with the fog machine,” Mac says over the radio. “Can you come help?”

“Copy that, I’m coming up now.”

“Copy.”

Abby and I sit in silence. I feel like I have whiplash. My skin still tingles in all the spots where she touched me.

“Sorry, I uh, have to go,” she says at last.

I look down, trying to hide my disappointment. “Oh. Yeah. Sure. No worries. Sorry I… distracted you at work.”

I wait for her to leave, but she doesn’t move. When I look back up at her again, she’s smiling at me cheekily, a challenge in her eyes.

“Why? I’m not.”

At her look, a bolt of desire shoots through me, and I find myself smiling in return. “Okay. Me neither.”

Abby stands up, then reaches a warm hand out and pulls me to my feet. I end up inches from her, our faces close together, and my lips are drawn to hers once more like they’re emitting a gravitational pull. I lean in, and—

“Abby, Abby, Petros. When you’re done with the fog machine, I also need some help with the DJ booth on the sun deck.”

Abby smacks herself on the forehead. “For fuck’s sake, can’t I have a cheeky pash in a closet without the whole boat going to shit?” She pulls up her walkie. “Copy that, Petros, be up in a jiff.”

“Cheeky pash!” I cry. “I know what that is! I’ve watched multiple seasons of Love Island Australia. And I know, I know, I’m sure you’ve never seen a single episode of that show and will be very offended that I’ve even brought it up.”

Abby squints at me. “I’ve seen Love Island Australia, mate. Or as I call it, Love Island.”

“That doesn’t seem right…” I say, leaning toward her again, and she links her arms behind my lower back, and—

“Abby, Abby, Heloise!”

Abby whips her walkie up to her mouth at record speed. “For the love of Jesus, I’m coming!”

We stare at each other with slap-happy grins on our faces. I can almost forget that I’m standing in a murdered woman’s closet beside the only piece of concrete evidence I have tying Seb to Freya’s disappearance.

Almost.

As if she can tell where my mind has gone, Abby loses the playful tone in her voice. “Before I go, Mel. Just… a word of advice from lots of time observing the rich and famous. If Prince William did kill Bobblehead, you’d better fucking nail him. Because those posh motherfuckers are slippery as hell. So if you’re gonna get him, get him good.”

Together, our eyes fall to the suitcase on the floor.

“I will,” I say. “I will.”







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

LIKE THE TALES OF THE great rabbis of ages past, my friendship with Ari was defined by a running stream of passionate, healthy debate. The journey that began with Team Backstreet vs. Team NSYNC continued with Team Nacho Cheese vs. Team Cool Ranch, Team Jen vs. Team Angelina, Team Hannah Montana vs. Team Miley Cyrus, Team Edward vs. Team Jacob, Team Pro–Guy Fieri vs. Team Anti–Guy Fieri, and Team Crocs Are Cute vs. Team Not a Chance. We brought fiery gusto and conviction to each argument, but also respect. There was always an underlying sense of safety there; no matter how many harsh words were spilled in the name of the King of Flavortown, we always knew it wasn’t actually personal. We only ever got in one real big, blow-out fight.

It happened a year after we both graduated from UCLA when Ari and I were living together in a small apartment in Glendale. She was working as a teacher’s aide by day and taking improv classes at the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre by night. I was working as a legal assistant while I studied for the LSAT.

Every Thursday night I watched Ari perform improv in a tiny strip mall theater that shared its bathroom with a Subway and an SAT tutoring center. Rocco’s Modern Wife, her improv troupe, was made up of a motley crew of fellow comedy hopefuls who she’d met in her classes at UCB. They were awkward try-hards, prone to extended rapping and incurably addicted to Doing Bits. I’m not being biased when I say that Ari was far and away the most talented among them. But all of them were nice enough and decently fun to be around, if you could look past the Bits.

But then there was Nico. Nico was twenty-six and therefore a sophisticated adult. He had swoopy, shiny dark hair, a broad back, and an intense way of looking at you that always made my teeth clench. He was also confusingly serious for someone supposedly interested in comedy. I can think of multiple occasions when we’d all be at a bar after a show, and one of the members of Rocco’s Modern Wife would make a joke to Nico. He’d frown, chew his lip, stare off into space, and then ultimately intone in a deep voice, as if he was delivering a terminal diagnosis, “That’s funny.”

Ari was obsessed with him.

“He’s not hot for improv, he’s hot in general” was her gushing description of him after they met in class. “He’s got the hair of Dean from Gilmore Girls, the brooding soul of Jess from Gilmore Girls, and the flannel collection of Luke from Gilmore Girls. The perfect man. I’m gonna seduce him, Mel, if it’s the last thing I do.”

And seduce him she did. In the shock of the century, Nico was not interested in “labels” or “anything serious,” but what he was interested in was eating all my yogurt and insidiously insulting Ariana. The first time I noticed him doing it, I was studying at our kitchen table while they watched Parks and Rec on the couch.

“Leslie Knope is such a good character,” Ari had said. “I can’t wait to come up with something like that.”

She was met with silence. Then, a low chuckle.

“That’s funny.”

“What is?”

“That you think you could come up with a character as good as Leslie Knope.”

I’d slammed my practice book closed and whipped my head up. I braced myself, preparing for the inevitable: Ari ripping Nico a new asshole, and then an even newer asshole on top of that; Ari stomping into her bedroom and coming back with Nico’s flannel shirt and the Jack Kerouac book he’d lent her; Nico slinking out of our apartment for good, never to return. I waited. And waited. And waited. But she didn’t say anything at all.

After that it was a covert, concerted campaign: Little digs after performances. Comments on her appearance. “Accidental” mentions of the other girls he was seeing. I saw it as clear as day, but it was like Ari, whip-smart, take-no-prisoners Ari, was driving down the freeway and his assholery was hovering stubbornly in her blind spot. But I could see it affecting her. She started seeking his approval on her ideas before writing new sketches and insisted on him being the only one who helped her prepare for auditions. After shows they would spend twenty minutes alone in his car before joining the rest of us at the bar, supposedly “giving each other feedback.” But from the slumped way she’d walk into the bar afterward, it was clear who was giving the feedback and who was receiving.

Ari had hooked up with plenty of losers, fuckboys, and lunatics in the past; it was like a sport to her. She’d always kept them at arm’s length, almost like she was doing some sort of immersive social experiment. But Nico was different. Nico had slipped his knife under her armor, and he was starting to leave a mark.

Deciding whether or not to say something about it to Ari was an agonizing choice. This was not Team Edward vs. Team Jacob. This was Team I Think Your Not-Boyfriend Is a Sociopath vs. Team How Dare You I’m Never Speaking to You Again. But then one evening while we were watching Real Housewives of Atlanta, Ari casually said, “I think I’m going to stop doing improv.”

“Huh? Why?”

“I just don’t think I’m that good at it.”

I turned the TV on mute. “Sorry, what? You are literally the only good one in that group.”

“What are you talking about? Nico’s way better than me.”

“Nico is not better than you. Nico’s up on stage acting like he’s Daniel Day-Lewis. It’s too intense. It’s weird. You’re pretending to be Captain Crunch, bro. Get a grip.”

Her jaw had gone tense, her eyes fixed on Shereé on the screen. “You don’t need to be a dick about Nico.”

“Well, Nico’s a dick!” Something hit me then. “Is he the reason you’re quitting?”

She’d been silent.

“Ari! Oh my God. That’s insane. You have to see that’s insane. You can’t let a guy—”

She’d whirled on me. “I’m not letting a guy do anything. Are you kidding me? Do you actually think I would make a decision like that because of someone else?”

And the sad thing was, suddenly I did. She could see it in my face and hear it in my silence, and in response, her green eyes narrowed into catlike slits. The temperature in the room dropped a few degrees. I’d seen this version of Ari wielded at her mom and sister in the past, but not at me. Never at me.

“Well, excuse me if I don’t take relationship advice from a person who’s literally too chickenshit to be in a relationship. Just because you’re so afraid of being hurt that you can’t even bring yourself to go on a second date with someone doesn’t mean I need to be like that, too. Don’t put your childhood bullshit on me, okay? I’ve got enough of my own.”

The humiliating truth of this had walloped me like a sucker punch to the gut. Here was an occupational hazard of having someone in your life who knew you so well: They knew you so well.

Lashing out to cover up the hurt, I spat back with venomous false brightness: “Whoa, did I miss an update? Are you and Nico in a relationship now? Congrats!”

Her eyes had widened in shock. “Wow. Okay. Go fuck yourself.”

She’d leaped off the couch, stormed into her bedroom, and come out with a duffel bag a few minutes later. It was the scene I’d envisioned playing out between Ari and Nico months earlier, but it was starring me instead.

“Ari—”

“I’m going to Nico’s tonight,” she’d snapped, then marched out the door, slamming it behind her.

The mood between us the next couple weeks was ice-cold. We drifted past each other in the apartment like strangers on a subway platform, barely exchanging a glance. It got so bad that I started to question a previously unimpeachable law of the universe: my friendship with Ari. I tried to distract myself with work and studying and other friends, but the longer the iciness stretched, the more urgent my panic felt.

But then one night I came home from work to find Ari crying on the couch. I hovered in the doorway, fighting an internal battle between an innate impulse to rush to her side and a caution brought on by the frostiness of the previous weeks. But then she’d looked up at me with tear-glazed eyes and said, “Please come here and hug me. I’m a mess, and I’m never going to be okay.”

It turned out Nico had broken up with her, as much as someone could break up with someone they weren’t actually in a relationship with.

“He started dating fucking Cleo from the Harold Team, whose tits are way smaller than mine. Actually dating, too. None of this friends-with-benefits-you’re-a-cool-girl-you-won’t-care-right bullshit. God, what a fucking dick. You were right, Mel. You can say ‘I told you so.’”

And even though I’d spent the prior three weeks making a mental vision board manifesting that exact scenario, suddenly I had no desire to gloat, felt no joy in being right.

“Fuck him, Ari. You’re so much better off, you have no idea. He was always so mean to you.”

“So mean to me! I can’t believe I let that wannabe Adam Driver douchebag come between us. I’m so sorry for all those shitty, shitty things I said.”

“I mean, I was pretty shitty, too. So I’m also sorry.”

We sat in silence, letting the turbulent waters of the last few weeks settle around us until they stilled.

“Mel, I’m scared,” Ari said after a few minutes. She’d looked over at me, her bloodshot eyes uncharacteristically vulnerable, like a child’s. “I can’t believe I dated someone like him for so long. I was like, hypnotized or something. What’s wrong with me?”

She’d buried her face in her hands. I reached over and pulled her into a hug.

“Nothing’s wrong with you,” I’d said into her hair. “It’s not your fault that he’s a wannabe Adam Driver douchebag. That’s his cross to bear.”

She’d sniffed. “Then why does it feel like I’m the only one paying the price?”

A decade later, I still resent Nico for the weeks of Ari’s life he stole from me. I want to charge him, with interest. He’s now a development executive at a production company and married to a waif-like indie actress. I come across red carpet photos of them together in Variety now and then, and I could be overanalyzing things, but it seems like his grip is always just a tad too tight around her waist and her smile is always just a tad too thin.

Another woman paying the price.
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Part three of the heist roadmap: the escape route.

I send Abby out of the closet first. She collects the light bulb from the carpet and then makes her way to the door. She tentatively opens it and peeks outside before turning back to give me a thumbs-up.

“All clear,” she says in a low voice.

“Roger that,” I say.

“Copy,” she says.

“Over and out,” I say, and then Abby gives me a fortifying nod before slipping out the door.

I hang back for a few minutes, both to lessen the chances of anyone seeing us leave together and to buy myself time to figure out how exactly I’m going to pull off stealing this enormous suitcase from under Seb’s nose.

And I have to pull it off. Without this suitcase all I have are theories, accusations and the conspiratorial ramblings of the Sherlock Hoes. As things stand, five delicate threads of hair are all that stand in the way of Seb getting away with this. I can’t let him get away with this.

If you’re gonna get him, get him good.

In my mind I run through my path to safety. Outside Seb’s cabin is a vestibule. Then, the staircase. I only need to go down one floor and then I’m basically at my cabin. It’s a thirty-second journey, maybe forty-five when I account for carrying the bulky suitcase in my slippery gloved hands.

Forty-five seconds. Barely a blip, usually. Unless you’re an Olympic runner, or a Top Chef contestant competing in a Quickfire Challenge, or someone crammed into Times Square waiting for the ball to drop on New Year’s Eve.

Or an amateur detective attempting to steal an incriminating piece of evidence from a potential murderer.

I squeeze my squishy hands around the suitcase handle. This will be a delicate dance. I can’t close the zipper, roll the suitcase, or carry it by my side for risk of dislodging the hair. I’m going to have to balance the whole thing in front of me on my forearms like I’m carrying a massive pizza box. I can feel my armpits growing sticky with sweat in anticipation.

It has to be now. The snorkeling party will be back any minute, plus Seb could decide to come back to his cabin or Heloise could return to do housekeeping. Forcing aside my nerves, I hoist up the suitcase, open the closet door, and step out into the cabin.

So far, so good. Seb doesn’t spring out from under the bed screaming “Gotcha!” No alarm starts wailing. Walking as quickly as I can while still keeping the suitcase balanced, I hurry across the carpet and come to a halt in front of the door. In a mirror image of when I broke into the cabin earlier, I press my ear to it. The hallway sounds quiet, but there’s only one way to find out for sure. Temporarily balancing the heavy suitcase on one arm, I reach down to turn the door handle, and then, taking a deep breath like I’m about to dive underwater, I emerge into the vestibule.

It’s mercifully empty. There’s a closed door on the other side of the vestibule, and through it I can hear muffled banging and shouting as the crew prepares the main deck salon for the board meeting. But on this side the air is still.

As quietly as I can, I slide the door closed behind me, then begin to shuffle toward the staircase. Already, carrying this suitcase is much harder than I thought it would be. Even though it’s empty, my forearms are starting to burn from the weight, and its wide profile makes it incredibly unwieldy. But as I arrive at the staircase, I realize my problems are only just beginning. It’s a tight, coiled helix, barely wide enough for two people to pass each other comfortably. From eyeballing it, the suitcase will only just fit, and it’ll be a tight squeeze. Plus the bottom half of the staircase is currently hidden from view. I’ll just have to pray that no one is coming up.

From behind me it sounds like the activity on the other side of the vestibule is getting louder. My stomach is burbling with nerves, but doing my best to ignore it, I swallow and step into the staircase.

I take one step at a time, barely breathing. Each second that passes I expect someone to explode up from the bottom half of the staircase, catching me in the act. Every little shift and groan of the boat makes me nearly jump out of my skin, each time upsetting the delicate balance of the suitcase and causing it to squeak up against the staircase wall. I can’t see my feet beneath me, so I have to go at an agonizingly slow pace, almost losing my footing a few times. Why is this suddenly the longest staircase ever? Am I actually descending to the center of the Earth?

But at last I round the corner and the end is in sight. Thankfully the bottom half of the staircase is as empty as the top half. I send out a silent prayer of thanks to the people who invented snorkeling and party planning, respectively.

Sweat drenching my shirt, arms fully trembling at this point, I descend the last step, pausing on the landing to catch my breath and gather my courage. It’s the home stretch, the last gasp, the final countdown. Five feet, max, and then I’m in the clear.

I step into the hallway. Quiet. Empty. I take one step, then another, the door to my cabin calling me like a lighthouse in the dark. Giddiness inflates my lungs, and a grin unfurls across my red, sweaty face. I did it. Against all odds I, Melanie Hoffman, have transformed into some sort of modern bisexual Nancy Drew. Although, who knows, maybe Nancy Drew actually was bisexual. Maybe in middle age she and George settled down together, and maybe when all this is over I’ll take up writing fan fiction, and now I am reaching for the handle of my cabin door, and now I am pulling it open, and now—

“I fucking knew it.”

Cold bile gushes up the back of my throat. The suitcase slips out of my grasp and thuds to the floor. Nervous system in meltdown, breath stolen, I turn. Seb is standing outside Dana’s door at the other end of the hallway, his beautiful blue eyes murderous.

“I bloody. Fucking. Knew it.” His handsome face is nearly purple, his thick neck taut. “You were in there, weren’t you? You and your Aussie girlfriend.” He spits the word. “I don’t know what the hell you think you’re playing at, but you need to give me back my property this instant, or else you’ll be really fucking sorry.”

He takes a step toward me, his large, rowing-muscled frame filling up the hallway, his height suddenly seeming to triple. All pretense of genteel British respectability has been dropped, revealing what was always lurking underneath: a pulsing core of violent, entitled rage. I think of Freya, her thin neck being strangled by those big hands, and I suddenly feel dangerously alone.

Help me, Ari, I fling out to the universe desperately, not expecting a response. But to my surprise I get one.

Stand your fucking ground, Mel. You’re not as big as him, but you’re for sure smarter than him. You’re a lawyer. Use your words.

“Funny to see you coming out of Dana’s cabin,” I blurt out, the volume of my voice shocking me and, from the way his eyes widen, shocking Seb as well. “Or maybe not funny. Considering you guys are having an affair.”

I can see I’ve hit a nerve, and Seb blinks a few times, wrong-footed. But then he laughs mirthlessly.

“Oh, dearie me, I’m having an affair, the whole ton will be scandalized,” he mocks, throwing his hands to his mouth. Then his eyes turn cold again. “I’m not having an affair. I’m just fucking my PA. And you know what? I honestly don’t think most people would blame me for it, considering my girlfriend’s a certified nutter.”

My head flings backward from the sheer force of his coldness, his cruelty. To speak this way about Freya after he’s murdered her?

“What is your problem?” I cry.

“My problem? Right now, my problem is you. Because here’s the thing. I don’t know you, you see. I’ve never met you a day in my life. And yet here you are, stalking me like a bloody creep, trying to derail what I have spent years working for. All because… what? You want to ruin the IPO? You hate men? You’re just plain mental?”

Does he really need me to spell it out for him?

“Are you kidding me? You know why I’m doing all this.”

“I assure you, I do not. So please fucking enlighten me.”

“It’s because…”

“Yes?”

“It’s because you killed Freya!”

The accusation, at long last given oxygen, rockets through the hallway like a sonic boom. Seb looks absolutely stunned. “What?”

If the guy’s head wasn’t attached to his neck, it’d be spinning around in circles right now. It’s like he can’t possibly compute that I was able to crack his brilliant plot in only two days with nothing but a rabid group chat and my own wits at my disposal.

“You heard what I said,” I assert, forcing myself to stand up straighter and meet his gaze. He continues to stare back at me incredulously, his jaw gaping open, his eyes squinted in disbelief.

And then he bursts out laughing.

It’s a braying, barking laugh, the kind belonging to a man much older than he is. I can picture the sound echoing through the halls of the stuffy, elitist members clubs of yore that SWFT seeks to emulate, intermingling with cigar smoke in the air. It racks his body, doubling him over, squeezing tears out of his eyes.

“That’s what you think is going on here?” he gasps, dabbing at his eyes with his sleeves. “You think… you think I killed Freya?”

I cross my arms. The laughter is unnerving me more than I’d like to admit. I wouldn’t have expected Seb to be this good of an actor.

“I know you did.”

“And how do you know that?”

Before I can stop myself, my eyes fall to the suitcase at my feet. I see Seb clock this, and instantly my mouth goes dry.

“That?” he asks, pointing at the suitcase. “That’s your proof? Interesting. So very interesting indeed.”

We stand there a beat in silence. Then Seb lunges.

Without thinking I shriek and throw my body down on top of the suitcase. Seb’s hands scratch at me roughly, and the pain makes me gasp but I don’t budge.

“For fuck’s sake, you bitch, get off!”

He shoves and claws at my body, trying to knock me over, but I grip the edges of the suitcase like my life depends on it. And maybe it does. Maybe Seb won’t be so bothered with executing the perfect murder the second time around. Maybe he’ll just kill first, figure the rest out later.

In a distant, distant corner of my mind I know how rash I’m being right now. I know that this isn’t worth being killed over. As Abby pointed out, I barely know Freya. I should just let Seb get away with it and forget I ever set foot on the Philomela.

And yet. An image flashes in my mind of Ari and Nico sitting in his car after a show, her head bent, his eyes cold, and anger burns in my bloodstream. And so I hold on even tighter, digging my fingers into the sides of the suitcase the best I can in my gloves, trying to squirm out of Seb’s grip as he grabs at me. He wraps his thick arms around my middle and tries to shake me loose, grunting into my neck like a boar. I can feel the wounds on my knees being reopened as he drags me across the carpet, hot blood seeping through the bandages. I yelp in pain through gritted teeth but hold on, my hair getting stuck in my mouth, my arms burning, sweat trickling down my back. I can’t let go I can’t let go I can’t let go.

But then I notice something. At some point in all the disruption one of us must have knocked into the suitcase zipper. It’s now completely empty.

The hair is gone.

Abruptly I let go of the suitcase and Seb goes flying, pulling me with him. We crash into the hallway wall, his body acting as an unwilling cushion, absorbing most of the blow.

“Fuck!” he barks. “Fuck!”

Ignoring him, I crawl on my hands and knees back over to the suitcase, dread scurrying its way up my throat. I try to push it down, but as I take the zipper into my hands I am forced to accept the truth. The hair really is gone.

“Shit!” I shout, not caring that Seb can hear me. Limbs frantic with desperation, I scramble around the surrounding carpet searching for glints of blond, but in my heart of hearts I know there’s no point. In terms of concrete, substantial evidence, a few strands of hair attached to a suitcase zipper was a stretch to begin with. But loose hair on the carpet of the boat, hair that could have been left by Freya at any time? Meaningless.

The true force of it hits me now: I have lost the only piece of actual evidence I had tying Seb to Freya’s disappearance. All I have left are empty theories and raw wounds.

Behind me, I hear Seb lurch to his feet. He bends down and whips the suitcase up off the floor, then stands to his full height, looming over me like an obelisk. His typically coiffed hair is a disaster, his shirt is crumpled and askew. But the expression that covers his face is pure, sadistic triumph.

“Vish told me about your mate, you know. The one who died.” Seb’s voice is laced with mock pity, his posh respectability back like it never left. He wields it like a serrated blade. “Such a shame when a girl dies young, isn’t it? Such a horrible loss. I wonder if you’ll ever really recover.”

He takes a step toward me, and for a second I wonder if he’s going to kick me. But then he does something worse: He reaches down and pats me on the top of my head. I wince like he’s stabbed me.

“Get some rest, now, Melanie. You want to have all your energy for the party. And now if you’ll excuse me…” He crouches down in front of me, his teeth bared, and the furious animal within is released once more. “I have a fucking company to take public.”

Before I can even blink, he’s disappeared up the stairs, taking the suitcase with him.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I LIMP WILDLY AROUND MY cabin like a madwoman, fury coursing through my veins. I feel flayed and bruised from both my fall yesterday and my fight with Seb, but I welcome the pain. It’s a fair punishment.

Because I had him. For a second there, I actually had him. I had real and circumstantial evidence in hand, I had a credible motive. But then he slithered his way out of my grasp and now he’s in the clear, free to sail off into his bullshit sunset, down a girlfriend and up a gazillion dollars.

And he brought up Ari. The bastard brought up Ari to my face. I’m overcome by a sandstorm of rage and kick out ferociously, my bare foot colliding with the hard corner of my bed.

“Fuck!” I scream, crumpling to the floor, pain detonating in my big toe and firing up my leg.

I crouch in a ball, teeth digging into my lower lip, tears of physical discomfort mingling with tears of frustration on my cheeks. I’ve failed. I’ve failed Freya, I’ve failed myself, I’ve failed the Sherlock Hoes, I’ve failed everyone. Ari slipped away from me slowly, Freya in a moment, but the result is the same: a Gone Girl. History is repeating itself, and once again I’m powerless to stop it.

I don’t even hear my phone ringing until the call has almost run itself out.

It’s a FaceTime from Kellie. I slide it open robotically, my mind busy playing a horror movie of the empty suitcase zipper on an infinite loop.

“Do you have it!” Kellie demands, her round face fully filling up the screen. She’s shouting into her phone, but it’s like her voice is traveling to me underwater.

“Have what?” I say dully.

“The suitcase!”

And then I remember. I sent the photos of the hair in the suitcase zipper to the group chat. Agony pummels me afresh. I failed, I failed, I failed.

“No.”

“Why not? What happened?”

I tell her, my voice sounding like someone else’s as it comes out of my throat. She listens in silence, and when I’ve finished, I brace myself for her vocal, vehement disappointment. But when she speaks, she just sounds stunned.

“Holy shit. You physically fought him? Are you okay?”

The unexpected concern in her voice threatens to spill fresh tears, but I swallow them back. I don’t deserve to cry.

“It doesn’t matter if I’m okay! He’s gonna get away with it. And I have to stop him, but I’ve lost my best chance. I have to find another way.”

She looks like she’s having trouble computing.

“Wait. I’m sorry. You literally fought with Seb. Like with your body.”

“Yes! Whatever! It doesn’t matter. We need to think of something else. What should I do, Kellie? What’s the plan?”

“I—I—Mel…” Kellie sputters like an old car engine. Then my phone dings with a notification, cutting her off. When I see what it says I seize on it hungrily.

“Oh! Here we go! Haeyoon just texted me! She’s with Bobby. She said they’ve figured something out. Come on, let’s get on a group FaceTime with them.”

Kellie’s eyes look glazed over. “Oh. Okay.”

When Haeyoon and Bobby pop up on my phone, I can see that they’re together in the ATA offices again. This time, however, the windows behind them are pitch-black. I do the math; it’s a little after four in the morning in LA.

“We were both up,” Haeyoon answers my question before I even ask it. “My friend was able to get me a copy of the SWFT road show presentation, so I sent it to Bobby at like midnight, and then we were texting all night about it, so we figured we might as well just come in and be together. Because guys… I think we’ve got something here. Bobby, take it away. Tell them about the coffee.”

The coffee? Bobby clears his throat, looking more confident and assured than I’ve ever seen him.

“Thanks, Haeyoon. So, when I was working on Wall Street, I spent time at a venture capital firm that specialized in funding startups in the food and beverage space. This was around 2013, 2014, when you could call a piece of pizza a food startup and get ten million dollars sight unseen. There was this coffee startup out of Austin, Bean Bags, that wanted to disrupt the traditional coffee sector.”

“Everyone’s always trying to disrupt,” Haeyoon scoffs. “But you know what no one likes? Being disrupted.”

“Bean Bags had a subscription-based model where they delivered beans to customers directly but also had physical coffee shops that were only accessible to subscribers. The shops were positioned as creative hubs, the branding was fresh, and they partnered with Austin-based musicians, artists, and pro cyclers to build hype. Subscriptions were off the charts.”

“Sounds familiar,” I say.

“They started expanding to different mid-sized cities like Denver, Boise, and Asheville. Investors were going crazy for them. The fact that they had paid, consistent subscribers as opposed to unpredictable customers with no assured brand loyalty made them a golden goose. But then an anonymous whistleblower leaked a story to Bloomberg. Basically, the subscriber numbers were all bullshit. They were inflating them almost fifty percent. Practically overnight, all the investors pulled out and the company collapsed. I’m pretty sure those guys are still getting sued.”

My pulse is starting to speed up. “You think the same thing is happening with SWFT?”

“I can’t say for sure. But…” Bobby turns his laptop so it’s facing us through Haeyoon’s phone camera. There’s a slide with a color-coded bar graph on his screen. “You probably can’t see this super well, but this is the part of SWFT’s investor presentation where they talk about subscription rates. And, as I suspected, it only has initial subscriber data. There’s no column for net subscriber retention.”

“As he suspected!” Haeyoon crows like a proud parent.

“Which means,” Bobby continues, “that investors contemplating buying SWFT shares are not aware of how many actual current paying subscribers SWFT has, just how many signed up initially. And as we know anecdotally, some users were subscribed and charged in error for an entire year of membership. Those subscriptions were all canceled, and the money was refunded, but that data isn’t reflected in any of these investor materials. So… what if this didn’t happen to just a few users? What if it happened to half of them? Three-quarters? All of them? You know how I thought SWFT felt off when I first logged in, but couldn’t quite explain why? I signed up again with a different email address, and when I went on this time and knew what to look for, I realized what it was. There are all these offerings, but no activity. It’s supposed to be a social club, right? A community? But I went in the chat rooms and they were all dormant. All the comments on the site are super old or seem like they were done by AI. It’s a virtual ghost town.”

“Club Penguin, without the penguins,” I muse.

“So what if SWFT isn’t scamming users, it’s scamming investors?” Haeyoon concludes. “What if it’s selling them the fantasy of a business that doesn’t actually do what it says it does?”

We all absorb this in silence. Then I groan and cover my face with my hand. “Tell me how we tried to solve a murder and somehow ended up exposing corporate fraud instead!” I shout through my fingers. “We’ve got proof of Seb being a piece of shit, but not the right kind of piece of shit. This is so fucking frustrating!”

“Well…” Kellie says in a tentative voice. I realize she’s been uncharacteristically silent since Haeyoon and Bobby started their breakdown. “Maybe we don’t need proof Seb killed Freya to bring him down. Maybe we can get him this way instead.”

I look up. “Expose SWFT, you mean?”

Kellie’s chewing her lip. “Maybe. I don’t know. Mel, it’s fine for us to be doing all this from way over here, but you’re actually on that boat. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to me,” I dismiss her, my mind sprinting ahead. “Kellie, you’re a genius! Seb cares way more about this company than he does about Freya. If this gets out, he’ll be fucked. We need to leak this! Bobby, call Bloomberg!”

“Sorry, but I don’t think we have enough to go on just yet,” Bobby says, taking the wind out of my sails. “These are all just informed theories at this point. We’d need concrete proof before any credible news outlet would run this story.”

“What kind of proof?”

“I mean…” Bobby says, thinking out loud. “I think this is something that’s probably hiding in plain sight. Someone would just need to know what to look for. Data about the number of subscribers canceling their memberships is probably on basic company documents. Because that in itself is not necessarily incriminating. It’s only when it’s viewed in the context of these road show materials that only mention the initial subscriber rate, not the net retention, that it becomes misleading and probably illegal. So Mel, if you can get your hands on any kind of company documentation, quarterly reports, that kind of stuff… I think we could nail them. Or at least cast enough suspicion to scare off investors and tank the IPO.”

“But how…” I start but then trail off, my mind coming up with the answer before I even finish the question. On the other side of the cabin a flat, silver object gleams like the Holy Grail.

Vish’s laptop.
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Vish and I had only been friends for a few months when he showed up at the door of my graduate apartment on a Monday night, his eyes bloodshot from crying.

“Carly dumped me,” he’d sniffed.

I’d ushered him inside, externally expressing sympathy but internally thinking that Vish had dodged about as big a bullet as they came. Carly’s last name was Butcher, and boy was that on the nose. The girl was constantly furious. I’d seen her make three separate law professors cry. Even her extreme beauty, which she wielded like a hatchet, felt like a form of aggression.

Improvising, I threw together a comforting charcuterie board of the finest ingredients: Sour Patch Kids, Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, and Double Stuf Oreos.

“I see what you’re doing.” Vish had nodded with approval when he saw the spread. “Trying to poison me to death to put me out of my misery. Good plan.”

“Just come sit on the couch and eat the cookies,” I’d scolded. “I’m watching The Bachelor. They’re about to take a trip to Munich. I foresee lederhosen.”

Vish had settled in, housing Hot Cheetos, his tears evaporating as we watched a bunch of twenty-year-old former pageant contestants engage in a pretzel-eating contest to somehow prove their love to a former backup quarterback they’d exchanged three sentences with.

“Could be worse,” he said at last.

“Could be worse,” I agreed.

At the end of the episode, I’d walked him to the door, and he’d enfolded me in a big bear hug of gratitude.

“Thanks, Mel. You didn’t have to do all that. I really appreciate it.”

“Of course. Vish, you know you’ve got me, right? Carly Butchers come and go, but friends are forever.”

“You mean that?”

“One hundred percent.” I took a beat. “Look. I know we haven’t known each other very long, but I’m loyal. Like, to a problematic degree. Once you’re in, you’re in for life. I promise.”

“Like a mob family?” He’d smiled.

“Exactly. Like a very friendly, law-abiding mob family.”

And at the time, I’d really meant it.
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It only takes me two tries to guess Vish’s password. His lock screen gives way, revealing a desktop photo of him, his parents, and his two younger sisters on a recent family trip to Morocco. The sight of his broad, guileless smile makes my heart twist, but I force the feeling aside and click into his work email. The photo disappears.

Right away I can tell that SWFT’s internal systems are very different from what I’m used to at ATA. Like much of Hollywood, ATA is stuck somewhere in the mid-2000s when it comes to its technology, forever attached to the corporate dependability of Outlook and just starting to awaken to the benefits of communal share drives. SWFT, on the other hand, seems to be entirely supported by Google. Clicking into Vish’s corporate Google Drive account, I’m overwhelmed by a deluge of folders, which in turn contain subfolders, which in turn contain even more subfolders.

I can feel my focus splintering in the face of all this data. Will I even have enough time to get through everything? My eyes swing up to my porthole window, and I clamber onto my bed to peer outside. My visibility is limited, but it doesn’t seem like the snorkeling party has gotten back yet. Willing myself to calm down, to concentrate, I climb back down off my bed and kneel in front of the laptop.

Hiding in plain sight.

I start clicking around in folders that seem promising, pulling open spreadsheets at random. They look like hieroglyphics to me, chock-full of endless columns of numbers, but I take pictures of all of them on my phone and send them to the group chat, hopeful that somewhere in this digital haystack Bobby will be able to find the needle.

With each click of the mouse and each whoosh of a picture sent, a part of me knows that the threshold I’m crossing right now is far more significant than the doorway of Seb’s cabin. I am doing something I’d never in a million years thought I’d do: betraying Vish’s trust.

But I can’t stop myself. All I can think about is the gloating look in Seb’s eyes when he brought up Ari. In the face of evil like that, what choice do I have? Vish will understand, I repeat over and over in my mind like a mantra. Vish will understand, Vish will understand, Vish will understand.

Right, Ari? I send out to the universe. She has nothing to say in response.

I keep going. I hit a few roadblocks; a folder labeled INVESTOR INFO requires special access, as does one labeled FINANCING. But ones like SUBSCRIBER DATA Q122 are free and open, so I click and I photograph and I send, I click and I photograph and I send. After a while the monotony of the task takes over, and for minutes at a time, I forget that this is about getting revenge on a murderer, bringing down a company, exposing corruption. It’s just another internet rabbit hole. I might as well be on Love Is Blind Reddit right now.

Finally, I run out of folders. I scroll back in the Sherlock Hoes chat to track my progress; I’ve sent almost thirty photos. Hopefully I’ve given Bobby what he needs. Hopefully, finally, I’ve done something right.

I click out of Vish’s email, his Google Drive, his web browser, making sure I return everything to the exact state I found it in. Then I log out and close the laptop. I stretch my neck from side to side and reach my arms toward the ceiling, trying to loosen joints tightened by stress, my fall yesterday, and my fight with Seb. Then I get up and turn to put the laptop away.

Vish is standing in the doorway.

I stagger backward, gasping. “Oh my God, Vish! How long have you been standing there?”

He won’t meet my gaze. He looks sunbaked and damp from snorkeling, his hair fluffy like a kid on vacation who’s spent hours in the hotel pool.

“Kind of a long time, actually. I kept thinking you’d turn around, but you were pretty focused. You must have found some really interesting stuff.”

Without looking at me, he strides over to the dresser. He pulls open the top drawer and picks out a few shirts, stuffing them into a beach bag.

My initial shock at seeing him is beginning to dissipate, but in its place a deeper, more elemental panic is starting to take shape.

“Vish, I’m so sorry, I know this is fucked up of me, but you have to understand, I—”

“I’m going to go see if I can take the extra bed in Dana’s room tonight,” he cuts me off calmly, as if I haven’t said anything. He’s shoving pants into the bag now. “You can have the cabin to yourself.”

“What? I don’t—”

“I have some stuff to wrap up before the board meeting starts, so I’m going to need this, if that’s alright with you?” He comes over to me and grabs the laptop, still avoiding my eyes. I feel ill. “Hope you got everything you wanted from it. Hope it was super useful.”

His continued calm only highlights my own alarm. Because true, all-consuming fear is starting to settle in now, the kind you feel as a kid when you lose sight of your parent in a Disneyland crowd. Desperation mounting, I start trailing Vish around the cabin as he goes to grab his toiletry bag from the bathroom.

“Please, Vish, I need you to listen to me, okay? I know this was wrong of me, like so, so wrong, and I’m sorry, but I did it for a good reason. Please, just wait one second and hear me out, I promise you’ll—”

“I’m done, Mel.”

He stands in the doorway of our cabin, head bent, his laptop in one hand and his packed bag in the other.

“What?”

“I’m done.”

His voice isn’t angry. It’s detached, impersonal, distant. He’s like a car driving away down a desert highway, growing ever smaller as it disappears into the horizon. Like I’m seeing it all for the first time, I notice the thick halo of lashes around his warm eyes, the threads of gray in his dark hair, the layer of vacation stubble coating the bottom half of his face. My sweet, sweet friend.

“Done?”

“I love you. You are very important to me. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned from dating horrible, selfish person after horrible, selfish person, it’s that I need to protect myself.”

The thought of being included in the same category as the manipulative, vicious women who’ve shredded Vish’s heart to pieces over the years almost knocks me to the floor. I feel scalded, like the Grecian sun has somehow blasted through the walls of our cabin and is scorching me where I stand.

“You need to protect yourself… from me?”

Vish shrugs. He looks absolutely bone-tired. Shattered, that’s what the Brits call it. He looks shattered. And I caused it, I realize. I shattered my friend. I shattered our friendship.

“Right now? I guess I do. And it breaks my heart to say it, but… you really haven’t given me a choice.” His eyes finally meet mine and for the first time anguish bleeds into his voice. “You know how excited I was to go on this trip with you? To just spend time with my friend? But this whole time it’s like I’ve been invisible to you unless you’ve wanted something from me. And that fucking hurts, dude. It hurts. And for God’s sake, you’re a lawyer, Mel! You know how screwed I’ll be if SWFT material gets leaked from my computer!”

“You won’t get in trouble, I swear,” I protest, but it sounds pathetically weak to my ears. Vish only shakes his head.

“You can’t know that. Look, I know you’re not yourself right now. But…” He gives me one final, agonized look. “Whoever this version of you is, I can’t be around it anymore. I’m so sorry. But I’m done.”

He steps into the hallway but then pauses, head cocked like he’s forgotten something. He turns back to me. For a moment I let myself cling onto a thread of hope, gossamer-thin, that he’s changing his mind, that he’s forgiven me, that he understands why I had to do what I did.

“My computer password,” he says dully. “How did you know it? Were you… spying on me, or something?”

The thread snaps.

“What? No! Of course not!” I assure him, my voice choked with shame. But of course there are no of course nots between Vish and me anymore. I’ve lost the privilege. “I—I guessed it. Verstappenistrash69. I just knew it would be something like that. Because… because I know you, Vish. I know you.”

Vish shakes his head sadly.

“I don’t really think you do, actually,” he says, and then he’s gone.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“I SPENT LIKE SIX HOURS today getting lost in the sauce of therapy TikTok,” Ari said in a hoarse voice. She had her sweatshirt hood up over her thin hair and was huddled under a blanket on her couch even though it had been an unseasonably hot December day. A month earlier, she had stopped going to work. “So grant a dying girl’s wish, and let me psychoanalyze the two of us.”

“You’re not a dying girl,” I’d protested. I had come straight to her apartment from the office and was struggling to find a comfortable sitting position on the couch in my Zara work pants. “You are a girl who is momentarily having some issues in the living department.”

“I think we have different definitions of momentarily. But please. Let me psychoanalyze!”

I unbuttoned my pants and was flooded with relief. “Proceed.”

“So, my parents’ divorce was batshit crazy, right? So much screaming, and drama… my parents were basically two adult toddlers having a fight. They sucked up all the oxygen in the room, all of the time. And I know I was already like this, but I think going through that at such a formative age really enhanced the part of my personality that needed to be noticed. Hence the constant desire to be on stage, and the big personality, and the hooking up with everything that moves, and the wanting to be an overlord to a bunch of third graders, et cetera, et cetera.”

“Yeah, hence!” I said like Anna Faris in The House Bunny, which I knew Ari knew, and she knew that I knew that she knew, so neither of us even needed to acknowledge it, and the thought of losing that level of profound understanding made me want to run screaming off the side of the Earth.

“Whereas you, Melanie Hoffman. Your parents’ divorce was so… quiet. They both withdrew, from each other, but also from you. They like completely retreated. And so I think for you, that meant you craved connection, and worked super hard to build relationships that could be more like family than your actual family.”

I’d looked down at the couch. “That makes me sound so lonely and sad.”

“No! No! That’s not what I’m saying at all! It’s something I really admire about you, Mel. Like, I hate most people. I’m too self-absorbed to actually give a shit about them. But you… you put your heart and your soul and your liver and your pituitary gland into your friendships. Like with me, obviously. But also Vish and Haeyoon. And it’s not just that. You fight for things. You want to get to the bottom of things. I mean, fucking duh you turned out to be a lawyer. And I know—I know that you’ve had trouble opening yourself up to romantic love because you’re afraid of being hurt like that again. And that’s understandable.”

The ghost of our long-ago fight over Improv Nico appeared behind her shoulder, and from the tentative look on Ari’s face, I knew she sensed it, too. I reached over and gave her unbearably thin arm a tiny squeeze that said I forgive you. The ghost disappeared.

“But,” she continued, gratitude in her eyes, “maybe you’ll surprise yourself. I mean, look. You’re even connecting with Helga G. Pataki over there.”

She’d pointed at Kellie, who was marching around Ari’s kitchenette barking orders at Craig over the phone. She hung up then and stomped over to us, flopping down between us on the couch.

“You’d think it was hard taking care of four children under eight by yourself,” she’d scoffed.

“Cut the guy some slack,” Ari said, patting her with a translucent, veiny hand. “Haven’t you heard the news? His wife’s sister has cancer.”

“I accept zero excuses,” Kellie muttered angrily.

“Anyway. Mel, what I’m saying is, you turned a shitty time of your life into a really amazing personality trait. My trauma caused me to spend my twenties subjecting my friends and family to really bad improv. Your trauma turned you into an incredible friend. Throughout this whole horrible, shitty thing, you have been by my side. You have shown up.”

“What am I, chopped liver?” Kellie huffed between us.

“So have you, Helga. It’s not a competition.”

“Everything is a competition.”

“I guess I’m just saying… Thank you, Mel. Thank you for being who you are. Thank you for being my friend. It’s the greatest gift.”

In general, I tried not to cry in front of Ariana. The last thing I wanted was to add to her burden by letting her know how much I was suffering, how afraid I was. But in that moment, I couldn’t hold myself back. And so I cried, and Ari cried, and I’m pretty sure even Kellie cried, too, all of us holding each other on that couch at the edge of the world.

And I’d wondered then, and I wonder still. Those deep, deep friendships Ari spoke of. The ones I pour my heart and soul and liver and pituitary gland into building. The ones that animate my life, give me purpose.

Who do I become when I lose them?

[image: ]
After Vish leaves the cabin, I feel like I’ve sunk so deep underwater that I’ve lost all orientation and no longer know which way is up. All I can think about are his eyes. The pain in his eyes. Pain I caused. For what reason, exactly?

I stumble over to my bed and sit down with a thud, searching in vain for the justification in my mind like I’m groping around in a bottomless, cluttered purse for my car keys. My friend. My dear friend. I hurt him. Vish is gone, Ari is gone, everyone’s gone. There has to be a reason, surely. I had a reason. What was the reason?

Then it hits me, glimmering like light on the distant surface of the water, and suddenly I know which way is up. Like my life depends on it I swim toward it, arms outstretched, and seize on it desperately.

Murder.

Murder!

Who can be mad at someone trying to solve a murder? No one, that’s who. Murder is an Uno Reverse card, murder is a Mario Kart Starman, murder is a Hidden Immunity Idol. If you solve a murder, all will be absolved—everyone knows that.

His eyes. The pain in his eyes.

No! Mentally, I Uno Reverse that shit. Because actually, if you think about it, I’m not the one who really hurt Vish. It was Seb. Seb caused all of this, because Seb killed Freya.

I think.

No! I don’t think! I know!

What do all criminal investigations require as proof? Motive, means, and opportunity. Motive: Seb wanted to cover up his affair with Dana. Means: Seb is a jacked former college rower, and Freya was blacked out on the night in question. Opportunity: Seb was all alone with her in his cabin and had all night to execute his plan. He killed Freya, met with Mac on the deck and told him to get rid of Freya’s body, and then Mac carried her off the boat in the suitcase.

Simple. Diabolical. Murder.

However, as I run it over and over in my mind, a rancid worm of doubt squirms around in the subterranean dirt of my subconscious. There’s something that I’m forgetting. Something that doesn’t fit. Something that throws off the timeline.

Uno Reverse! Uno Reverse! Uno Reverse!

There’s a roar outside my window and a spray of water hits the side of the boat. I press my face to the porthole in time to see an unfamiliar boat carrying a baker’s dozen of gray-haired men drift past. Through the thick glass I catch traces of British guffaws.

The SWFT board.

I fall back from the window onto my bed, adrenaline rocking my body. Something about seeing them in the Scotch-mottled flesh suddenly makes all of this seem very real. If Bobby is able to find proof of SWFT’s fraud, then these guys won’t be guffawing for very much longer. I am no longer getting up to antics on an isolated boat in the middle of the Aegean. I am impacting real lives.

Uno Reverse, Uno Reverse, Uno Reverse.

In search of a distraction, I flip open my own laptop and pull up a favorite of mine and Ari’s: the second season of Below Deck. I try to lose myself in the affronted, superior stare of Kate Chastain, but for some reason it won’t stick. For the first time ever reality television, my typical cure-all medicine, just feels… flimsy. Every time I force myself back to the luminous glow of the screen, I only have to blink to see Vish’s devastated eyes waiting for me in the darkness.

I click around erratically in the episodes, watching random scenes out of order, looking for the thing that will finally hook me, reel me in, and help me escape myself. I watch Kate arrange a blanket in the shape of a penis on a passenger’s bed, I watch Chef Ben throw a tantrum in the galley. I watch until my vision blurs and I forget which boat I’m on, the Philomela or the Ohana. But Vish’s eyes are always hovering in the wings, insistent.

Murder! I shout at them in my mind. Murder is Uno Reverse!

His eyes say nothing.

Eventually the sunlight streaming in through the porthole windows takes on a more saturated hue and other noises start drifting through the walls of my cabin: the puttering of new boats, the shouts of new people. It seems like the board meeting has ended and the party is beginning. I close my laptop, my eyes finding my now half-empty closet. The dress Haeyoon and I bought for my final night on the trip hangs there, already feeling like a relic from the distant past.

Surely I can’t… go to the SWFT IPO party? Not with Vish there. Not while I’m stuck in this strange limbo, waiting on information that will theoretically tank that very same IPO and seriously tarnish the reputations of the majority of the party’s attendees.

But then I think of Seb crouching over me in the hallway, his teeth bared, and violent rage simmers in my intestines. He’s a murderer, a fraudster, a delulu sociopath of the highest order. He’s used Ari’s name in vain, and he’s driven a wedge between Vish and me. I want to see him at his highest, want to see him thinking he’s won, all while knowing I’m about to bring him down.

I’m going to that party.

And so, in the midst of what is by far the wildest ordeal I have ever been a part of, I engage in one of the most mundane rituals known to womankind: I get ready.

I shower. I blow-dry my hair. I yank my hair up into a high ponytail, because I refuse to let Dana monopolize the genre. I rub on foundation. I swipe on glittering highlighter and eyeshadow. I swoop mascara on my lashes and gel on my eyebrows. And then I step into my dress.

It’s a stunner. Haeyoon found it at the rear of a rack smushed in between two other dresses, a strapless silk midi gown of a luscious, lustrous gold. It skims and caresses my body like water, highlighting my curves and glowing richly when it catches the light. I adjust it so that the bandages on my legs are covered, layer thin gold chains around my neck, put on chunky gold hoop earrings, and then step back to take in the finished look.

The woman standing in the mirror on the back of the closet door is a stranger. She glows golden from days in the Greek sun, with Fenty Beauty providing an assist. She is tall, strong, confident. She has solved a murder. She is bringing down a corrupt company. She is not grieving. She is not so lonely some nights that she physically feels like she might die. She does not go through life feeling like she is trapped on the wrong side of a two-way mirror in a police interrogation room, severed from the rest of the world, eternally screaming into the void.

She is not me, but tonight, through sheer brute force, she will be. She has to be.

I step into the hallway and a cacophony of jubilant sounds rushes down to meet me. Conversation hums through the walls like bees in a hive. Bass from distant music pulses through the ceiling. I feel like a puzzle that’s had all its pieces rearranged, like I’ve forgotten how to be. I hadn’t realized how in just a few days I’d become accustomed and attached to the isolated silence of the boat. Now the real world has stormed aboard, and suddenly I feel dazed and disoriented.

It’s just a party, Mel. You don’t care about any of these people. Focus on what really matters: avenging Freya.

Freya. That’s what this has been about since the beginning: figuring out what happened to Freya. Because something did happen to Freya.

Didn’t it?

Of course! Of course it did! Because I was there when she asked me for help, her eyes wild, her fingers digging into my arm. I was there when two men conspired about getting rid of her in the dead of night. I was there when she disappeared with the flimsiest of explanations. I was there when Lisa Barlow planted a fake trail of evidence around Chania. I was there when her hair glistened in the teeth of a human-sized suitcase. I was there when Seb cheated on her with Dana. I was there when Seb attacked me in the hallway. I was there when SWFT turned out to be nothing more than a privilege-wrapped house of cards. I was there for it all. I didn’t make any of it up. I simply collected components of an ever-lengthening math equation, an equation with only one possible solution: murder.

And yet. As I ascend the staircase, the sounds of the party growing louder, this intrusion by the real world starts to poke needle-thin holes in my certainty. Could Seb really have pulled off something so elaborate? Would he really have risked the IPO? And that worm of doubt from earlier is still there, wriggling its way around the basement of my mind, trying to make me remember something that remains stubbornly out of my grasp. I grip the banister with a sweaty palm, my fear mounting with each step I take. Is it possible that, buoyed by my own hyperactive imagination and the encouragement of the Sherlock Hoes, I have gotten this horribly, horribly wrong?

But then I see them again. Vish’s eyes. I’m done, Mel. The thought of destroying my friendship with Vish over a half-baked conspiracy theory is so rotten it feels like my entire consciousness is convulsing in an attempt to reject it. I refuse. I refuse to accept that I hurt one of the most important people in my life and endangered his livelihood for no reason.

Uno Reverse. Seb murdered Freya. It’s the only option.

I arrive at the main deck antechamber and emerge into the packed salon. The room has transformed from board meeting location into something straight out of a Real Housewives party scene. A remixed version of Kylie Minogue’s “Padam Padam” shakes the windows. Puffy-lipped influencer types talk at an unnatural volume as if projecting to the back row of a theater. Interlocked Chanel Cs glisten, white teeth gleam. A formally clad Heloise weaves through the room carrying a tray laden with champagne. If you narrowed your eyes, you could convince yourself that this is some textbook Housewives ritual, that just around the corner Lisa Rinna is celebrating a lip gloss launch, or Lisa Hochstein is celebrating a fragrance launch, or Lisa Vanderpump is celebrating a restaurant launch.

But no Lisas are launching anything here today, I remind myself as I squeeze my way through toned, tanned limbs, fifty different perfumes battling for dominance in the air around me. The only thing being launched is a bogus company. Remember that, Mel. Remember that, remember that, remember that—

“Mel!”

A hand grabs my arm and yanks me out of the throng, pulling me up against the wall of the salon. It’s Abby. For a moment, the sight of her familiar face among all these strangers fills me with an unexpected rush of emotion. Here is someone who knows me and doesn’t hate me. Here is someone who I haven’t let down.

But then I really take in her face. Her eyes are red-rimmed and her cheeks are blotchy.

“Abby?” I ask, feeling warning flickers of dread. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ll tell you what’s fucking wrong!” she shouts over the music, her voice vibrating with emotion. Around us a few of the party guests pause mid-conversation, their attention drawn in our direction, but Abby doesn’t seem to care. “I’ve just been with the captain! Prince William told him that I was spying on him in his cabin!”

“W-what?” I sputter, my dread growing and billowing like smoke. “Why would he do that?”

“Why do you think, Little Miss Nancy Drew? You’ve been on that guy’s dick from day one, and you’ve roped me into it, too, and now I’m fucked!”

Abby looks frantic, wild. Tears flow freely down her cheeks, emotion radiating off her like air shimmering above a hot tarmac. Desperate, I try to reassure her.

“But… Seb’s an asshole. No, he’s more than an asshole, he’s a criminal! If we explain it all to the captain, he’ll understand. Come on, let’s go talk to him.”

I grab Abby’s arm and try to pull her with me, but her feet stay rooted to the carpet. She gapes at me.

“You actually don’t get it, do you?”

“Get what?”

“This isn’t preschool. We don’t get to go tell on people to the teacher if they hurt our feelings. This is a luxury yacht. This is where some of the worst people in the world go on holiday. And I work for them. I’m their employee. So, if I do something that pisses off a guest, even if it was for the best reason in the world, even if they’re the biggest douchebag in the history of douchebags, they get to go on with their fabulous lives and I get fucking fired.”

Shock thuds into me like a boulder. “Wait. Are you—are you saying—”

“That I just got fired from the job I’ve spent years of my life working toward? Yeah, Mel. That is what I’m saying.”

This isn’t computing. This can’t be happening. “But… but… Kate Chastain put a penis blanket on a passenger’s bed and she didn’t get fired!”

Abby’s eyes go wide with horror. “Oh my God. Oh my God. I can’t believe this. I can’t believe I’ve let myself get fired over a girl who doesn’t even exist in the real world. Are you actually there, Mel?” She waves her hand in front of my eyes. “Or are you just trapped in some weird virtual reality where everything is from TV and nothing actually matters? I’m a real person. This is my real life. Tomorrow, you get to leave this boat and go home and this will all just be some fun memory. But this will still be my life. And you’ve fucked it. You’ve fucked it.”

I feel like I’m standing on a rapidly shrinking platform in the middle of a sinkhole, like the world is caving in all around my feet. I scramble for any crumb of solid ground.

“What about Freya? We had to do it, Abby! We had to do it for Freya!”

But Abby just shakes her head, her gaze coated in disgust.

“No, no, mate. Save it. I’m done with that bullshit. You know what I think? I think you don’t actually even believe that something happened to Bobblehead, not really. I think you’re just fucked in the head, and wanted a distraction, and didn’t like the look of Prince William, and then just ran with it. And I get it, okay? I get it! I’m fucked in the head, too. But at least I can admit it. At least I’m not bringing anyone else down with me.”

“Abby, I am so, so sorry. You have to believe me. I thought I was doing the right thing. Nobody was supposed to get hurt.”

Her hazel eyes hold mine, two olive-green pools of pain.

“Well,” she says in a flat voice. “Guess that means I’m nobody then. Enjoy the fucking party.”

She pushes off the wall and fights her way through the crowd, ignoring yelps of indignation from the shiny models around her. I rush after her, reaching out to grab hold of her arm.

“Abby—”

“Leave it!” she pleads, shaking me off, her voice cracking with emotion. “Please! Enough!”

Shell-shocked, I let her slip away, the crowd sucking her in like a stone in a pond. While I was talking to Abby the noise of the party had retreated to a distant hum, but now it’s like a membrane has been ripped off. Sound comes roaring in—bellows of greeting and squeals of laughter and glittering explosions of champagne glasses hitting the deck outside. Suddenly the walls of the salon feel too close, the bodies too packed. My breath is coming in shallow bursts. I need to get out of here.

I stumble toward the doorway, pushing through endless bodies, the competing fragrances now combining into some sickly, sickening cocktail. I can see a blue sliver of sea and fight my way toward it until I emerge onto the main deck. But even out here relief is fleeting. The roof feels too low, the crush of bodies too close, the salt of the sea no match for the assault of cologne and perfume. So I keep going. I fight my way to the staircase, stumbling over outstretched limbs and discarded glasses, climbing toward the sky.

At last I make it to the bridge deck and push my way to a railing. I grip it like it’s the only thing preventing me from toppling into the abyss and take in huge, heaving gasps of fresh salty air. The sea pulses all around me, alien and vast. A breeze cools the sweat on my forehead, my armpits, my cheeks. My cheeks? I put a hand up and it comes away wet. I’m crying.

What have I done? What have I done? I destroyed my friendship with Vish. I ruined Abby’s career. For what? For what?

Uno Reverse! my subconscious cries out weakly. Remember, Mel. Murder justifies everything. They’ll all understand. It will all be okay.

I believe it. I believe it. I have to believe it. Or I’ll have nothing left.

Behind me, knife strikes glass. The sound triggers an avalanche of fury in me, and I grab onto it desperately. This. This is what it’s all been for. Because I know that sound. That sound represents everything I have been fighting for these last few days. It is the reason I have ruined my relationships and put my own life at risk.

It is the sound of Sebastian Cross-Patterson making yet another goddamn fucking toast.

“Hullo!” he bellows raucously. “Shut the fuck up this instant! You are on my motherfucking boat! I am the captain!”

The DJ up on the sky deck cuts the music. Around me, cheers, hollers, whistles. I can’t see Seb through the wall of bodies but I can feel him, can feel his sinister sleaze pulsing through the atmosphere like a noxious cloud. Suddenly, I have to get eyes on him. I have to look that monster in the eye, have to let him know that I know what he’s done and that one way or another he’ll pay for it. I shove my way toward the front of the crowd, Seb’s shouts echoing off the hardwood of the deck like they’re being broadcasted from the heavens above.

“You are looking at fucking royalty! You are looking at the founders of an officially public company! Tonight, we get fucked. Tomorrow, we get fuck-off rich. Who’s with me!”

Ecstatic cheers, rabid applause. Everyone’s eyes are fixed ahead, mouths slack with awe like they’re in the presence of a divine cult leader. They don’t even notice me squeezing past their shoulders, so focused are they on their false messiah. I can catch glimpses of him now, his coiffed hair, his raised glass. I see pieces of Ollie too, a sliver of a tired eye, a slope of a slumped shoulder. And—

No.

No.

There is another person there. A third body. I see a corner of an arm, a wisp of a dress.

Dana, I assure myself desperately. Dana is standing beside Seb, because he can’t go anywhere without his PA-slash-girlfriend. It has to be Dana.

But as I push closer to the front I take in more pieces of data, all of it arriving in discrete units, my brain unable or unwilling to put them together into a complete picture. The third person’s hair is blond. The third person’s neck is thin. The third person’s teeth are shiny white blocks.

I burst out to the front of the crowd. Seb catches sight of me and his face contorts into a sickening grin. He raises his glass toward me, his eyes locked on mine.

“To SWFT!” he screams.

“To SWFT!” echoes the crowd.

Seb looks to his right. “And to us. Right, babe?”

“Right,” agrees someone in a thin voice. Someone who is dressed in the same pale-pink feathered minidress I saw only a few hours ago hanging in the closet of a dead woman. Someone who is utterly, undeniably, unbelievably alive.

Freya Taverner.







CHAPTER NINETEEN

I STAY AT THE PARTY not because I want to be there, but because I no longer care where I am. Seeing Freya has severed some crucial cable in my central processing center. I stare unblinkingly at the glass of champagne in my hand. Is it my hand? I feel no connection to it. I feel no connection to anything.

All around me people sparkle, giggle, gasp, exclaim. Soft hands sport Hailey Bieber nails and diamond rings the size of boulders. Sleek sport coats cling to muscled backs like plastic wrap. But it’s all meaningless to me; I am a dusty slab of clay, a golem robbed of life.

“Are you… quite alright, young lady?”

Through the fog I dimly notice that someone is speaking to me. I process his appearance dispassionately, taking in data like a DMV form: short, old, bald, bushy mustache, glasses as thick as Coke bottles, hands gnarled and curled in on themselves like tree roots.

“I don’t know,” a voice that might be mine says in response to his question.

He blinks his watery blue eyes and nods.

“Fair enough, young lady, fair enough. I understand completely. It’s a difficult question. And while we’re on the topic of difficult questions, I… well, I’m so sorry to trouble you, but are you… are you aware of what it is this company actually… does?”

“It’s a first-of-its-kind digital members-only club offering the highest caliber of non-fungible luxury virtual experiences,” the voice says again.

Blink. Nod. Blink. Nod.

“Yes. Well. Right. That certainly seems like the sort of thing that’s a… sort of thing. Well. I won’t take up any more of your time. Thank you for your help, and best wishes on, well. All of it, I suppose. Goodbye.”

He shuffles off into the crowd. My eyes watch him go but my brain hardly registers it. Just as it hardly registers Mads sidling up next to me and clinking my glass with hers.

“D’you know who that was? John Taverner. SWFT’s underwriter. Freya’s great-uncle. Looks like a poor little lost lamb, doesn’t he? I mean, to be fair, I’d be a bit green in the gills too if I was on the hook for all of SWFT’s shares before trading starts tomorrow. Anyway. Are you enjoying the party?”

“Uh-huh,” my mouth says.

“Did you see? She’s here.” Mads points toward the other side of the deck.

My neck turns my head in that direction, and my eyes passively take in visual stimuli. All of it beads on the surface of my brain like water on a plastic tablecloth. I see, but don’t process, a crowd of admirers surrounding Seb, Ollie, and Freya.

Freya Freya Freya Freyafreyafreyafreyafreya.

“Uh-huh,” my mouth says again.

Mads takes a sip of champagne, looking thoughtful.

“I’m not going to lie, even I was getting a bit nervous there for a moment. You asking all those questions, well. It was a bit like when you start googling medical things and somehow convince yourself you’ve got a brain tumor. I started having visions of her winding up in a fishing net somewhere. So I apologize for giving you a hard time yesterday. Especially from an outsider’s perspective I can see how it would seem bizarre that Freya would just… disappear for two days. But, look. There she is, safe and sound. She was back in time for the board meeting, hitched a ride on one of the water taxis, apparently. From the looks of it, she’s already drunk, but at least she’s alright. All’s well that ends well, I suppose.”

“Uh-huh,” my mouth says a third time.

“Right,” she says, knocking back the rest of her champagne. “I’m off to the sky deck. I’ve got to keep doing the rounds. I can’t wait ’til this is all over and I can have a holiday from my holiday.”

She walks away. I don’t move. I can’t move. Motion requires a desire to be somewhere. I desire to be nowhere. I am synthetic and vacant, a mannequin.

But then my eyes land on someone walking down the stairs from the sky deck. He’s wearing a stylish white collared shirt and tailored gray pants. He smiles warmly at every person he passes. He sees Mads coming up the stairs, and his smile burns even brighter. She says something to him. He leans forward, listening intently, then throws his head back in laughter. He places his hand on her shoulder. He keeps going down the stairs. He pauses like he has just remembered something. He looks up. He sees me. He looks away.

Vish looks away.

Pain blasts through me like a supernova, torching the landscape, obliterating all life. I am no longer numb. I am no longer inanimate. I am only feeling. Emotion is drowning me, strangling me, choking me. I feel liquid dripping along my arm and look down. My hand is shaking so badly that champagne is spilling out of my glass.

I slam the flute down on a tall bar table and start to stagger through the crowd. Something terrible is chasing me, something evil is on my heels. I have to get away from it before it consumes me whole. I push out wildly, desperately, eyes unseeing.

“… and so I told Binky—Ow! What the fuck!”

The crowd is parting for me now, wary expressions on their plastic surgery-smoothed faces, but I don’t care. The monster is getting closer, its rancid breath scorching the back of my neck. I careen forward, frantic to get somewhere safe, but each step I take brings me no closer to relief. The monster is there, digging its claws into my flesh, whispering all my failures into my ear.

And then it hits me. There is nowhere safe. Because the monster is me.

“Melanie! There you are!”

A pair of insistent hands grabs my shoulders, and I come up short with a gasp. For a moment I can’t see. My vision feels like it’s coated in a layer of mercury, viscous and metallic. But then the mercury clears and I almost vomit.

Standing in front of me are the glamorous, successful, brilliant founders of SWFT. There’s handsome Seb, with his brassy hair and his deep-set eyes and his signet ring glinting on his finger. There’s hardworking Ollie, with his tortoiseshell glasses and his rumpled shirt and his high-top Converse with frayed laces.

And there’s Freya. I can’t stop looking at Freya. Mads was right: She’s drunk. She’s gripping a sweaty champagne flute, her eyes glassy, her posture invertebrate. Her feathered dress hangs loose on her bony frame, and her forearms are oddly laden with dozens of Taylor Swift–style friendship bracelets. Her forehead is bigger than I remember, her skin drier. Were her eyes always that shade of blue? Was her complexion always that pallid?

I have spent the last two days thinking about this person nonstop. I have claimed to understand her better than the people who’ve known her for years. I have hurt people I care about in her name. But in this moment, something has become abundantly, excruciatingly clear.

Freya is a stranger. They all are.

The dismay that fills me in this moment is too vast for one being to contain. Strangers, all of them are strangers. I have ripped apart my friendship with Vish, I have robbed Abby of her dream, for strangers.

This whole time I’ve been convinced that I was somehow honoring Ari’s legacy by trying to save Freya. But I see now that I’ve done the opposite. I’ve taken things that were sacred between Ari and me—friendship, loyalty, trust—and lit them on fire. All because I was more willing to do Harriet the Spy cosplay than simply face my grief. Vish was right, of course he was right. Because he’s my friend. Was my friend. And now I’ve lost him, and I’ve lost Abby, and I’m more alone than I ever was.

Alone, alone, all, all alone. Alone on a wide, wide sea.

“Killer party, isn’t it?” Seb grins at me, malice sparkling in his eyes. “I must say, Melanie, it’s been such a delight having you on board. Quite the wild card, aren’t you? Love yourself a little flight of fancy. Freya, babe, you would not believe the things she was saying about you.”

Six hours ago, this comment from Seb would have whipped me into a vengeful frenzy, but now all I feel is disgust. I am disgusted with myself. I am disgusted with these people. I am disgusted with their company. I am disgusted with this horrible stupid cursed yacht.

“Oh, leave it, Seb,” Ollie jumps in, ever the peacemaker. “Mel was concerned, and she had every right to be. We’re just chuffed you’re safe, Freya.”

He wraps a protective arm around Freya’s thin shoulders, and she giggles a little to herself before taking a deep swig of champagne. Forget drunk: She’s plastered. Her skin is almost corpse-like, her eyes unfocused. My disgust mounts, twisting into rage. I ruined one of the most important relationships in my life because this vapid manic pixie dream girl decided to swan off on a two-day bender?

Don’t you think you’re being a little insensitive? It’s not like she forced you to do any of this, Ari points out reasonably.

I haven’t heard from you in hours, and that’s what you have to say to me? I snap back.

Well, not to be a bitch, but that’s kind of on you, Mel. I’m not real. You know that, right?

Suddenly, I want to scream. I want to scream so loudly that every crystal champagne flute on this boat shatters. I want to scream so loudly that I summon the orcas from the deep and they come here in murderous droves and return us all to the sea. I want to scream, and scream, and scream, and I want to murder this not-murdered girl in front of me.

“I have to go,” I grit out, desperate to leave before I become the criminal here.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Seb tuts like he’s calming a troublesome horse. “Not so fast, my friend! Don’t you have anything you want to say to our lovely Freya here? Oliver’s right, you were so concerned about her. Surely you have something you’d like to share?”

Freya stares at me vacantly, looking as fragile as a porcelain doll. I think of everything Ari went through, how strong and brave she was, and I want to spit in this girl’s face. Searching for anything to say so I can end this conversation and get the fuck out of here, my eyes land on the Taylor Swift beads choking Freya’s wrists. I dimly recall all those Eras Tour posts from her Instagram.

“Nice bracelets,” I say flatly. “I, too, think Charlie Puth should be a bigger artist.”

I make to move past her, but suddenly it’s like someone’s shot Freya in the thigh with an EpiPen. Her eyes go wide with shock, and then she flings her arms out, snatches me in a vise grip, and pulls me to her. I’m so surprised that I don’t resist and end up inches from her haggard face. Her breath smells foul.

“You’rrree a… Swiftie?!” she slurs into my mouth, her eyes manic.

What the actual fuck is going on? I try to pull away from her, but her grip around my back is iron-tight. I’m so stunned by this turn of events that I find myself genuinely answering her question.

“What? Um. I mean, I like her music, and I appreciate her significance in the zeitgeist, but I don’t know if I would say that I’m a full-blown—What the hell?!”

Freya is rummaging through my bag like a TSA agent.

“We have to blake a”—hiccup—“take a selfie,” she mutters to herself, ignoring my protests. “Where’sit—where’s—Ha!”

She triumphantly produces my iPhone, swipes open the camera, flips it to selfie view, and then pulls me even closer to her. I am rigid with shock. I feel like any second Ashton Kutcher is going to pop out from behind an ice sculpture and notify me that I’m on some sort of avant-garde reboot of Punk’d.

Because not only is Freya forcing me to take a selfie with her, she is also… humming. At least I think that’s what she’s doing. Her eyes are closed and she’s swaying unsteadily, producing sounds as discordant and unsettling as a haunted music box. I am so disturbed that it takes me a few moments to realize that I recognize the tune. But before I can latch on to it, her slack jaw opens and she starts to actually sing, changing to a different song.

“Familiarity breeds contempt…” she moans out tunelessly. Again, something about it sounds familiar, but then abruptly the melody shifts. “And now that I’m sitting here thinkin it througgghhh…” Once again, I think I might recognize it, but again before I can place it the melody shifts again. “’Cause there we are again in the middle of the night…”

Oh my fucking God. She’s singing me Taylor Swift lyrics. Horrified, I burst out of her grasp, but it doesn’t faze her at all. Completely unbothered that I’m no longer in frame, she continues to take photos of herself, now fully shouting into my phone.

“And YOUUUU would—you would HIIIIDE away, and find your piece of mine! No, no, peace of mind! Silly Freya! Silly billy Freya goose!”

I snatch my phone from her hands, aghast. Freya totters away, giggling to herself, attempting to drink from her champagne glass even though it’s now empty. Ollie looks grave and hurries after her. Seb turns to me, delighted.

“And there you have it.” He leers, all gloat, no warmth. “There’s your damsel in distress. Quite a picture, isn’t she? Certainly worth all the trouble, wouldn’t you say?”

I’m done. I have to get the hell out of here. Without another word, I shove past Seb and storm toward the stairs, nearly crashing into Jasmine, who’s carrying a tray of discarded glasses.

“Sorry, queen!” she cries, but I don’t respond, just hurtle down the staircase, taking it two steps at a time. I blast past the main deck, where Petros and Mac are struggling with the fog machine, and then barrel through the main deck salon, scattering aggrieved bodies in my wake. I push my way into the vestibule and then sprint down the final flight of stairs into the merciful quiet of the lower deck hallway.

But, of course, the quiet isn’t actually very merciful, because the quiet is not quiet. It is full of howls and recriminations, mournful cries and vicious cackles, streaming out of the dark chasm within me like bats out of a cave. I thought I could hide from this in my TV screen and my inbox and my shower drain. I thought I could outrun it by sailing into the Aegean. I thought I could bargain it away by finding out what happened to Freya, a life for a life. But you can’t hide from yourself. You can’t outrun yourself. You can’t bargain yourself away.

Wherever I go, there I am. And there Ari isn’t.

Tears streaming down my cheeks, I fling open the door to my cabin, fly to the bathroom, and paw through my toiletry bag like a feral dog. I rip two electric blue NyQuils from their packet, gulp them down with a palmful of sink water, and then throw myself into bed. Still in my dress, I pull the comforter over my head, breathing heavily in the hot darkness, praying desperately for empty, silent sleep to take me away.

Ari, I wail in my mind. Ari, Ari, Ari, Ari, Ari.

But she doesn’t respond. Because she’s not real. You know that, right?







CHAPTER TWENTY

THE STAGE LIGHTS OF THE Eleanor Roosevelt Elementary School auditorium are so bright that I can’t make out any individual members of the audience. They are all just amorphous, mildly menacing blobs, poised to dole out harsh judgment like a room full of miniature Simon Cowells. I retreat into the shadows of backstage, hands clammy, heart tapping out a terrified rhythm.

“I forget how to do the body roll,” I say to Ari in a panic.

“It’s easy,” she assures me, adjusting her camouflage-patterned bandanna over her curly hair. “You just have to roll your body.”

“But what I’m saying is that I don’t know how to roll my body!” I protest, but we’re somehow already out on the stage. There is a cascade of violins, a shimmering beat. Beyoncé’s voice enters the mix.

Now that you’re out of my life, I’m so much better.

Ari executes the body roll to perfection, but I am stiff as a tree trunk, my body not moving no matter how much I will it to.

I’m a survivor, I’m gonna make it. I will survive, keep on survivin’.

Suddenly, with deep certainty, I know that something is coming for Ari. Something of mind-obliterating horror, something that could swallow planets whole. I have to warn her. I have to save her.

“Ari!” I shout, but though my mouth moves and my throat burns no sound comes out.

Oblivious to her impending doom, Ari keeps dancing as I scream silent screams.

The lights on stage start to dim and so too does Ari begin to fade, losing her edges, going blurry. I heave soundless sobs, trying to wrench my body toward her, but I’m stuck fast to the ground. I pull and pull and pull—

—as Chef Ben from Below Deck whirls around the galley of the Ohana in a violent rage. Limbs and spittle flying, he flings pans off the stove, sending them clanging to the hard floor.

“Chefs, man,” Ari says in wonder beside me. “They really are something.”

At the sight of her my body crumples with relief.

“You’re alive,” I sob. “You’re alive.”

But she just huffs with annoyance. “I’m trying to show you something, Mel! You’re not paying attention! Look!”

She flings a finger at Chef Ben, but he’s not Chef Ben anymore, he’s Chef Mateo. And now we’re in the galley of the Philomela and instead of throwing pans, he’s throwing food: tomatoes, eggs, jars of yogurt. They explode on the floor like little bombs.

“You know what those body builders are like!” Mateo cries. “Gobble gobble gobble! I know what he’s up to!”

“Ari—” I say, turning back toward her, but Ari’s gone. In her place stands Vish. He’s looking at me like I’m a stranger.

“Vish! Vish! I’m so sorry! You have to forgive me!”

He just shakes his head sadly. “I’m a London Boy.”

And now I’m in Freya and Seb’s closet. It is vast and dark, clothes everywhere I turn, like trees in a jungle.

“Ari!” I holler as I paw through feathered dress after feathered dress. “Ari!”

Suddenly through gaps in the clothes I catch sight of a golden glow, and I push toward it frantically. Standing there is Abby, tattooed arms crossed and eyes steely.

“You forgot something, mate,” she spits, pointing at the floor.

I look down to see a massive black suitcase. It emanates an inky ooze like the dark bile from my shower drain. I fight to stay upright, but it yanks at me with the irresistible gravity of a black hole, and I collapse to my knees. I unzip the suitcase with shaky hands.

Inside, curled up and naked like a fetus in the womb, is Freya. Her blond hair shrouds her whole body, and her arms are covered with beaded friendship bracelets from wrist to armpit.

“Freya?” I say tentatively. “Can you hear me? Are you okay?”

“I would very much like to be excluded from this narrative, one that I have never asked to be part of,” she whispers hoarsely, turning her face toward me. The inside of her mouth is a smooth fleshy pit. She has no tongue.

I start screaming.

“Shh!” Ari scolds, appearing by my side once more. “She’s trying to tell you something!”

“But how can she tell me anything? She doesn’t have a tongue!”

Ari is at her wits’ end. “That’s what she’s trying to tell you! That she can’t tell you anything!”

“I don’t understand. Please help me understand.”

But Ari only sighs. She’s starting to go blurry at the edges again. “So casually cruel in the name of being honest.”

It’s like a bell is ringing faintly in the distance. Something is taking shape in my peripheral vision, something I can’t quite make out just yet.

I reach out to grab her, hold her down, keep her here for just a little while longer so she can help me understand, but I grasp only smoke.

“Ari!” I howl. “Ari!”

Open your eyes, Mel, her voice whispers in my ear, or maybe it’s just the sound of the sea. Then there’s only silence.
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I wake up to muggy darkness, drenched in sweat. The NyQuil still swirls leaden in my veins, so it takes a few seconds for me to realize that I’m under the covers. Groggily, I push off the comforter and struggle up to a seated position, taking grateful gulps of cool, fresh air.

I try to get my bearings, though the latent effects of the medicine make me feel like I’m processing everything on a five-second delay. The room is in deep darkness except for a stripe of moonlight streaked across the far wall. I listen closely for a beat and hear nothing but the periodic creaking of the boat. The party must be over.

My dream comes to me in disjointed, syrupy flashes: Ari and I on stage, Chef Mateo shouting in the galley, Freya trapped in the suitcase. Already the specifics of it are dissipating like mist in the morning sun, leaving only the feelings behind. There’s devastation, obviously, at Ari being here then gone, but also… something else.

I scrunch my eyes open and shut a few times, trying to clear the residual NyQuil from my mind. There was a moment there in the dream when it was like I… knew something, I just didn’t know I knew it yet. Something important.

That’s what she’s trying to tell you! That she can’t tell you anything!

What did Ari mean by that? How do you tell someone something when you can’t tell them anything?

Unless…

Somewhere in the deep recesses of my Broken Brain, a rusty old locomotive engine is chugging to life.

I think about Freya’s erratic behavior at the party, her corpse-like skin. Was I being just like everyone else, allowing what I thought to be true about Freya to cloud my judgment? Because what if those weren’t simply symptoms of a forty-eight-hour bender, but of something more sinister? What if Seb actually had done something to Freya—not murder, but close? And what if, for some reason, she was at that party under duress? How, then, would she communicate her predicament to me under Seb’s nose without him noticing?

You’rrree a… SWIFTIE?!

My Broken Brain starts to whistle, the train picking up steam. What were those songs Freya was singing to me? There was “All Too Well,” obviously. And… “Bejeweled,” I think that was another one. But what about the other lyrics? I try to dredge them up from my NyQuil memory swamp, but they remain stubbornly beyond my reach.

And that song she was humming at first; I definitely recognized it. I can still sense it flickering on the outer reaches of my memory like a lightning storm on the horizon. I force all my thoughts to go quiet, zeroing in on the melody like CT doing a tangram puzzle on The Challenge, like Raven Baxter homing in on a psychic vision. I close my eyes and breathe, and breathe, and breathe.

My eyes fly open.

It was “no body, no crime.”

It feels like my skeleton has been plugged into an electrical socket. Skin buzzing, I leap out of bed, throw on the lights, and start pacing back and forth on the carpet. “no body, no crime” is a song about just that—getting away with a crime because no proof is ever found. What if that’s what Freya was trying to tell me? That something had been done to her, is still being done to her, right under everyone’s noses?

But what? I run through the other songs I was able to recognize—“All Too Well” and “Bejeweled”—and my pace slows down. Those don’t really feel like clues. One is a roast of Jake Gyllenhaal, and the other is the battle cry of a girl going out partying to spite her partner. If anything, referencing “Bejeweled” just supports the two-day bender theory.

I sink back down to my bed. Am I doing it again? Am I allowing my hyperactive imagination to distract me from the dumpster fire that is my life? Somewhere on this boat are two people I’ve hurt deeply. I should face that and try to make amends, not go into a chaotic two a.m. spiral about the lyrics of a pop behemoth.

I should do that. I will do that. As soon as I scratch this itch. As soon as I remember those other songs.

I spot my discarded bag on the floor and reach inside to pull out my phone. Maybe looking at the selfies Freya took of us will help jog my memory. I open my camera roll, bracing for a series of blurry shots of the floor, but when I see what’s actually there I gasp.

Freya didn’t take a series of photos. She didn’t take any photos at all.

She took a video.

I press Play with a trembling finger. The video starts out shaky and chaotic, showing jerky flashes of sky, other party guests, Ollie’s arm. Then Freya’s haunted face comes into frame. I’m beside her, a stunned expression on my face. Freya closes her eyes and starts to hum.

I feel a tiny electric jolt. It’s definitely “no body, no crime.”

Then she starts to sing, and each lyric sends shock after shock rippling through my body like someone’s pressed a defibrillator to my chest. When the video finishes, I flip open my laptop so I can google along, and then I play it again. And again. And again.

At last I lower my phone, my heart pounding so strongly I can feel it in my toes. My Broken Brain barrels down the tracks, metal screaming against metal. Threads are connecting; fog is clearing. I think of large suitcases. I think of Chef Mateo’s outrage. I think of OUT OF ORDER signs.

I think of a different video. A video that got deleted.

Oh. My. God.

With shaky hands I pull open my contacts and make a FaceTime call. Right now my theory is as delicate as a newborn chick, barely intact enough to hold in my palms. I need another set of eyes.

And where do I go when I need confirmation of an outlandish conspiracy theory so ridiculous, so far-fetched, there’s barely the thinnest sliver of possibility that it’s true?

“Hello?” Kellie barks, her pugnacious face appearing on the screen. “Mel? Are you okay?”

I’m so wired I have to force the words out at first. “Kellie… I—I think I’ve figured it out.”

“Figured what out?”

“What happened to Freya.”

Kellie’s eyes shift to her right. “Hold on. Let me go somewhere private. I’m at a work dinner.”

And despite everything—despite betraying Vish, despite discovering that Freya is alive, despite all the bonkers, bananas shit that’s transpired since I first set foot on the Philomela—those five words have the power to bring everything to a screeching halt.

“You’re where?”

“A work dinner,” Kellie huffs matter-of-factly. She’s on the move. “We have clients in town.”

Clients?

“You have a job?”

“Shh!” Kellie scolds, looking at me like I’m an idiot. She steps into the bathroom, and I hear a door close. “Yes, I have a million kids and live in America. Of course I have a job. But that’s not important. Tell me about Freya.”

I am incapable of moving past this. “Um, sorry, it is very important. How are you like… constantly available then?”

“I’m excellent at time management. You know this. Remember when I dated those two guys at the same time in high school? They had no idea. And they were brothers.”

I’ve been completely hijacked by my pit bull lawyer brain. I’m going to keep shaking this thing like a chew toy until I get an explanation that makes sense.

“What about all those times you came out to LA during Ari’s treatment!”

“Mel. Are you from another planet? Ever heard of remote work?”

“Ari never said anything about it!”

“I can’t control what other people say about me.”

“You never sleep!”

“Now you’re just listing facts?”

“But… but…”

“Melanie Gertrude Hoffman!” My middle name is Sarah. “Snap the fuck out of it! I work for a living! End of story!”

“Well… what do you…” I can’t believe I’m about to ask this question, this question reserved for strangers at weddings and awkward first dates. “What do you… do?”

Kellie lets out an annoyed huff. “I’m a VP at an ad agency. We’re at dinner with the Nike team right now because I’m pitching them on an experiential activation at the Chicago Marathon.”

“How do you know the words experiential activation?!”

“Melanie, I swear to fucking God, if you do not tell me what you found out about Freya, I’m hanging up this phone right now.”

I jam my eyes shut and force myself to take several deep breaths, willing myself to focus. Gradually, I descend back down to earth from whatever pedestal of madness I just rocketed up to. I ground myself in the quiet of my cabin, the dark mystery of the sea beyond my porthole windows. I bring myself back to this ship, where at this very moment a girl is possibly in danger.

“Okay,” I breathe out. “Sorry. Well, first thing’s first, Freya’s alive.”

Now it’s Kellie’s turn to freak out. “What?”

Quickly, I walk her through what happened at the party.

“… and then she made me pose for a photo with her and started singing all this gibberish in my ear. But the thing is, it wasn’t actually a photo, it was a video. And it wasn’t just gibberish. Because…” I take a deep breath, preparing for my mic drop. “Because Freya’s a Swiftie.”

Kellie stares at me. “Are you… fucking with me?”

Not quite the reaction I expected. “Um. No?”

“I obviously know that Freya’s a Swiftie.”

“You do? How? Oh, because she has all those photos from the Eras Tour on her Instagram?”

Kellie looks genuinely alarmed. “Um, I’d say the bigger sign is that she named her company after Taylor?”

“Huh? What do you—”

And then it hits me. SWFT. The company is literally called SWFT. It was in front of my face the whole time. I don’t know whether to laugh, or cry, or both.

“Okay. That one was very obvious, and I’m very sorry for missing it. But… here’s the thing. Freya was a literal zombie at that party. But the second I mentioned her bracelets, she came to life. That was when she grabbed me, and took the video, and started singing. So what if… what if she was trying to tell me something? Something that no one else would be able to understand? What if… the songs were clues?”

Kellie’s eyes are suddenly cast with a manic gleam. She brings the phone close to her face.

“Oh, the songs were most definitely clues,” she says in a guttural voice.

Quickly, I open up my iCloud on my laptop and start playing the video from there so that Kellie can hear over the phone. It starts with the familiar humming.

“‘no body, no crime’!” Kellie hollers after Freya has hummed half a bar, and I pause the video. “Clue number one, Mel! The game is afoot!”

I press Play.

“Familiarity breeds contempt,” Freya sings. I hit Pause again.

“‘Bejeweled’!” Kellie shouts like she’s on a game show. She chews her lip. “I mean, I guess it kind of ties in? Seb is a shitty boyfriend, and Freya wants to go out partying? I don’t know.”

“But think about it,” I say, fingers gripping tighter around my phone. Now is the time to send my theory out of the nest. Now is the time to see if it plummets, or soars. “She hummed the first song, but she sang this one. And not the whole thing, just one random line from the chorus. So maybe it’s not about the song. Maybe it’s about…”

Kellie’s eyes go wide. “The lyrics.”

I pull up Spotify on my computer and press Play on “Bejeweled.” When the line in question comes around, I pump up the volume.

Familiarity breeds contempt, don’t put me in the basement—

I hit Pause.

“Don’t put me in the basement,” I say.

Kellie’s jaw is hanging loose. “Don’t put me in the basement.”

“Next song,” I say. My pulse is humming in my ears. I can feel the wings on my theory spreading. Kellie hasn’t shot me down yet. Maybe I’m not crazy. Or if I am, it’s like a fox. I press Play on the Freya video.

“And now that I’m sitting here thinkin it througgghhh…”

“‘Cold as You’! Deep cut.”

I nod, pausing the video. “I wasn’t as familiar with that one.”

I go back to Spotify, scrub to the chorus of “Cold as You” and press Play.

“I’ve never been anywhere cold as you,” Kellie repeats after Taylor sings the words. She sounds breathless, like she’s just done a wind sprint. “Mel. Keep playing the video.”

Heeding the urgency in her voice, I press Play on Freya.

“And there we are again in the middle of the night…”

Kellie doesn’t even need me to play “All Too Well” on Spotify. She completes the lyrics out loud, true dread blooming across her face.

“We’re dancing ’round the kitchen in the refrigerator light. Basement. Cold. Refrigerator. Mel…”

I play the final bit of the video.

“And YOUUUU would—you would HIIIIDE away, and find your piece of mine! No, no, peace of mind! Silly Freya! Silly billy Freya goose!”

“‘We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together,’” Kellie breathes.

And though this technically breaks the pattern—it’s the song title, not the next lyrics—it completes the coded message. Throat dry, I at last verbalize my theory.

“On my first day on the Philomela, when I went on that tour of the crew area by myself, I noticed that one of the walk-in freezers had an OUT OF ORDER sign on it. And then at the beach picnic, Chef Mateo was complaining about Petros stealing food from the kitchen. Kellie, think about what I overheard that first night. ‘The most important thing is that she disappears.’ We assumed that meant murdered. But maybe it literally just meant disappeared. Not there.”

“No body, no crime,” Kellie says. She sounds almost scared now.

“No body, no crime. Freya was blacked out that night. What if Mac went into her cabin, put her in the suitcase, brought her below deck, and locked her in the walk-in freezer? He was the one stealing the food, not Petros, because he was giving it to Freya. He even deleted the video I took of the freezer off my phone, so I wouldn’t have evidence of the OUT OF ORDER sign. I think Mac and Seb kept Freya trapped in that walk-in freezer until this afternoon. Somehow they managed to force her to show her face at the board meeting and keep quiet about what happened to her so that the IPO could go ahead. But when I said the thing about her bracelets, she took her chance, hiding a message to me in plain sight. She was smart. She was so fucking smart.”

“But why, Mel? Why do all this? It made sense when we thought Seb killed Freya to cover up his affair. But why just kidnap her for two days and then let her out?”

And even though I’ve been conversing in my head with Ari pretty much nonstop since she died, even though she came to me in a NyQuil-laced dream and cracked this case wide open, I don’t know that I ever have fully, truly believed that she’s still actually involved. That she’s hovering over us all like the puppet master in the “Bye Bye Bye” music video, making us dance, pulling the strings.

But in this moment, I’m willing to consider it. Because with a ding Kellie and I both receive the same text on opposite sides of the Atlantic. A text from Bobby Simmons, vice president of human resources, in the Sherlock Hoes group chat.


I’ve analyzed subscriber data for several quarters and beyond a shadow of a doubt the road show materials are intentionally misleading. From what I can tell, SWFT’s actual current subscriber count is 20 percent of what they’re claiming it is, and that’s generous. I don’t know where they’re getting their money from, but it’s not from paid subscribers. It’s all bullshit.



Kellie and I each read the text and then meet each other’s eyes. Kellie looks terrified, but my mind feels like it’s on fire.

“Freya was acting distant the last couple months,” I think out loud.

“Mel—” Kellie starts, but I cut her off.

“And then she wanted to have lunch with Mads, saying she had to tell her something, but canceled last minute. She said, ‘I talked to him. It’s all fine.’ We thought she was talking about Seb cheating on her with Dana. But what if Freya didn’t know what SWFT was doing, didn’t know about the fraud, and she figured it out somehow? And then she talked to Seb about it, and inadvertently set this whole insane plan in motion?”

“Mel. You need to cool it,” Kellie commands, mom voice in full effect, but there’s a shakiness underneath. “This shit is getting too real, okay? This is not your problem. You’ve already put yourself too much at risk. It’s not worth it.”

I’m barely listening to her. “Maybe we’ve been going about this all wrong, Kellie. Maybe what’s happening here isn’t that Seb kidnapped Freya and he’s doing something shady with the company…”

“Drop it, Mel. Drop it. Let it go. Do not look into this anymore. You don’t know what these people are capable of.”

“Maybe what’s happening here is that Seb kidnapped Freya because he’s doing something shady with the company.”

My theory has unfurled its wingspan as wide as an eagle’s. It crouches for a moment, round eyes scanning the horizon, and then in a glorious explosion of feathers it takes flight.

“And now… now that the IPO has gone through, she’s no use to him anymore,” I say. “Now she’s dead in the water. Unless I help her.”

Kellie is in full panic mode now, screaming into her phone.

“Mel. Listen to me. Do not leave that cabin. Do not. I swear to fucking God, if you die I will kill you. Mel. Mel. Do you hear me? Do you—”

I hear her, and then I don’t. Because the Wi-Fi has gone out.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

FROM THE AGES OF EIGHT to twenty Ari and I spent every summer at Camp Tavas, a Jewish sleepaway camp nestled in the golden hills of Simi Valley. The words I would use to describe it are hot, dusty, and debilitatingly horny.

Campers slept in bunks scattered around a dried-up creek bed, girls on one side of the creek, boys on the other. A wooden bridge connected the two halves. Every summer our counselors would drill into us the importance of never, ever crossing that bridge after the sun went down. Rattlesnakes lurked, as did Pennywise, and perhaps also our parents.

“I will not cross over to the boys’ side,” they would say to us at the beginning of each summer.

“I will not cross over to the boys’ side,” we’d repeat in unison.

It was all a farce, of course. That bridge was more trafficked after nightfall than the 405 during rush hour, by campers and counselors alike. I truly can’t emphasize the horniness enough.

The summer after seventh grade was the gateway year. Suddenly my bunkmates were no longer full-cheeked children interested in nothing more than a good old-fashioned game of BS on the field during free time. Now they were all sex-wise Jessica Rabbit types, rolling down their shorts, shoving up their push-up bras, and running their tongues suggestively across their clear plastic braces. They had boys on the brain. They had crossing that bridge on the brain.

I did not have crossing that bridge on the brain. Reasons included: My sexuality was something I had yet to come to terms with, distant parenting had left me terrified of doing anything to push them further away, and at that time in my life I genuinely valued sleep. So every time Ari and the other sexually advanced girls in our bunk would change into all-black outfits and slink off into the shadows like some sort of pre-teen Navy SEAL squadron, I would stay back at the cabin, deep in sleep, dreaming of a day when a less heteronormative framework would become accessible to me. Or, more likely, dreaming of Shrek 2, which I had recently seen.

Ari always felt bad that she was leaving me behind.

“Are you sure you don’t care that I go without you?” she’d often ask.

I didn’t really, although I did feel that general scourge of preteen consciousness: uncool. I felt like a prude spinster at the ripe old age of thirteen. But this was never motivating enough to get me to do anything about it.

Until one night it was. Ari later loved to claim it was because there was a full moon that night and it caused me to transform into my impulsive, devious alter ego. She’d named that alter ego Midnight Mel.

“Here comes Midnight Mel!” she’d holler on a night out when I’d had one too many drinks and suddenly felt like it was a good idea to rearrange the letters on a bar sign or touch a man’s toupee. “She’s out of the cage!”

And maybe that’s what happened on that hot summer night. Maybe it was a cosmic phenomenon that spurred me into suiting up and sneaking out. Or maybe I was just tapping into a part of my personality that was always there but rarely given the reins. The compulsion to reach toward a hot pan, pick at a scab, drive a little too fast. The desire to fuck around, and find out.

We didn’t even make it to the bridge that night. The girls’ bunks were laid out on a flat, dusty clearing, and we’d skirted the tree line, crouching in the brush as we inched toward the creek in the moonlit darkness. But despite the vibes, Navy SEALs we were not, so about forty seconds in one of the other girls thought a stick was a snake and shrieked like she had been stabbed. Across the clearing, the flashlight beams of the counselors on guard duty started bouncing toward us.

The other girls flipped out, tittering and moaning like we were all about to be executed on sight. For my part, I should have been losing my mind, too: Of course the one time I decided to sneak out, I was going to get caught. I had visions of my parents being summoned from their separate houses to the camp director’s office, of an unbearably silent and tense car ride home.

But instead, I… activated. It’s the only word for it.

“Be quiet!” I’d commanded, and instantly everyone stopped talking. These cool girls, the ones so intimidating I could barely produce speech around them during the day, were suddenly staring at me like I was Napoleon about to lead them charging across the battlefield. “Follow me.”

I’d led them up into the wooded hillside. The girls fell into a single-file line behind me, and we half-crawled across spiky, shrubby ground, weaving around massive manzanita bushes, silent and serious, as if our lives genuinely depended on it. I could feel everyone’s terrified eyes on me, but I felt no pressure. I only felt a reckless giddiness, an assured boldness. I was Alexa Vega in Spy Kids; I was Kim Possible. I was Midnight Mel.

Under my direction we made it back to the cabin without getting caught. Two days later, pus-filled poison oak rashes sprouted all over our bodies, but it didn’t matter. I had become legend.

In the following years, Midnight Mel appeared whenever Ari and I needed her most—whipping out a surprisingly good Québécois accent to back up an elaborate nightclub fib about being a French Canadian pop star; sweet-talking her way into better seats at the Formation World Tour at the Rose Bowl; providing cover for Ari as she peed behind a Honda Civic during an ill-advised trip to Chicago for St. Patrick’s Day. But after Ari died, I was sure that my alter ego was gone for good. I was too damaged, too dull, for carefree escapades. Those required levity and I was as heavy as a boulder.

However, when I really think about it, I wonder if Midnight Mel’s fingerprints haven’t been plastered all over the Freya affair from the very start. After all, whose voice was it that whispered in my ear, encouraging me to follow Mac through the winding streets of Old Town Chania? Whose hand guided mine to silently push open the door of Seb’s cabin? Perhaps Midnight Mel has been patiently waiting in the shadows all this time and this week she’s finally stepped back into the spotlight.

Kellie’s voice is gone but her warning still reverberates through the quiet cabin as insistently as a church bell.

Do not leave that cabin. Do not.

And I shouldn’t. I know I shouldn’t. I have waded into waters far more treacherous than I could have ever imagined. I should take another NyQuil, get through this night, and then get the hell off this boat.

I should. I really should.

But the thing is, the moon’s full.
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I suit up quickly. In a callback to that other nocturnal mission long ago, I change from my gold party dress into a black T-shirt and black leggings. I’m prepared to do a HIIT class, or cross the bridge to the boys’ side, or solve a mystery.

And I have solved this mystery, haven’t I? Or at least enough of it to reach critical mass. There are still things that nag at me, still pieces of this puzzle that don’t quite fit. Who pushed me into traffic in Chania? Why did Lisa Barlow look familiar to me when I saw her on the Agios Nikolaos promenade? How was Seb able to coerce Freya into coming to the board meeting and party and keeping quiet about what happened to her? And that worm of doubt still squirms in my gray matter, trying to tell me something.

But now is not the time to let perfect get in the way of good, as the life coaches and Instagram therapists say. I may only have the broad strokes, but even those are enough to paint a dark and sinister picture. And now Freya is toast, unless I do something about it.

If I’m not already too late.

Nerves taut, I step into the hallway. It’s silent out here, no signs or sounds of human life, the SWFT board and other party guests long since whisked back to dry land. The lighting is dim like a plane during a red-eye flight, giving everything a dreamlike quality.

In this haze, I’m reminded of the helplessness I felt in my dream while doom circled Ari, desperate to warn her but rooted to the spot. And though I can move now, that same frantic feeling is reigniting in my veins. What if I am too late? What if while I was deep in NyQuil-induced sleep, dead to the world, Freya was being taken from the world, too?

I speed up, my heart thrumming in my ears.

I take the stairs two at a time and then pick my way through the dimly lit main deck salon. Cocktail napkins and highball glasses lie scattered across the carpet like fallen soldiers on the battlefield. It’s an eerie scene, like I’ve woken up on a ghost ship, like I’m the only warm body left aboard the Philomela.

Outside the wind prods and tugs at me like it’s trying to get my attention. The night sky is a dense tapestry of stars, and at its center the full moon glows, an unblinking eye tracking my progress. All around the ship the inky sea whispers and murmurs to itself. I slip down the port side of the boat, feeling along the wall for the access door to the crew area. Finding it, I pull it open and then step inside the pitch-black staircase.

My breathing suddenly seems loud and ragged in the stuffy darkness. I feel along the wall until I come to a light switch, and I’m about to flick it on, but then I hesitate. If someone is down there with Freya, I don’t want them to know I’m coming. Instead, I unlock my phone. I check again to see if the Wi-Fi is back up, but no dice. Anxiety twists my intestines. We’re all alone out here.

Shoving my fear aside, I hold my phone up in front of me so that the light from the home screen casts the stairwell in a dim glow. Shadows lurk on the other side.

One hand holding my phone aloft, the other tight around the metal banister, I start spiraling downward. Around me the boat creaks and shifts, making me feel like I’m descending into the belly of a living creature. My breathing gets shallower and shallower with every step, until I find myself panting like a dog.

It’s like my body knows what my mind has not yet fully processed: This is real. These last two days I’ve known something was wrong. I’ve sort of put myself in danger. But as I reach the bottom of the staircase, the thrum of the engine pulsing through the air, I see now that I was just playing pretend. Because right now, senses heightened, nose quivering, I feel more animal than human. There is real danger lurking, and my prehistoric defense mechanisms are awakening to the threat.

But still I keep going. Midnight Mel keeps going.

I step into the dark hallway. The engine throbs like a mechanical heart. I point my phone straight in front of me, and it casts a circle of murky light a few feet ahead, illuminating the low ceiling, white walls, and linoleum floor of the hallway. The price of this visibility is steep. My eyes can’t adjust to the darkness beyond the reach of my phone light, so each step forward is a leap of faith in miniature, a sightless foray into the breach.

I creep forward, my whole being poised for flight. Each soft step I take sounds like a gunshot. My phone reveals another inch of the hallway, then another, then another.

And then the light catches something silver, and I breathe in sharply through my nose. It’s the walk-in freezers. On the one with the OUT OF ORDER sign, there’s something that wasn’t there when I first came down here.

A combination lock.

It’s like every nerve ending in my body fires at once. Caution discarded, I sprint to the freezer and grab the lock in my hands. I shake it, expecting it to be locked, but to my surprise it comes loose.

Which could be a good sign. Or a very, very bad sign.

Hands clumsy with adrenaline, I slip off the lock, tuck it into the waistband of my leggings, and then pull open the door. I power on my full phone flashlight and step inside the freezer.

The first thing that hits me is the smell. The power has obviously been cut to the freezer, so inside it is muggy and warm. The hot air stinks of sweat, stale breath, and urine, like a Porta Potty on the last day of Coachella. Gagging, I cover my mouth and nose with one hand, using the other to illuminate the depths of the freezer with my flashlight.

I almost drop my phone.

Because while it is immediately obvious that Freya is not here, it’s also immediately obvious that Freya was here. The floor is littered with banana peels and empty chip bags and crumpled-up plastic water bottles. In the far corner sits a gray bucket, and after a half second of confusion, my brain puts together what it’s for and I gag again. And then the light reveals another glint of silver, and my blood runs cold.

Dangling from one of the metal shelving units inside the freezer is a pair of handcuffs.

I stagger backward, horror surging up my throat like vomit. I have a sudden vision of the friendship bracelets choking Freya’s wrists at the party, and their true purpose hits me like a battering ram.

They were to hide the bruises.

No no no no no. This is too big, too wrong, too fucked up. I want to get off this ride. I want to go back in time and book a vacation to Austin, to Antarctica, to fucking Arrakis, anywhere but here. I have been hurtling toward this truth for days now, have spent every waking minute trying to figure this thing out, but now that I have, now that I’ve touched the hot pan, I want out.

It was one thing to conceptualize this intellectually, to sketch out silly theories with Kellie over the phone. They trapped Freya in the freezer! They faked the moon landing! But now this isn’t silly, and these aren’t theories. Suddenly Kellie’s warnings from earlier have taken on the pulsing, urgent quality of a fire alarm. I am in actual danger; this is an actual crime scene.

Because this whole time, this whole time, Freya was in here. While I was gallivanting around Chania and interrogating people at the beach picnic and kissing Abby and breaking into Vish’s laptop—Freya was in here. To know all that, really know it, feels like swallowing a poison for which there is no antidote. At long last my snake has gotten to the bottom of the shower drain, and what it’s found there is vile beyond description.

And it’s all for nothing. Because I’m too late. Freya’s gone.

Midnight Mel has vanished, leaving behind the real Mel in her place. The Mel who’s been treading water since April of 2023 and doesn’t know how much longer she can keep it up.

Ari. Freya. Mel. All of us Gone Girls in our own rights. All of us passengers aboard a ghost ship to nowhere, disappearing over the edge of the horizon. I’m filled with a profound sense of mourning, a keening cry as shrill as a seabird’s wail. I can feel the sea underneath my feet, can feel it all around, and I am powerless in the face of that vastness. I turn off the flashlight on my phone. I don’t want to see anymore. I’ve seen more than enough.

I don’t hear him coming until it’s too late.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

STEEL HANDS RAM ME FROM behind, shoving me into one of the shelving units in the freezer. My shoulder slams against the metal frame, and I crumple to the floor, gasping. Hot, dizzying pain obliterates my consciousness. Up is down is sight is smell is pain is pain is pain.

I hear the door of the freezer slam shut. For a second I think he’s trapped me in here by myself, but then I hear the low pants of his breathing. The animalistic menace of his presence fills the air like a toxic gas. Still delirious with pain, I grab onto the shelves and claw myself to my feet, my left shoulder howling every time I lift my arm. Unsteady, I turn, trying to make out my assailant in the darkness, but I see nothing, only black.

Then the darkness moves.

Before I can scream a calloused hand clamps itself over my mouth and I’m slammed back toward the shelving unit again. This time my head clashes against hard metal and the world cuts out.

I come to with a gasp, but the gasp can’t travel far. Iron claws are clamped around my neck, squeezing hard. Frantic, I scratch at his hands and writhe back and forth, trying to shake loose, but his grip is like stone. I can’t catch one breath, then another, then another. I’m making strange, horrible sounds, gurgling and gagging like a teething baby. Desperation mounting, I dig my nails into his hands, trying to pry them apart. But it’s like scratching at a glacier. It barely leaves a dent.

My assailant is now close enough to me that I can make out the broad strokes of his face in the darkness, and even though I can’t see them clearly I know he’s staring at me murderously with those eyes that are as blue as the Aegean, as blue as the Bravo logo. Mac isn’t smiling now.

I knew it! shouts a far-off brain cell. I knew he was a bad guy! I was right! But I feel no satisfaction, only panic. Blood screams in my temples, the seams of my lungs are seconds from rupturing. Tears leak from my strained, bulging eyes. I kick out, I flail, I claw at his wrists, but it’s like trying to fight the tide.

The darkness is coming for me now, I can sense it. The stage lights are growing dim. My fingers go slack around his wrists as essential parts of myself start seeping away like helium leaking out of a punctured balloon.

It is quiet, the darkness. Peaceful even, in its own way. A silent dive beneath the water line. I let my hands drop.

SING!

The voice rings out as loudly in my mind as if someone’s installed a Sonos surround sound system in this freezer.

Ari? I reply, but it’s halfhearted. I am disappearing part by part, piece by piece.

NO IT’S NOT FUCKING ARI. WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING, MEL? SING!

… Kellie?

Mac drives his thumbs deeper into my throat, and my vision cuts out. I am moments away, seconds, from this all being over.

OBVIOUSLY IT’S KELLIE. COME ON, MEL! PUT UP A FIGHT! SING! SING! SING!

In the last operating cells of my oxygen-starved brain, a light flickers. Sing. That reminds me of something, something from a long time ago. I can sense the memory floating behind me, shimmering and opaque, but I’d need to turn around to see it fully. In front of me the darkness beckons, promising permanent, empty oblivion.

SING. SING. SING. SING. SING.

And then suddenly I remember. It was 2001. I was at Ari’s mom’s house for a sleepover and the terrifying Kellie had stormed into the living room brandishing the copy of Miss Congeniality that she’d just procured from Blockbuster.

“We’re watching this!” she’d bellowed.

Miss Congeniality was rated PG-13 and therefore a hard no by the laws of the Hoffman household. But I was no longer in the Hoffman household, I was in Kellie’s world, and hers was not a benign dictatorship. So I didn’t make a peep and I watched the movie.

As a dirndl-clad Sandra Bullock beat the shit out of Benjamin Bratt on that pageant stage, Kellie turned to us, her face deadly serious.

“You guys need to remember this for life,” she’d commanded, Ari and I sitting at wide-eyed attention. “S-I-N-G. Solar plexus, instep, nose, groin. There are a lot of scary people out there, and you need to know how to fight them, okay? Repeat after me: Solar plexus. Instep. Nose. Groin.”

At the time I couldn’t conceive of there being a scarier person in the world than the aggressive preteen currently barking orders at me, but Ari and I repeated after her dutifully nonetheless.

“Solar plexus. Instep. Nose. Groin.”

“Good.” Kellie nodded, satisfied. “Now promise me you’ll never be weak-ass little bitches if you ever get in a fight.”

“We promise,” Ari and I said in unison. I had never heard the expression weak-ass little bitches before, but I was pretty sure I got the gist.

Am I being a weak-ass little bitch right now? I ask with the last little bit of brain processing power I have left.

YOU DEFINITELY FUCKING ARE! Kellie screams. AND YOU PROMISED ME YOU WOULDN’T BE! YOU PROMISED!

She has a point. I did promise.

With what feels like superhuman effort, I bring myself back into my body. Instantly I want to fade away again. It’s horrible here, a torture chamber. Panic races white-hot through my veins. My lungs howl and my throat feels like it’s collapsing in on itself. But I force myself to stay present, to stay conscious. To think.

Solar plexus. Stomach, for the layperson. If Mac is close enough to choke me, that means he’s close enough to punch in the stomach. And so I punch him in the fucking stomach.

It’s not a hard punch. I think it surprises him more than anything. But for a brief second his grip around my neck loosens, and that brief second is all I need.

Instep. I slam my foot down on his, and in the darkness I make out the whites of his eyes widening in pain. His grip grows even slacker around my throat, and I seize my opportunity, ducking down out of his grasp.

I careen to the other side of the freezer. Oxygen floods my lungs, and I take heaving gasps of air, tears of relief streaming down my cheeks. But my respite is short, because behind me I can hear Mac rushing toward me again. I whirl around, making out his dark form in the murk, and ram upward with my palm, hoping to make contact with his—

Nose. There’s a satisfying crack and hot liquid spurts down my wrist. The iron tang of blood fills my nostrils. Mac lets out a furious howl.

“You bitch!” he shrieks.

A bitch, maybe, but a weak-ass little bitch? I don’t think so. And it’s time for my closer:

Groin. With grim efficiency I plant my left foot and swing a driving kick upward with my right. I make brutal contact between his legs. Mac wheezes and doubles over, collapsing onto the floor of the freezer. Without sparing a second, I start hobbling toward the doorway. My whole body is a landscape of pain—my throat burns, my head throbs, my left arm feels totally numb from where it crashed into the shelves—but I drive forward regardless. I can hear Mac getting to his feet behind me, and I take the last half foot at a sprint. I fling open the door and slam it closed behind me. Instantly, the handle starts twisting, and it takes all my strength to keep it closed.

“You’re too late!” Mac shouts from the other side. “I already took her to the fortress! He’s going to her now!”

Grunting and sweating from the effort, I keep my right hand on the twitching refrigerator handle and force the whole weight of my body against the door to keep it shut. I reach my numb arm into the waistband of my leggings and then pull out the combination lock with fumbling, sausage-like fingers. My hands are trembling so badly I almost drop the lock, but with supreme effort I manage to fit it on the door and then force it closed.

I pull my hands back, barely daring to breathe. The handle shakes so hard it seems like it’s about to fall off but the lock holds.

I stagger backward until my back collides with the opposite wall. I feel broken and bruised, like I’ve been crushed under a monster truck. I put my hand up to my throat and wince as my fingers graze the tender flesh. I was so close to being gone. I stood on the precipice. Now that I’m out of imminent danger, the true terror of that nearly takes my breath away all over again.

But I was right. I was right about Freya being kept in the freezer. I was right about Mac being Seb’s accomplice. What else was I right about?

“Mel?”

I gasp and turn, my vision momentarily clouded by bright white light. I shield my eyes, gearing up for another fight, but when the speaker lowers his flashlight, and his face comes into view, my whole body sags with relief.

“Ollie,” I breathe, voice raspy. “Oh my God. You scared the shit out of me.”

His eyes are traveling over my bloodied hands, my wild hair, my mottled throat. “What the—What are you doing down here? What’s happened to you?”

“It was Mac,” I say. “Ollie… He and Seb were keeping Freya trapped in that freezer this whole time. He found me in there and then almost killed me. I locked him in.”

Ollie looks like he’s having trouble keeping up. “So he’s in there? Right now?”

I wave him away. Now that my adrenaline from the fight is fading, a new sense of urgency is flaring to life.

You’re too late. I already took her to the fortress. He’s going to her now.

“Yes, he’s in there, but that’s not what matters right now. Freya is in danger. She doesn’t have a lot of time left. We have to help her.”

“In danger? How? Where?”

The fortress. I remember what Abby told me at the picnic yesterday.

“Mac took her to Gramvousa Island. I think Seb’s on his way there now to kill her, if she’s not dead already. Dude, we have to go wake up Captain MacPherson! He has to go call the Coast Guard, or the National Guard, a fucking crossing guard, whatever the hell it takes.”

I start limping down the hallway toward the captain’s quarters, but Ollie hurries in front of me, cutting me off.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” he whispers, wrenching his hands through his messy hair so forcefully he seems to be about to rip it out at the follicles. “Hold on, hold on. I’m just trying to wrap my mind around all this. You’re saying a crew member—Mac, was it?—kept Freya locked in that freezer for two days? Well, he couldn’t have done that alone, could he? What if… what if the whole crew is in on it, or something? Christ, my head is spinning. This feels like a bloody Agatha Christie. We can’t trust anyone on this ship.”

I hesitate. I have trouble believing that the entire crew of the Philomela cooked up some vast conspiracy to kill Freya, Murder on the Orient Express–style. I can picture Mac committing murder, obviously, and Heloise it goes without saying, but certainly not Jasmine the Gen Z steward. And not Abby. Never Abby.

But while I’ve figured much of this out, I know there are still dark corners to this thing that I haven’t yet illuminated. So maybe Ollie has a point. Maybe it’s better to be safe than sorry.

“You said he’s on his way there now?” Ollie presses. He juts out his lower teeth, looking like he’s thinking, then seems to come to a decision. “It has to be you and me, then. It’s the only way.”

He reaches out and grabs my arm. I wince as his fingers graze a fresh bruise, but his grip stays firm.

“Come on. I’m sure Seb took the tender, but I know where they keep a little boat. I can row us to the island. It’s not far.”

I chew my lip, waffling, but every second I waste is another second shaved off Freya’s life expectancy. I nod.

“Okay. Take me to the boat. Let’s go.”
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We skim across the moonlit sea, the oars swishing and glugging gently as they dip in and out of the water. Ollie is surprisingly strong. His typical bashful, deferential posture has slipped off like a mask, leaving behind a straight back and muscled arms. He hinges forward and backward gracefully, hands tight around the oar handles, biceps and triceps bulging. Despite the terrifying brush with death I just had, I feel myself relaxing slightly. Freya’s life obviously still hangs in the balance up ahead, but it is a relief to finally not be doing this all on my own.

“You’re really good at rowing,” I observe. I’m facing backward, and over Ollie’s shoulder I can see the dark mass of the Philomela growing smaller and smaller behind him.

“I’ve done it all my life,” he says, barely a hint of breathlessness in his voice.

That wasn’t in the dossier. “Really? Did you row at Oxford with Seb?”

He shakes his head. I can’t make out his eyes in the darkness. “Didn’t have time for all that. Too focused on my studies.”

I’m starting to get a bit nauseous from facing backward so I shift on the bench until I’m facing the front of the boat. Gramvousa is a dark blot against the stars, shadowy and menacing. I dig my nails into the bench. Even if we do get to the island in time, how will we be able to find Freya?

“So how did you work it all out, then?” Ollie says behind me, making me jump. I can’t see him anymore, and despite the physical exertion he’s doing I can hardly hear him breathing. It creates the eerie sensation that he’s not even there.

“Just by being a maniac, I guess.” I shrug.

“But how did you do it?” he presses. “How did you know Freya was down there?”

I briefly explain the Taylor Swift lyric situation, and behind me I hear him let out a strangled laugh.

“Bloody Taylor Fucking Swift,” he spits. His voice sounds harder than usual. “Right under Seb’s nose. What an utter cock. What an utter fucking imbecile.”

And the thing is, he has a point. Seb is… kind of an idiot. A dangerous idiot, sure, but an idiot nonetheless. I’m hit with a vision of him in his cabin with his limp boner, trying to get Dana to hide under the bed. Everything Kellie discovered about him in her research points to a hyper-privileged, hyper-confident dunce who regards himself as worthy of every accolade but is interested in doing none of the work to receive them. Delulu.

And yet somehow he managed to devise one of the most elaborate, convoluted plots I’ve ever come across, and this is coming from someone who’s seen every episode of Gossip Girl. He not only defrauded countless investors; he also managed to hide an entire human being on a crowded yacht for two days. From what I know of Seb, I fully believe he has the desire to pull off such a feat.

But what I haven’t considered until now is this: Does he have the ability?

And then at long last the dogged worm that’s been tunneling its way through my brain matter for the last eight hours finally bursts to the surface.

Voices.

There were voices that first night onboard. I overheard the conversation between Seb and Mac and then came back to my cabin, but before I went inside I heard voices coming through Dana’s door. I assumed she was watching something on her phone and then I forgot about it in all the hubbub of the next two days, but looking back now the sounds I heard were too deep to be coming from a phone. It was Dana’s voice, and a male voice. A male voice that, knowing what I know now, could only have belonged to Seb.

Suddenly I’m having trouble swallowing. Static is crackling in my ears.

If Seb was in Dana’s cabin… then he couldn’t possibly have been the person I overheard talking to Mac.

A song is hijacking my mental airwaves as if a drunk has commandeered the jukebox at a bar. It’s “We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together” by Taylor Swift. It hammers at the door, hammers at the door, hammers at the door, and at last I let it in. It skips straight to the verse Freya sang.

And you would hide away and find your peace of mind, with some indie record that’s much cooler than mine.

With some indie record that’s much cooler than mine.

With some indie record. Indie record. Indie record. Indie record.

I think of indie records. I think of disembodied hands holding up those indie records. I think of Chelsea goal celebrations. I think of family photos. One specific family photo. One specific family photo of a brother and sister with their arms around each other, the brother’s glasses reflecting the midday sun, the sister’s curly brown hair surrounding her shrewd face like a halo.

And suddenly it all makes sense. And suddenly I see that I have in fact been the delulu one.

There’s a gentle thud as the boat makes contact with the small cement dock protruding from the base of Gramvousa Island. The empty, empty dock. And I know why it’s empty, of course I know why, but still I can’t help myself from saying:

“The tender isn’t here. Seb isn’t here.”

And then I turn around and my heart seizes.

“Fuck,” I gasp.

“Quite,” Ollie agrees, his gun glinting in the moonlight.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

AT THE TOP OF GRAMVOUSA Island is a wide plateau ringed by the ruins of a Venetian stone fortress wall. In the center of that plateau is a small, partially collapsed stone church. Inside that church is the body of Freya Taverner.

It was an arduous climb up, a sinister replica of the wedding scene at the end of Mamma Mia! Moonlight at my front, Ollie’s gun at my back, the two of us scrambled up a punishing staircase of crumbling stone steps, scrub brush gnashing at our ankles. Ari once told me that facing death made her senses change, or rather made her relationship with her senses change. She could fixate for an entire afternoon on the feeling of warm sunlight glazing her hand or on the click of a car turn signal.

“Like I’m pregnant,” she’d explained. “Except the opposite.”

And on that climb up the spine of Gramvousa, I felt the same way: bowled over by the smell of salt and sage on the balmy night wind, overcome by the symphony of a thousand unseen insects buzzing and croaking in the darkness.

Only when you are on your way out of the world do you realize how stunning of a miracle it is to be in it.

When we’d finished our ascent, Ollie prodded me through the stone fortress entrance, across the rocky plateau, and into the church, a simple, slanted-roof structure with open archways instead of doors. Inside the floor was littered with giant blocks of fallen stone, and I stumbled over them in the darkness. It was only when Ollie illuminated the room with his flashlight that I saw the body in the corner.

“Freya,” I’d exclaimed when I saw her, part question, part answer.

I can’t take my eyes off her now. She is wearing the same pink feathered minidress from the party and is slumped against the wall like a crash test dummy. Her wrists and ankles are bound, her lank blond hair draped across her face like the girl from The Ring. She looks like something that’s been discarded, just another piece of rubble scattered on the dusty floor.

Freya. Dead. Freya. Dead. Freya. Dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead.

I feel like a car that’s run out of road. Was it always going to turn out like this? When Vish called me on that hot, lonely night, had the universe already decided that I’d end up here, looking at this dead girl, yet another dead girl? Loss after loss after loss. I am as hollow as a scooped-out bagel.

“Have a seat,” Ollie says politely, gesturing at the floor next to Freya’s body with his gun.

I follow his instructions robotically, sliding down the wall next to what was once Freya. I stare at the gun. To my surprise I feel no fear, only a profound exhaustion.

“Such a bummer, isn’t it, Mel?” Ollie sighs. “I really liked you, actually. That’s the mad thing. But. What can you do?”

What can you do? It’s a fair question. I certainly tried everything. I got out of bed. I went to work. I smiled at people. I went on vacation. I solved a criminal conspiracy. And yet here I am all the same, looking at the lifeless form of another girl I could not save. And I am so, so tired.

“Truly, I’d feel just awful if you thought there was anything personal about this, because hand to God, there isn’t. If anything, this only complicates matters. But I’ve thought it through, and, well. One can only move forward.”

Except I’m done moving forward. What’s the last stage of grief? Acceptance. Here, on top of this island in the middle of the sea, the thing I’ve been running from has finally caught up with me and I’m throwing in the towel. It’s The End.

“So,” Ollie concludes, pointing the gun at my forehead, “while I’d love to chat, I must wrap things up. I’ve got quite a lot on. You understand.”

I do understand. I close my eyes. Jessica Simpson’s net worth is waiting for me on the backs of my eyelids.

I’m coming for you, Ari, I think.

But then I hear it. A little hiccup, like a baby in sleep. It was so faint it could have just been the wind.

Then it happens again.

I open my eyelids a crack and shift my gaze to my left. Freya is still, so still. But then I see the sheet of hair that’s covering her mouth float up a centimeter, then settle back down again.

She’s breathing.

Freya. Alive. Freya. Alive. Freya. Alive alive alive alive alive alive alive alive.

Oh.

The first place my mind goes is to Ari, because that is where my mind always goes. But I also think of Vish. I think of Vish, and Kellie, and Haeyoon, and HR professional Bobby Fucking Simmons. I think of Abby and all the little tattoos dotting her lean arms. I think of my parents. I think of my seventy-five-year-old downstairs neighbor, Cecilia, who teaches Spanish at SMC. I think of Randy, the security guard at work. I think of the indomitable Countess Luann and all the other kooky, one-of-a-kind televised women who got me through the worst year of my life.

I think of Freya, who is lying beside me on this hard, dusty floor. A Girl who is not yet Gone. A girl who I, Melanie Hoffman, can still save. A girl who I can only save if I’m alive.

So many things I need to be alive in order to do. So many people I need to be alive in order to love.

Perhaps this car hasn’t run out of road after all. Perhaps it’s just a matter of clearing a new path. A matter of not running away from something, but running toward something instead.

I look at the gun, at the solid menace of Ollie’s stance, at the infinitesimal space between his finger and the trigger.

Fuck, I think. Now I actually have to figure out a way out of this.

You got this, Mel, Ari says. We’ve watched this scene a bajillion times. We know how this goes. All you have to do is buy time until the CIA is able to get there.

I’m pretty sure this isn’t on the CIA’s radar.

The CIA is a METAPHOR. You can be your own CIA. You just need to keep him talking until you can think of something.

How do I keep him talking? You don’t point guns at people you want to chat with.

Is that even a question? You know how. You’ve ALWAYS known how. You’ve been preparing for this your whole goddamn life.

I have?

Of course you have. Listen. I need you to visualize this for me. You’re not in that church. You’re not in Greece. You’re on a soundstage in New York City. You’re mic’d up and the cameras are about to roll. To your left are four of the loudest, vainest, most delusional women on Earth. The ones to your right are even worse. They’re drunk, they hate each other, and at least half of them have made a fashion choice they’ll regret sooner rather than later. You’ve got your cue cards. You’ve got your receipts. And you are about to get these bitches to TALK.

I almost want to laugh.

Oh, Ari. Brilliant, brilliant Ari. Of course.

It is all so clear to me now. All those hours spent watching Bravo reunions over the years? I was no basic, passive viewer. No, I was a student. A student in the dangerous, delicate art of getting a bunch of rich entitled people to spill their fucking guts.

So now there is only one thing to do.

It’s time to channel Andy Cohen. It’s time to Watch What Happens Live.

“So,” I say, looking Ollie dead in the eye. “Stephanie from Boise wants to know—how long have you been lying about SWFT’s subscriber numbers?”

“What?” Ollie blinks.

I can see I’ve thrown him, and I press my advantage, however slight.

“Stephanie from Boise wants to know how long you’ve been lying about SWFT’s subscriber numbers,” I repeat, but to my dismay whatever confusion I’d momentarily caused seems to have faded.

“I’m afraid I don’t know a Stephanie and I’ve never had the pleasure of visiting Boise,” Ollie says apologetically. I hear a clicking sound I’ve only ever heard in movies as he turns off the gun’s safety. “So. There’s an easy way and a hard way to do this next bit, and since you’re quite bright, I imagine you can guess what the hard way entails.”

“There’s been a lot of talk about how the IPO road show materials purposely left out subscriber retention rates,” I press on, my voice sounding far away through the terrified churning of blood in my ears. “Was that Seb’s doing, or…”

Ollie laughs out loud, jerking the gun involuntarily, and my intestines nearly liquefy. “Seb? Doing? You’ve got yourself an oxymoron there, emphasis on the moron. Now, I’m so sorry to be rude, but I really do have to get on with it.”

With his free hand he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small plastic baggie. He tosses it on the ground next to me. Up close I see that it contains two small round white pills. This is the easy way, it seems. How he plans on finishing off Freya and me.

“Good thing I had Mac buy one extra from that sordid vape shop, eh? Which, by the way, apologies for that rough stuff in the street yesterday. I was feeling a bit naughty, I’m afraid.” I remember the imprint of strong hands on my back, feel the shred of skin against asphalt. Of course. It was Ollie. It was Ollie who pushed me into traffic.

“Now, chop-chop! We’ve got a picture to paint of two fragile girls who partied a little too hard and decided to take an ill-fated trip to a dangerous island. Bottoms up!”

He gestures at the baggie with his gun, and I know that time is running out. Desperate, I rack my brain for a way out of this. He’s a fish, I just need to find the right bait to get him to bite.

“So Seb wasn’t the one who came up with the plan to artificially inflate the subscriber rates?” I persist, panic starting to leak through the edges of my voice.

“Of course he bloody wasn’t,” Ollie snaps. For the first time his saccharine politeness has slipped a bit. My fingers tingle. A bite. Now it’s about keeping him on the line. What Would Andy Do? How does he keep people talking?

By making the record so crooked people can’t help but try to set it straight.

“You know, a lot of people would look at all the evidence and say SWFT was a scam from the beginning,” I say.

Ollie’s eyes narrow.

“Well, with no due respect, those people haven’t the foggiest idea what the fuck they’re talking about.”

My heart skitters in my chest. He’s almost hooked. “So it’s not a scam?”

“Scam,” Ollie spits, and I know I’ve got him. “Like I’m the Artful Dodger scurrying around back alleyways trying to nick a shilling or two from an unsuspecting gentleman? No, SWFT is not a scam. SWFT is a game-changing, groundbreaking social e-commerce platform that has attracted the attention of Britain’s top investors in all sectors. Like any new business, it experienced growing pains, and as someone with the big picture in mind, I did what I had to do to assuage those pains. And you’ll notice I do say I, because Sebastian Cross-Patterson has the work ethic of a sloth on holiday.”

I keep my voice light, conversational. “When you say growing pains, you mean…”

“Operational costs outpacing profits, stagnant user acquisition, unfavorable macroeconomic headwinds.”

In English, please! I want to shout, but Andy’s greatest skill is that even as he’s driving the knife in your side, he’s smiling at your face.

“You mean the subscriber rate wasn’t what it needed to be?”

Ollie rolls his eyes. “In the crudest terms, yes. A few quarters in a row we were falling short of subscriber projections, and thus our flow of incoming revenue was… lackluster, you could say. So I suggested to Seb that we loosen our definition of what it meant to be a subscriber, and temporarily reallocate investor funds to account for the shortfall. As a new business, we were entitled to such reallocation. Our investors trusted us to do what was best with their money.”

Because they didn’t realize you were stealing it, I think. “But the subscriber rate never improved?” I ask instead.

Ollie scoffs, shaking his head and glaring off into the middle distance.

“No, it did not. Because those ungrateful, vapid influencer twats didn’t subscribe. But they loved our parties, didn’t they? Had no problem drinking our champers and snorting our cocaine and posing for photos with members of Little Mix Up or whatever the fuck they’re called. They didn’t want to spend on SWFT, but they loved when SWFT spent on them. Because listen, whatever anyone else will tell you about her, our Freya does know how to throw a party.”

He gestures at the limp body next to me with his gun, and a hot, searing bolt of anger rips through me. How generous of him, how decent, to compliment the person he’s spent the last few days torturing.

Also, justice for Little Mix.

Keep it together Mel, I think, forcing the anger to downgrade to a low simmer. The only way this works is if you stay calm.

“So why go public?” I ask with only the slightest grit in my teeth. “Why not keep buying yourself time until you could get the business straightened out? Why open yourself up to all that scrutiny?”

Ollie presses his lips together into a thin, sardonic smile.

“Why indeed? That was the same question I had when dear Sebastian came back from his snazzy CEO conference in Dubai and told me that he’d come up with the bright idea to put SWFT on the stock market. Oh, and let me know he’d already pitched the board on the prospect and they were all simply champing at the bit. I politely reminded Seb about our unorthodox business practices, but he was utterly unperturbed. It appeared he had simply convinced himself that we were actually a legitimate company.”

“Delulu,” I say before I can stop myself.

“What?” Ollie looks nonplussed.

“Nothing,” I say. “So you disagreed at first, but then you ended up getting behind the IPO?”

“I wasn’t left with much of a choice, was I? We couldn’t exactly say to the board, ‘Just kidding, we’re not going public anymore, please don’t ask why, and no you can’t have your money back because your money doesn’t exist anymore.’ And you know what? Going public was surprisingly easy. Turns out when your CEO’s family friend runs the accounting firm that does your audit, and your head of brand’s great-uncle is your underwriter, and your board is full of bloated aristocratic fuckwits who only have pound signs on the brain, you can get away with a hell of a lot. But I knew it would only be a matter of time before this bubble bursts, and I decided I’d rather not be here when it does. So. I did what I do best. I got to work.”

He’s got a glow about him now, like a kid showing off a science fair project.

“It was easy enough to go back and remove the evidence of my involvement in the subscriber number scheme. Seb does love taking credit for things. And while COO does have a nice ring to it, so does brave, selfless whistleblower.”

My jaw falls open. “You’re going to blow the lid on SWFT? And tank all your own shares in the process?”

He flutters his eyelashes in mock innocence.

“‘I had no idea what Sebastian was up to,’ Mr. Chamberlain told reporters. ‘I was heartbroken when I found out, but I could not stay silent. I had to bring the truth to light, no matter the personal cost.’ And yes, there will be personal cost, but there will be far more personal gain. Because when trading begins tomorrow, a shell corporation that I have absolutely nothing to do with whatsoever will short a significant number of SWFT shares. And then when the truth comes to light, well. The lucky soul who started that shell company will be very, very, very fucking rich. Freya and Seb came up with SWFT, fine, but they could never have dreamed of doing something like this. It’s a work of art.”

A work of art. Now it hits me. Now I understand. The artist has found his art at last. All of this—the lying and stealing, the murder and mayhem—just because this guy couldn’t stand that Freya and Seb were capable of something he wasn’t. He had to prove that he was smarter than them, better than them, more creative. I want to fucking throw up.

“It was a bloody good plan,” he asserts. “The perfect ending to the story of Oliver Chamberlain and SWFT.”

“Except,” I say, belly roiling with nausea.

“Except,” Ollie agrees, “for the Freya in the ointment.”

We both turn to look at her, bound and broken, blue veins showing through translucent skin. I remember what Mads told me. I talked to him.

“She came to you, didn’t she?” I ask, my fury rising. I clench my hands into fists to keep it from boiling over. “She found out about SWFT’s fraud and came to you. Because she trusted you.”

Ollie tuts. “Just her luck that she chose now to start paying attention to things other than teacup piglets and ayahuasca. You should have seen her, she was in a right state. Devastated that her darling Seb had gotten himself into such a spot of bother. Could I sort it? she wondered. Could I sort it. As if wide-scale corporate fraud was something that just needed a bit of a Hoover. Of course, I told her. But maybe we should keep it between us, you know, keep it all hush-hush until after we returned from the yacht trip? So that poor old Sebastian could have a last hurrah? And she agreed that was the decent thing to do. And then, well. I really had to work for my supper, didn’t I?”

He’s sparkling like fucking Edward Cullen in the sun. He’s so proud. Sour bile is burbling up my esophagus.

“I knew that sooner rather than later she’d have one too many Dom Percocet cocktails and give us all up. I needed to make the IPO happen quicker, and I needed to keep Freya contained, and what better place for both than a yacht in the middle of the Aegean? I convinced Seb it was his idea to go public on the boat, then had to work like the devil to lay the groundwork for our little IPOcean.”

“It’s a sea,” I mutter under my breath, but Ollie is so high on his own supply he doesn’t even hear me.

“And then we were off to the races. I knew once Freya heard about the IPO happening on the ship, she’d know something was up, but by then it was already too late. I crushed up some sleeping pills and put them in her champagne that first night—not that I even needed to, honestly—and then she was knocked out, dead to the world. I knew about Seb’s torrid affair, and I knew he wouldn’t pass up such a golden opportunity to sneak off to be with Dana. That gave my associate the freedom to transport Freya to a secure location.”

“You mean you had Mac the sociopathic deckhand put Freya’s unconscious body in a suitcase and then lock her in a walk-in freezer for two days,” I bite back, my talk show host veneer at last starting to crack.

“To-may-to, to-mah-to,” Ollie simpers. “And then—”

I know I should let him keep talking, but my rage can no longer be contained. I’m done letting this asshole have the front foot.

“And then Mac—who you met when you were a DJ and he was a bouncer at a London nightclub, by the way—went to Chania with Freya’s phone and passed it off to Lisa Barlow.”

Ollie looks taken aback. “Well—”

I ignore him, picking up steam. “And then she went around town pretending to be Freya, creating a social media narrative that she was off the boat getting wasted. Lisa Barlow was probably also texting Seb from Freya’s phone, too, wasn’t she? Saying she’d run away because she knew about the affair? That was why Seb was being so shady. Not because he’d killed Freya, but because he was cheating on her and he thought she’d found out. Jesus Christ.”

There is perhaps some version of the universe where I owe Seb an apology, but I think I’d prefer death.

Ollie is becoming a bit red in the face. “Now, how—”

I keep twisting the screws, Andy on the offensive. “You had her in that freezer the whole time, setting up a narrative that she was on a wild bender while you were drugging her and forcing her to pee in a fucking bucket. But somehow you managed to convince her to come out to the board meeting and the party. How’d you do that?”

But as soon as I ask the question, I know the answer. I remember the hunched-over old man from the party, eyes blinking like mad behind his glasses.

“Of course. Her great-uncle. He’s SWFT’s underwriter. Before the IPO goes through, he’s on the hook for all of SWFT’s shares. So if the truth came out before the IPO, he’d be ruined. You told Freya that, and she agreed to keep quiet to protect him.”

Ollie looks shell-shocked by my barrage of questions.

“Who the fuck,” he finally manages to sputter out, sounding utterly flustered, “is Lisa Barlow?”

And of course in real life Lisa Barlow is a fast-food-loving Real Housewife of Salt Lake City with a Cher-like middle part.

But in this particular situation, Lisa Barlow is the person who’s been impersonating Freya. She’s the woman I saw marching down the Agios Nikolaos boardwalk—after she’d been meeting with Ollie, I realize now, since he came to sit with Vish right after. She’s the recipient of Venmo payments for wigs and clothes and plane tickets. She’s a taskmaster who’s married to a minor lord. She’s in dozens of photos that have appeared on Ollie’s Instagram story, her arms wrapped around him. Because she is, of course, Ollie Chamberlain’s sister.

“What. The. Hell. Is going on here?”

The voice that echoes through the church is posh, polished, and professionally projected. The voice’s owner has luminous skin, cheekbones that could sand down a table, and a general milieu of disdain that seems to have been lifted wholesale from Emily Blunt’s character in The Devil Wears Prada. I’ve seen her before, obviously, but being in the same room as her for the first time feels as potent as a drug. I am simultaneously terrified of her and head over heels in love.

“Lisa,” I breathe out, at the same time as Ollie cries “Francesca!”

Whatever her name is, she looks furious. Like me, she’s dressed in all black, and her curly hair is smoothed back into a sensible and sophisticated ballerina bun. She’s holding a phone in a hot pink case with a long beaded chain attached to it. Freya’s phone, I realize. Lisa/Francesca surveys our strange scene with wide, outraged eyes and then marches over to Ollie.

“Who is she?” she hisses, flinging a perfectly manicured finger in my direction, and I actually flinch.

“That’s… Melanie,” Ollie says, still sounding a bit bamboozled. Francesca’s eyes get even wider.

“The nosy American from the boat? What’s she doing here? Need I remind you, we’re on a schedule, Oliver. I’ve done my bit. This phone is full of all the photos we need to show Freya having a drunken midnight jolly on Gramvousa. By now you should have given Freya one of those pills so we could drop her into the sea, but instead you’ve brought along some random Californian.” She spits it like a slur. “How the hell are we supposed to explain away two dead bodies?”

“I’ve got it handled!” Ollie sulks.

“Doesn’t bloody look like it, does it?”

The two siblings start bickering, and with their attention at least momentarily diverted, my mind kicks into overdrive. Need I remind you, we’re on a schedule, Oliver. That means that they’re running out of time, so they’re about to start getting desperate, and sloppy.

I run through what they’ve got going for them: a gun, a plan, clearly lethal drugs. I compare that to what my team brings to the table: me, a battered and bruised entertainment lawyer at the end of her rope, and Freya, an unconscious tied-up socialite with the bone density of a praying mantis. Not exactly the fairest of odds, but if there’s even the slightest chance of wobbling on their end, I need to seize it.

Priorities: Waking up Freya. Getting that gun away from Ollie. Getting the hell out of here.

So now it’s time to bring this reunion to a close.

“It’s not going to work!” I cry.

The siblings stop mid-conversation and both turn to look at me.

“What?” Francesca says, but I don’t look at her, I look right at Ollie.

“Your plan,” I say to him. “It’s not gonna work. What, you’re going to try to make it look like Freya and I rowed over here in the dark, did some drugs, and then drowned? Even if people buy that, how are you getting back to the Philomela?”

Ollie sniffs. “Francesca will take me back in her own boat. She’s a very strong rower.”

Does every posh person know how to row?

Francesca gapes at her brother. “I’m sorry, why are you explaining things to this person? Are we in some sort of film I’m not aware of?”

“But this is all so messy,” I push on, ignoring her. “You’re talking about killing not one person, but two. Plus your whole… keep Freya in a freezer, have your sister be a catfish thing. So many loose ends. So many ways you could get caught. You’re already a billionaire. Is it worth it?”

“Oliver—” Francesca starts, but Ollie cuts her off, looking livid, and I know that my fish is well and truly hooked.

“Of course it’s worth it,” he barks. “I have had enough of living in the shadow of a pair of imbeciles who happened to come up with one good idea one time. I am the one who puts in the work, I am the one who is clever, and it is time that I get what I deserve. And you… you understand, don’t you? Your friend! The one you told me about the other night. Wouldn’t she have done anything it took to leave her mark?”

There’s a furious burning in my stomach, like I’ve swallowed a bucket of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos. “I don’t think she would have locked someone in a walk-in freezer at the bottom of a yacht, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“Yes, but Ariana—”

“Don’t you say her fucking name!” I scream.

I feel a great tearing inside myself, like poorly sewn stitches ripping apart. I am no longer Andy Cohen. I am Melanie Hoffman: a grieving woman, a devastated woman, a broken woman.

But also… a woman who is not going to give up. Who is not going to stop. Who is going to work harder.

A Survivor.

“You are so full of shit!” I howl, channeling all that power and flinging it at a stunned Ollie, whose eyes look like softballs. “This was never about art, or making your mark, or whatever the fuck! You just wanted to prove that you’re smarter than everyone else! You are so entitled and self-centered that just being ridiculously wealthy wasn’t enough for you. You had to outsmart everyone. You thought you were soooo clever, and soooo original. But guess what, you idiot! You’re not original at all! Because you’re wrong! SWFT is nothing but a fucking scam!”

My screams explode off the stone walls of the church like I’ve let off a firework. Beside me, I sense slight movement.

“For fuck’s sake, you’re the one with the gun, get her to stop talking!” Francesca implores Ollie, but he only has eyes for me.

Keep going, Mel, Ari urges. Keep going.

“And you think I haven’t seen a scam before?! I’m a pop culture psycho. I know all about fucking scams! Lori Loughlin, ever heard of her? Anna Delvey, ever heard of her? Jen Shah, ever fucking heard of her? Fyre Festival, FTX, Theranos, you can’t throw a stone without hitting a goddamn scammer these days, and you know what? You’re just like the rest of them. You’re not special. You’re a dime a fucking dozen. So get a grip, you loser. You are nothing like Ariana. She was the opposite of boring, and you’re so boring it makes me sick.”

I finish my tirade, chest heaving, blood boiling. In the absence of my screams, silence blankets the church. Ollie looks like he’s just been through a spin cycle. Francesca looks aghast. Outside the church walls, a nightingale chirps out a greeting to the approaching sun.

And then, a giggle.

“Oh my,” Freya breathes out next to me, blinking her watery blue eyes open. “She’s really got your number, hasn’t she, Ollie darling?”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

HERE’S ONE THING THAT OLIVER and Francesca Chamberlain, in all their meticulous, galaxy-brain planning, didn’t account for: that I, Melanie Hoffman JD, played club volleyball at UCLA. In other words, I’m kinda buff.

And because they did not account for this buffness, when Freya utters that single sentence, the Chamberlain siblings direct the entirety of their attention to the bound girl on the floor. Which means they don’t notice me, a decidedly not bound girl, bending forward and picking up a medium-sized piece of old stone from the church floor. Which means by the time they realize that I am standing up and raising that stone over my head it’s too late. Which means Ollie can only watch as that stone hurtles out of my hands and hits him directly in the face.

Ollie screams. The gun goes flying. There’s a moment of calm. And then bedlam.

“THE GUN!” Francesca screeches as Ollie staggers around clutching his bleeding nose and wailing in agony.

“Help me!” he bellows. “Help me, Franny!”

Francesca is wrenching stones off the floor, searching in vain for the missing weapon. “HELP YOUR BLOODY SELF! WHERE’S THE GUN GONE?”

In the chaos I scramble over to Freya, who can barely keep her eyes open.

“Oh, hullo there, Melamine,” she slurs when I crouch down in front of her, her head lolling to the side. “I’m afraid silly billy Freya’s gotten herself into a spot of bother.”

“Freya, I need you to try to focus, okay?” I urge her. “I’m going to untie you, and then you need to be ready to run. Can you do that?”

She leans her face closer to mine, her rheumy eyes brimming with admiration.

“Y’know who you remind me of? This darling goat I know. Horseradish. He’s a natural”—hiccup—“natural-born leader, just like you.”

“That’s lovely, Freya,” I say, tugging at the knot binding her ankles. “Keep thinking of Horseradish. Horseradish would want you to stay awake.”

When I get her ankles untied, I move on to her wrists. Behind me, Ollie’s cries have downgraded to aggrieved sniffles, and an uptick in scraping sounds indicates that he’s joined his sister in her search for the gun. My fingers start to shake and my breath comes in choppy, panicked spurts.

But then the knot comes loose in my hands. I spring to my feet.

“Okay. You’re going to have to stand up now,” I say down to Freya, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. “But I’ll help you, alright? I’m going to pull you up.”

I take her thin, cold hands in mine and then pull her up to standing. When she’s on her feet, I tentatively let go. She sways for a moment, her skinny legs wobbling like a baby giraffe’s, and then almost collapses. I rush to catch her.

“Whoopsie daisy,” she giggles in my arms.

“THEY’RE FUCKING ESCAPING!” Francesca shrieks on the other side of the church. It appears her settings are broken and she is now only capable of communicating in Caps Lock.

“Go tackle them or something then, I don’t know! You’ve done all that fencing!” Ollie barks back, sounding congested from his surely broken nose.

“I’M NOT A BLOODY RUGY PLAYER, YOU IDIOT! I NEED THAT DAMNED GUN!”

“Trouble in paradise,” Freya observes in my arms. “Shall I tell them where the gun is?”

Gingerly, I release her from my arms. “You know where the gun is?”

She teeters a bit but stays standing, then points a bony finger at the place where the wall meets the floor. Sure enough, nestled underneath a large block of stone is Ollie’s gun.

“Fuck yeah, Freya!” I cry, then stoop down to grab it.

The metal solidity of the gun feels terrifying in my hands, but I take a deep breath and whirl around, pointing it as confidently as I can at the two siblings.

“Okay. I don’t want to shoot either of you, but I will if you don’t let us leave.”

“Oh, give me a break,” Ollie sneers. His glasses sit crooked on his busted nose. Burnt-red blood glazes the bottom half of his face. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Before I even fully realize what I’m doing, I squeeze the trigger. Sound rocks my eardrums and pain rips through my palms. I start screaming, and so does Freya, and so does Francesca, and so does Ollie, so it takes a few moments for me to realize that no one’s actually been hurt. A cloud of dust swirls around the place in the far wall where bullet chipped stone.

Unsurprisingly it’s Francesca who finds her voice first. “THIS IS AN ANCIENT RUIN, YOU PHILISTINE! SHOW SOME RESPECT!”

Technically she and her brother are the ones who brought us here in the first place, but I decide not to stick around to debate methodologies of archaeological conservation.

“Let’s go!”

I grab Freya’s arm and drag her toward the doorway, brandishing the gun at Ollie and Francesca as we go. Sufficiently convinced of my lunacy, they furiously shuffle out of our way, their hands in the air. Freya and I stumble past them and burst out of the chapel into the pre-dawn. The sky is dark still, but there’s something else brewing off-stage. A new day knocks.

Cocking my arm back, I fling the gun over the side of the plateau. There’s a distant thud as it lands out of sight.

“With great power comes great responsibility,” I explain to Freya, and she nods in understanding. “Come on. We have to hurry.”

Wrapping my arm around Freya to prop her up, we stumble awkwardly across the uneven ground. With every passing second, light bleeds more and more into the sky, casting the world in a murky blue filter like everything’s underwater. The feeling of her bony, thin body in my arms, the wobbling weakness in her stride, makes me seethe. These people did this to her. Teeth gritted with effort, I use that righteous outrage to power us across the plateau. We stumble through the mouth of the fortress wall and then begin our descent, Freya wheezing, her body leaning into mine. She’s barefoot, I realize, and my anger burns even hotter.

“You can do this. You can do this,” I repeat to her as we stagger down the steps. Her skin looks sickly and gray, and she lets out little cries of pain every time a sharp rock tears into the naked soles of her feet, but she keeps going. “You can do this. You can do this.”

We’re about halfway down the hillside when I hear a commotion behind us. I turn to catch sight of Ollie through the murk. He’s barreling down the hill after us, dislodging rocks and gravel in his haste. My heart shoots up my throat and my anger is replaced by a dizzying fear.

“Fuck!” He’s reckless now, which means he’s got nothing to lose. My whole body vibrates with panic. “We have to go faster!”

We pick up speed. Freya lets out ragged little huffs, her bare arms slippery with cold sweat. All of the scrapes and bruises I’ve accumulated in the last two days are erupting in a chorus of agony, and the pain makes me dizzy. It feels like we’re going as fast as we possibly can, but every time I spare a second to look back Ollie has closed the gap on us even further. It’s like we’re trapped in some sort of nightmare, but if he gets to us, the consequences will be very real. He may not have the gun anymore, but Freya and I are only one push away from a rocky drop.

Gripping Freya like a life preserver, I press on. Not an hour ago I was climbing this Mamma Mia! path to my death, and now I’m fleeing for my life. I send a prayer up to Donna and her three handsome lovers, hoping they’ll hear my SOS, because I refuse to let this be where this story ends. I refuse to let Ollie win.

Go, Mel, go! Ari shrieks in my mind like a mom at a track meet, and even though I have spent the last year and a half standing still, I listen to her. I go.

After what feels like an eternity we reach sea level, the indigo Aegean lapping at the sharp rocks to our left, the sun peeking its head above the mountains of mainland Crete. We hurtle along the water line in the direction of the dock. Freya’s body is practically limp in my arms; she’s gasping for air and making awful retching sounds. Every cell in my body howls in exhausted protest, but I find some well of strength deep within myself and keep going, dragging her along beside me, my whole body on the verge of collapse. I can hear Ollie right behind us, but I don’t turn around, because every second counts, every second brings us closer to the dock, and the rowboat, and escape from Scary Island—

But then we crest a small hill and the dock comes into view, and I come to a screeching halt. There’s a familiar craft bobbing in the waves.

The Philomela tender.

“Mel! Watch out!”

I turn around in time to see Ollie, now mere feet behind us, bloodied face wrenched into a mad grimace, lift a rock above his head and fling it at Freya and me with a howl. Pure animalistic reflexes take over, and I grab Freya. The two of us crash to the ground, the rock sailing past us and landing in the dirt with a heavy thud. Undeterred, Ollie bends over and picks up another rock, a terrifying determination in his movements. He staggers over to us and hefts it in the air, looming over us like a giant, the heavy rock in his hands blocking out the newly arriving sun.

And I know we need to move. I know we need to get out of the way. But dragging Freya down that hill has sapped the very last of my energy reserves, and now I have nothing left to give.

Because I have given all I have. I have done all I could to rescue Freya, preserve Ari’s memory, and, against all odds, save myself. And I would do it all again. I know that now. I am so fucking tired and so fucking scared, but I am also so fucking proud. So it is with a smile on my face that with the last shred of energy I have left, I throw my arm on top of Freya, close my eyes, and brace for impact.

And impact does happen, in one ineffaceable and eternal instant. But not the impact I expect. Because unlike Francesca Chamberlain, Abigail Rossi actually is a bloody rugby player.

In a flash of turquoise blue and curly golden hair Abby slams into Ollie’s midsection, sending them both flying. From my vantage point in the dirt, they streak across the sky above me like a brilliant comet before smashing together into the rocky ground.

“Mel!” Hurried footsteps. Someone crouches down behind me and pushes the sweaty hair out of my eyes with warm, shaking hands. “Are you okay? Please be okay. Please be okay.”

Suddenly I am so overcome with emotion I can’t speak. I try opening my mouth but only air comes out.

“Mel! Say something! Oh my God, can someone help me? I think she’s hit her head! Mel! Mel! It’s me! I’m here! Vish is here!”

Vish is here.

I start to bawl. Huge, heaving sobs barrel through my body like a canyon wind, causing my internal organs to shake and rattle. I cry, and cry, and cry until I’m as empty as the cloudless morning sky above us.

“I’m okay,” I force out at last through snotty heaves. “I’m okay.”

Vish comes around in front of me and drops into a crouch. His hair is mussed, his tired eyes frantic with worry.

“Then why are you crying so hard?” he asks, still sounding terrified.

“I’m just so happy to see you,” I sputter, face soaked through with tears. He takes my hand and pulls me to a seated position.

“Could’ve fooled me.”

We take each other in for a moment. Two friends who’ve hurt each other, who’ve been hurt by each other.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

“Me too,” he says, pulling me into a hug.

And I start crying even harder.

“Um, not to be a bother, but Vishy… Would you mind…”

Vish lets go of me with a start. “Oh my God. Sorry Freya.”

He scrambles over and helps Freya up to a seated position as well. She’s filthy: Her hair is matted and oily; her lovely pink dress is no longer lovely nor pink; her cheeks are smeared with dirt and sweat. She stares at me uncertainly, like she can no longer trust what her eyes are seeing.

“Is it finished?” she asks in a quiet voice. “Is it all over?”

I reach over and take her hand. It’s trembling.

“It’s all over.”

And with those words, I know it’s true. It is over. I did it. We’re safe. For the first time in days, my shoulders drop.

I squeeze Freya’s hand. After a moment I feel her squeeze my hand in return. It’s faint, but it’s there. And all around us the new morning unfurls.

There’s a commotion to our right, and we both look over. Ollie is spluttering and red in the face, which is probably due to the fact that Abby has him in a headlock. She catches me looking at her, and for a moment her expression is unreadable. But then she raises a sardonic eyebrow at me, and it feels like sunlight is pouring into my chest.

“Oliver Twist, eh?” she says over Ollie’s aggrieved grunts. “Did not see that coming.”

“Me neither,” I say, unable to stop the smile from spreading across my face.

There are more footsteps as the tender’s two other passengers hurry over from the dock. Mads gets to us first and without a word drops down and seizes Freya in a tight hug. Freya hugs her back, her tears cutting a clean path through the grime on her cheeks.

Right on Mads’s tail is Captain MacPherson, who charges purposefully toward Ollie and Abby, his bald head glinting in the rising sun.

“By the power vested in me as captain of the Philomela, I place you under maritime arrest!” he proclaims to Ollie in his deep Scottish accent.

Abby releases Ollie, and he stumbles toward the captain, looking dazed.

“For fuck’s sake, Oliver, he’s not an actual police officer, you don’t have to do what he says,” snaps Francesca, who’s finally made it down the hill.

Everyone’s shocked into silence for a moment.

“What’s the chick from Devil Wears Prada doing here?” Abby pipes up at last.

“That’s Lisa Barlow,” I say.

“From Real Housewives of Salt Lake City?” Vish asks, baffled.

I turn to face him, fresh tears welling in my eyes. My dear friend. My dear, dear friend.

“Exactly, Vish,” I say. “Exactly.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

EVERY ACTOR IN THIS SORDID saga is gathered on the main deck of the Philomela in strange symmetry with when I first boarded this ship three days ago.

Per Captain MacPherson’s instructions, the guilty parties have been squished together on one of the couches: a fuming and broken-nosed Ollie, an unbothered Francesca, a glowering Mac, and a truly flabbergasted Seb.

“I was asleep!” he keeps repeating, appealing to each of us in turn. “How could I have done anything if I was asleep!”

The crew—Abby, Heloise, Mateo, Petros, and even sweet Jasmine—are standing guard over them in a turquoise blue semicircle, arms crossed, brows lowered. Vish and I are on one side of the deck, Mads and Freya on the other. Dana is lolling on the stairs behind us, looking bored out of her skull.

“Alright, I’ve made some calls,” Captain MacPherson says as he joins us on the deck. “The authorities will be waiting for us when we dock at Chania at fourteen hundred hours.”

“Your heads are all about to spin at how fast my solicitors get me out of this,” Ollie sneers. “When it’s all said and done, you’ll be the one in hot water, dear Captain. You have absolutely no grounds to detain me. My sister is right: You’re not a police officer. You’re a glorified chauffeur. Just because you’re bald and Scottish doesn’t give you authority over me.”

“Too right,” Seb agrees.

“And you know what?” Ollie shouts, picking up steam. He’s gone a bit cross-eyed, and I wonder idly if I gave him a concussion when I hit him with that stone. “All of you, and I mean all of you, can suck my cock. Because while I already was the richest person on this ship, I’m about to go fucking intergalactic. As of thirty minutes ago, SWFT is a publicly traded company, and when all this drama hits the trades and SWFT goes bye-bye, a little old bank account in the Cayman Islands is going to fill up like a car at a bloody petrol station.”

“Sorry, what?” Seb says.

“Yeah, not so fast, babes,” Dana calls from her perch on the stairs. “Don’t think I’ll be sucking any cocks this morning.”

Ollie rolls his eyes. “I didn’t mean literally, Dana. God, you are truly the thickest person I’ve ever met. I can’t believe Seb hired you.”

Seb looks confused. “I thought you hired her. And what was that bit about the Cayman Islands account?”

Dana stands up, stretching like a cat. She gives Seb a pitying smile. “He’s playing you, dickhead. Isn’t it obvious?”

“You know what? I’m sacking you!” Ollie bellows. Definitely concussed, I conclude.

Dana sighs, strolling across the deck like it belongs to her. “Not really your day, is it hun? You can’t sack me, ’cause I don’t work for you. Technically I’m self-employed, if you want to get pedantic about it, but to keep things simple for the less sophisticated minds among us, let’s just say I’m a financial consultant working on behalf of a concerned third party.”

“What the fuck?”

“You’re right, that was a bit too complicated for you, yeah? So let me try to make it as simple as possible. You and Seb: two posh bellends who seemed dodgy as fuck. My employer: someone who was worried that you were dodgy as fuck. Me: a very, very clever forensic accountant who got hired to find out if you were indeed dodgy as fuck. Well, spoiler alert, you are. So I decided to have a bit of cheeky fun.”

Silence.

Dana smiles. She’s cut through the crew members and is standing above Ollie now. “Go on. Ask me what kind of cheeky fun.”

“What. Kind. Of. Cheeky. Fun,” Ollie grits out.

“I cut the Wi-Fi, darling! Broke that router apart like a Kinder Egg. So all those final transactional documents that you thought you sent last night to the London Stock Exchange? Yeah, they never went through. So ipso facto, your little IPO never happened. And ipso facto again, I’ve got enough evidence of your bullshit to bury you both like fucking corpses. And ipso facto part three, that means whatever clever plan you came up with in that stupid-looking head of yours didn’t actually work. Bummer, right? Such a bummer. It’s almost like doing an IPO on a boat is a spectacularly shit idea! But what do I know, I’m just a thick PA.”

If someone were to take a picture of all of us in this moment and hang it in an art gallery, the placard would say “Group Dies of Collective Shock, 2024, Crete, Greece.”

“Lashes,” Abby breathes, shaking her head in admiration. “You sly fox.”

“Wait. You were an investigator this whole time?” Vish asks.

Dana nods. In the most shocking twist of all, she’s still somehow scrolling on her phone, even though there is no Wi-Fi. She’s like a new subspecies.

“And over the course of your investigation,” Vish continues, “you didn’t think it was weird that one of the principal parties in the IPO was missing for two days?”

Dana raises her eyebrows at him. “Um, not exactly my remit, was it?”

Vish shoots me a look. “Good to know not everything was an act.”

“I guess it explains why she threatened me,” I say. Then I’m struck by something. “Wait, Dana… so you were investigating Seb… but also sleeping with him?”

I say this without thinking, and instantly my eyes fly over to Freya. Is this her first time learning this information? But it’s like she’s not even listening to any of this; she’s leaning on Mads, her eyes trained on the sea.

Dana looks down at Seb with an expression on her face that could almost be described as fond.

“That’s my toxic trait. I like fucking posh boys I don’t care about. Feels like class warfare, know what I mean?”

Sorry to J.Lo, but I think this actually might be the greatest love story never told.

“So what I’m gathering right now,” Seb cuts in, sounding like a fourth grader trying to figure out a particularly challenging math problem, “is that my one girlfriend was a prisoner on this ship for two days, my other girlfriend is some sort of corporate KGB spy who hates me, and my best friend has devised an elaborate plan to bilk me of millions of pounds and land me with the blame for corporate fraud?”

“Period, king!” Jasmine cheers. “You figured it out!”

Seb breathes in and out. And in and out. And then he lunges over and begins strangling Ollie.

The deck erupts into noisy chaos. Petros and Chef Mateo leap in to pull Seb and Ollie apart, but Abby hangs back.

“Aw, boo, let ’em fight!” she complains.

“Enough!”

Captain MacPherson’s voice booms across the deck. He strides over and towers above the four wrongdoers.

“In all my years as a captain, I have seen some truly depraved behavior, but the lot of you are underworld creatures sent by Hades himself to torment us. You’re going to put this lassie in a freezer?” he asks, pointing at Freya, who’s still encompassed in Mads’s protective embrace. “Then you’re going in the freezer. And I say that not because I’m bald, or because I’m Scottish”—he shoots Ollie a withering look—“but because I’m the captain of this vessel, and you four have endangered and disrespected my passengers and my crew, and I will not stand for it. So back to the underworld you go. Crew, take them below deck.”

“D’accord, Captain,” Heloise says with a hungry gleam in her eyes that makes me glad I’m on the same side as her.

As the crew shepherds the un-Fab Four toward the salon, I make eye contact with each of them as they pass me. Francesca meets my gaze with haughty disinterest. Ollie looks at me with similar disdain, but beneath the glib exterior, I can sense it—shame. Mac practically snarls at me, his happy-go-lucky front gone for good.

Looks like he’s no longer the number one guy in the group.

Last is Seb. With all the gilded trappings of his bullshit company now stripped away, he reminds me of an insect without its exoskeleton, limp and pathetic. He pauses for a moment before crossing the threshold to the salon and turns to face Freya. She gazes at him with naked, vulnerable eyes, and for the briefest of moments I actually think he is going to do the decent thing and ask if the woman he’s spent the last decade in a relationship with is doing all right, that he’s going to take ownership for cheating on her with Dana.

But when Seb speaks, he addresses Mads.

“Right. I know the Wi-Fi’s out, but you should be crafting a statement so that it’ll be ready to go live the second you get internet again. We need to assure the market that everything is under control.”

I can feel hot wings of indignation spreading in my chest like a fiery phoenix.

Mads’s jaw drops. “Are you… joking?”

“Of course not. You’re comms. That’s your job.”

Mads gives him a saccharine smile. “Well let me communicate something to you, then, Sebastian. I quit.”

And now at long last the true reality of his situation seems to finally have hit home for Seb. His face has turned a disturbing shade of gray.

“But… but…”

“You’re forgetting something,” I snap, cutting him off, my rage spurring me into speech. This man may not actually have murdered Freya, but he’s the human equivalent of an ingrown toenail, and it’s time that he paid, literally. “The tip.”

Seb slowly rotates his face toward me. “The what?”

Heloise is hovering impatiently behind Seb, waiting for him to step into the salon, but at my words, I see a wicked smile start to inch across her face.

“The tip,” I repeat firmly. “For the crew. Usually a stack of cash in an envelope. Usually tens of thousands of dollars. Or pounds. Whatever currency you prefer.”

Seb scoffs. “I’m not—”

“You are,” I insist. “You must. You will.”

“And how do you know that?”

I stand up straight with my chin high. “Because I watch Below Deck.”

There is a moment of silence at this profound proclamation. And then:

“Oh, but darling, you must have forgotten!” Freya cries, her voice light and frothy on the surface, but reinforced with steel underneath. “You brought the tip! It’s in your rucksack! Front pocket. Remember?”

Seb gawps at her. Smiling sweetly, Freya turns her attention to the chief stew.

“You’re so clever, Heloise, I’m sure you’ll be able to find it. Because I suppose you’ll be occupied, won’t you Seb? After all. There’s a freezer down there with your name on it.”

Seb looks at Freya. She stares back at him defiantly. It feels like everyone on the deck holds their breaths.

And then Seb hangs his head and disappears into the salon.

The sea undulates all around us. The world turns on.

I look to my left to find Vish, but he’s not there. He’s drifted over to the railing and is staring out at the water. I go over to him.

“Hi,” I say.

“Hi,” he says, hands gripped around the railing.

“I have so many things to say to you,” I start, “but first I need to thank you for coming to save me. How did you know where I was?”

His voice is tight, his eyes still on the horizon. “I don’t deserve your thanks. That was all Kellie.”

My jaw drops. “Kellie? How did she get in touch with the ship? The Wi-Fi was out.”

“I mean, I’m still not fully sure. But it seems like when she wasn’t able to contact you anymore, she went ballistic. I think she somehow got in touch with the… US Navy? It’s unclear. But whoever it was was able to reach the Greek authorities, and then they called the captain over the radio. He got the crew together, they came and woke me up, and when we didn’t find you in your cabin, we went down to the freezer like Kellie said to. Petros broke the lock off the door and we found Mac inside. And then Abby… made him talk.”

“Like in a mafia way?” I ask in morbid fascination.

“I mean… not not in a mafia way. I think she was pretty pissed to find out he’d been playing her.”

“Damn.”

“When he told us everything, we rushed to the island, and, yeah. You know what happened next.”

“Well. Thank you. You saved my life.”

Vish shakes his head. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

“You did.”

He shakes his head again, violently, like he’s trying to punish himself with the movement.

“Vish?”

Like a pot of water coming to a boil, at last emotion erupts out of my friend. “It was fancy Club Penguin,” he chokes out.

“Hey—”

Anguish ripples across his face. “No, you know what? I’m not being fair. Because people actually used Club Penguin. People actually liked Club Penguin. Club Penguin was real. You know what’s not real? A first-of-its-kind digital members-only club offering the highest caliber of non-fungible luxury virtual experiences.” He reaches out and takes my arm, his warm brown eyes nearly overflowing with torment. “And you almost died because of it, Mel. I didn’t believe you about Freya, I didn’t believe you about Mac, I didn’t listen to you at all, and then you and Freya almost died. I can’t believe I chose that stupid bullshit company over you. I’ll never forgive myself.”

I grasp his arm in return.

“Are you kidding? I’ll never forgive myself. I can’t believe I broke into your laptop. I can’t believe I betrayed your trust like that.”

He looks racked with guilt. “But you were right.”

“But I was also wrong.”

Vish hangs his head, his whole being wrung out by exhaustion. “I don’t understand it, Mel. It’s like my brain is broken. Why do I have the worst judgment in the world? I thought I was just bad at picking girlfriends, but turns out I’m even worse at picking companies. I got this whole situation so, so wrong. And I almost lost you because of it.”

Despite everything, I can’t help but smile. “Oh, your brain is definitely broken, Vish. But that’s a good thing. And you didn’t lose me. I’m right here.”

He blinks back tears and gives my arm a final grateful squeeze before letting go and turning to face the sea once more. I come to lean on the railing beside him. Together we look out at the horizon, at the water sparkling joyously under the new sun.

“I bet Seb and Ollie are really wishing Red-Faced Clive had better hips right about now,” Vish says after a while.

I raise my eyebrows in acknowledgment. “That’s a good point. I was not a very polite plus-one.”

“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to say, you were pretty rude, honestly.” His voice goes quiet, losing its glib tone. “And I should have been rude with you. I should have stood by you.”

And even though the weeks after Ari’s death are a closed-up fist in my mental timeline, in this moment one memory leaks through. It’s of Vish taking off work the day after Ari’s funeral to make sure I wasn’t alone. We sat on my couch and watched twelve straight hours of House Hunters International, and I sobbed and sobbed and sobbed.

“You have always stood by me,” I say now, my voice tight, and then I hug him with such vigor it borders on medically irresponsible.

And when I finally let him go, I realize that there is someone else who’s been standing by me this whole time, too. Someone who, in her own gruff, hostile way, has taken me under her aggressive and terrifying wing. An instigator. A protector. A deliverer of tough love.

An older sister.

I unlock my phone. It’s useless right now without Wi-Fi, but I decide to send the text anyway. She’ll get it when she wakes up. Although, who am I kidding? She’s always awake.

Thank you, I send to Kellie.

And then, after a beat: I love you.

Then I place my hand over my broken, full heart and stare out at the morning sun, Vish by my side.
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I have to search almost the entire boat before I at last find Freya by herself on the lower deck. She’s changed from her party dress into a simple sundress and is dangling her feet in the water. She looks small and vulnerable, like a little kid.

“How are you doing?” I ask, sitting down beside her and sliding my feet in. The sea is a cool, smooth balm on my bruised and dusty skin.

“Oh, fine, fine,” she says absently, watching her feet twirl in little circles beneath the water’s surface.

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry that we didn’t find you sooner,” I say, the words feeling insufficient as they come out of my mouth. “I’m sorry you had to spend so long down there by yourself. That must have been horrible.”

She smiles a little to herself, eyes still on the water. “Well. That’s the benefit of being drugged for two days straight, I suppose. Don’t remember much of it.”

I’m truly at a loss for words, so we sit there in silence for a few moments. Then Freya laughs an empty, agonized laugh.

“It’s so silly, isn’t it? All that real fuss over a fake company? And I’m the silliest of them all, because for the longest time I didn’t even know it was a fake company. I thought it was completely legitimate. And I was so proud of myself for being a part of it. Isn’t that daft?”

Twin delicate streams of tears are tracing fine lines down the dull skin of her cheeks. Her long neck hangs crooked, her hair falling in a curtain over her face.

“I don’t think that’s daft,” I insist. “I think you were good at your job. What Seb and Ollie did, that’s on them. But you deserve to feel proud for what you did at SWFT.”

“I don’t feel proud anymore, though.” Her voice is quiet. “I feel… alone. And I always was alone, it seems. I mean, it’s plain for everyone to see that Seb never cared about me at all.”

“Freya—”

“No, no, it’s alright. It’s true. Typical Freya, spending a decade of my life with someone who literally couldn’t care if I lived or died. I’ve never really been much good at knowing when the party’s over. But in a way I’m almost more hurt by Ollie, if you’ll believe that. I thought he was my friend. D’you know the reason I even started SWFT in the first place? Because all I ever wanted was connection. To be part of something. To have people. But I’m starting to think the feeling will never be mutual.”

I reach out and grab her thin hand. Emotion swells like the tide in my chest. “Freya. You are not alone. I promise. You matter to me, and to Vish, and to Mads. You matter.”

She looks up at me through her hair with those fragile, sea-blue eyes, and suddenly it’s not just her hand I’m holding. Suddenly I’m here, but I’m also there, in Ariana’s hospital room, needing to say this thing, this important, true thing.

“You were so brave,” I say to both of them, tears flowing down my face. “You were so brave, and I’m sorry that you had to be, but it’s done now. You don’t have to fight anymore. And I am here for you, to help you face whatever’s next. So please don’t ever, ever think that you don’t matter or that you’re not important. Because you matter and you are important to me. You’re my friend. And that means you’ll always be a part of something. That means that as long as I’m alive, you’re never going anywhere.”

I feel like I have moved through something impenetrable, like at long last I’ve snaked my way as far down the drain as I can go and come up somewhere clear, somewhere new. In front of us the sea is a living tapestry, unfurling toward the horizon, stretching to reach the future. And for the first time in as long as I can remember, I feel at peace.

“Thank you, Melanie,” Freya says, her voice trembling but strong. “For everything. You saved my life. You were brilliant. You were bloody spectacular.”

“I had help,” I say, thinking of all my collaborators, in this world and the next. “And you know what I just realized?”

“What?”

“I have been on this boat for sixty-five fucking years and I haven’t swam once.”

There’s the hint of a smile on her face, and in it I catch a glimpse of the vibrant girl who gamboled onto the Philomela before this all began.

“Me neither.”

Without giving myself time to think I stand up, take my shirt off, and peel off my leggings. The morning breeze on my bare skin makes me shiver a little, but before I can stop myself I take a few steps backward, break into a run, and then jump.

The sea is cool and clear, enveloping me smoothly like the womb. All around me shafts of light from the new sun blaze through the water in golden columns, turning things otherworldly. I kick out, my hair flowing behind me like seaweed, then kick out another time. I feel like I’m being cleaned, cleansed, like I’m starting again.

I break through the surface just as another body hurtles into the sea next to me, splashing salty water into my face. After a moment Freya comes up for air, spitting water like a dolphin, her blond hair shining now that the dirt of Gramvousa has sloughed off her.

“Isn’t that lovely?” She beams as we both tread water. Already she seems lighter.

“So lovely.” I bite my lip. “Can I ask you something? And I know this is probably sensitive, and traumatic, so we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. But… your great-uncle. I met him yesterday. I know he’s the reason Ollie was able to convince you to come to the party, because he’s SWFT’s underwriter and carrying all the risk for the company. Won’t… won’t SWFT going under bring him down, too? It just doesn’t seem fair. There has to be something we can do.”

As soon as the words are out, I wish I could snatch them and send them back from where they came, worried I’ll plunge her into darkness once more. But to my surprise, a sly smile creeps across Freya’s face.

“You know, I wouldn’t worry too much about that, Melanie.”

I huff a bit, paddling to stay above the surface. “Why not?”

“Well. When the intoxicating Dana was telling her story just now, I had a bit of a brain blast. Because Seb said he didn’t hire Dana. And Ollie said he didn’t hire Dana. Which was a tad confusing. Until I realized, I hired Dana. Eight months ago. Off a recommendation from daffy, dotty, brilliant Uncle John.”

“That’s who Dana was working for?”

“Seems like it, no? I mean, if I had to give feedback, I’d say she has some room for improvement, seeing as she was shagging my boyfriend and actually is quite bad at being a PA on the whole, but she said she has her evidence, so I think Uncle John is going to be just fine. That poor dear. Probably was so torn up about it all. Didn’t know how to tell me his suspicions.”

Which reminds me. “Well, if he didn’t tell you, how did you figure it out in the end? What Seb and Ollie were doing?”

Freya giggles.

“TikTok.”

“TikTok!” I exclaim.

“TikTok and Taylor Swift!” She’s laughing so hard she’s whipping up water.

“All it took was TikTok and Taylor Swift!” Now I’m laughing too. “Those fucking idiots!”

“Those fucking idiots!”

And then suddenly there are a pair of splashes as two new bodies join us in the sea. After a few moments, Vish and Mads push their heads out of the water, gasping and laughing.

“Fuck, that’s a bit nippy, isn’t it?” Mads says, spitting out water, but she’s smiling.

“I like it,” Vish says, holding Mads’s gaze, and now they’re both smiling, and I feel like I’ve intruded on something very intimate, even though I was here first.

“So. It seems I’m a bit shit at picking workplaces,” Mads says to Vish.

“I know the feeling,” Vish says to Mads.

“And now I’m out of a job.”

“I’m familiar with that feeling as well.”

“Wonder how I’ll be able to fill all that free time.”

“I’ve got a couple ideas.”

Their grins are now in danger of fully breaking their faces in half. I duck underwater and kick away from them to give them some privacy, my mind whirling. Vish and Mads. Mads and Vish. Lemons, lemonade.

I come up for air and flip over onto my back like a starfish, letting the sea cradle me in its palm. All around me sunlight sparkles off the glassy waves, dazzling and bright. I feel like I’m lying on a giant’s chest, like I’m being lifted and lowered in time with its inhalations and exhalations. I close my eyes.

And then I feel her.

It’s like a blanket of warmth has gently settled over my entire body. A presence, where there was absence. I let out a little gasp.

Ariana’s here.

It’s different from the constant running dialogue I have with her in my mind. Different, even, from that moment when Bobby’s text came through and I was sure Ari had a hand in sending it. Because all of that was tangible, 3D, on a plane I could understand.

But this, this is something… truly transcendent. Something beyond what I have the ability to comprehend, something that doesn’t fit within the confines of the laws of physics. The surface of my skin tingles like it’s been dipped in stardust and my heart swells with recognition. The air feels alive with her, like she’s been woven into its very fabric. She is vast and uncontainable, rolling and infinite like the atmosphere itself. She is a soul, unbound.

Tears run down my cheeks and mingle with the salty sea. I let them flow.

Ari, I think.

Mel, the universe says.

All around me the sea breathes and the sunlight glimmers and the world gets another second older, then another, then another.

It’s inevitable, all of it: Time. Loss. Pain. But so is love, and happiness, and change. For so long, I’ve been swimming backward, fighting against the tide. I’ve fought as hard as I could to keep the world out, to push everything away—the good and the bad.

But now. Now I think I’ll try to float.
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I’m drying off after my shower when there’s a knock at my cabin door.

I open the door wearing a plush Philomela bathrobe, expecting it to be Vish checking in on me. But the person standing in the hallway is decidedly not Vish.

“G’day,” Abby says.

She looks strangely different to me, and after a few seconds of confusion I realize what’s changed. This is my first time seeing her out of her Philomela crew uniform. She’s wearing a cropped white tank top and cut-off denim shorts. She’s not wearing a bra, I observe.

“Hi.”

“You’ve had quite the time of it, haven’t you?” she says, crossing those famous arms. “I mean, I’ve always known Americans were all about their drama, but you’ve put the bloody Kardashians to shame.”

“I’m really sorry for everything,” I say in a rush. “I’m sorry for pulling you into my bullshit. It doesn’t even matter that it all ended up being true. It wasn’t fair of me to put your job in jeopardy like that. Thank you… thank you for saving me anyway.”

Abby shrugs, the very picture of nonchalance. “Oh. Did I save you? Don’t recall.”

“I seem to remember some tackling.”

“Sounds like a regular Monday to me.”

I gesture at her nonregulation attire. “But… you’re still fired? The captain knows everything now. He has to give you a second chance.”

She snorts. “Oh, he offered me my job back the second he saw me kicking the shit out of Mac down in that Saw freezer. That’s the kind of can-do attitude he looks for in a crew member. But. I think this might be the end of my yachting career. I’ve seen what these people can do. I don’t know if I have the stomach for it anymore.”

There’s a painful squeeze in my chest. “But your dream.”

She smiles at me softly. “I’m not a Disney character. I can find a new dream.”

I start fiddling with the tie of my robe. “So now… you’re technically not at work anymore?”

She raises an eyebrow. “No I am not.”

“And we have…” I look at my phone. “Three hours until we’re back in Chania?”

“Wow, you can tell time really well. You learn that in law school?”

“Took a whole semester on it. Um. I guess I’m wondering if…” I clear my throat, suddenly feeling a bit shy. “If you’d maybe like to come in then?”

“Mate,” Abby sighs, “why do you think I’m fucking standing here?”

And then she kisses me.

And as the door closes behind us, and she slips off my robe, and I pull off her top, and we fall back onto my bed with her warm body on top of mine, I think only of here, of now, of this, of us. I float, I float, I float.

A little while later, as we’re lying tangled together in bed, I say, “You never told me my nickname, you know.”

She laughs a little, the hot air from her nose lightly grazing my cheek. “That’s because I never gave you one.”

I prop myself up on my elbow so I can look down at her.

“What? Why not?”

Abby’s hazel eyes crinkle around the edges as she smiles up at me.

“I dunno, really. I guess… ’cause you’re just Mel, Mel. Everyone on this boat was pretending to be somebody else but you were just… you. And I liked that. I liked Mel, Just Mel.”

Mel. Just Mel. I think about what Mel, Just Mel has done these last three days. I think about the people she’s hurt and the people she’s helped. I think about the mistakes she’s made and the lessons she’s learned.

And you know what? I like her, too.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THINGS ARIANA HAS MISSED: COWBOY Carter, CT and Phaedra on The Traitors, Britney Spears’s memoir, “Name ’em,” Challengers, Jada Pinkett Smith’s memoir, Joe Jonas and Sophie Turner getting divorced, Usher performing at the Super Bowl, Ariana Grande dating SpongeBob, Julia Fox’s memoir, Larsa Pippen dating Marcus Jordan, Brat Summer, the whole hullabaloo about the Roman Empire, Carl and Lindsay breaking up, Kendrick vs. Drake, that pregnant stingray, bald Austin Butler in Dune: Part Two, Ziwe interviewing George Santos, Heather revealing how she got the black eye, Kordell Beckham spinning a suitcase on Love Island USA season 6, Sophia Bush and Ashlyn Harris getting together, Matt Rogers’s Christmas album, Suits randomly becoming really popular again, JoJo Siwa’s hard pivot, Kyle and Mauricio separating…

Every headline, every meme, every episode, every post, I take in twice—once for me, once for her. I note it all down diligently in an ever-growing log in my mind so that when I see her again, I don’t forget a single thing.

I pay attention.

“Why are we like this?” I’d asked Ari one Thursday night in our midtwenties. We were four hours into a RHONY marathon and halfway through a Costco-sized bag of Chex Mix. “We could be watching cinema. Or discussing art. Or engaging with challenging literature.”

“Sweet, sweet Melanie. Don’t you see? This is cinema. This is art. This is literature. These women are forever. Through them, we become infinite.”

I raised my eyebrows. “So deep.”

“I think my edible just kicked in.”

I snuggled in closer to her on the couch. On-screen, Dorinda was cussing out Candace Bushnell, the originator of Sex and the City.

“You know what I think about all the time?” Ari said after a few minutes. “When we first met.”

I looked over at her. “Who could forget it? Backstreet vs. NSYNC. A canonical event.”

She wound a curl around her pointer finger, deep in thought. She was wearing a giant Barefoot Contessa T-shirt over a pair of black bike shorts, an Ari Special.

“That was, like, a spiritual moment for me. I think we imprinted on each other. Like Jacob with Renesmee. But less weird.”

“Oh, that edible has definitely kicked in.”

“Am I wrong, though?” she insisted. “It was beautiful, Mel. Because we knew. We just knew. We knew that this”—she gestured at the TV—“is actually about this.” She gestured at her and me. “People think that the shit we like is silly. And obviously it’s like, really fucking silly. But what they don’t understand is that all that silly shit adds up to a lifetime of friendship, and connection, and… I don’t know, caring. Because you and I care, Mel. We care aggressively, and we always have. We want to understand it all. I feel like it’s kind of a superpower. Because we’re not in neutral. We’re in overdrive. We’re paying fucking attention. And you know what? At the end of the day, I think I’ll be glad I lived a life where I paid attention.”

And because we did not yet know that Ari had under a decade left to live, we were free to think about such a proclamation in the abstract. We were free to just sit there watching those forever women, through them, becoming infinite.

“To Broken Brains,” I’d said.

“To Broken Brains,” she’d said.

To Broken Brains.
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